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      The dwarf behind the bar yelled, “Hey, idiots. Knock it off.”

      Cali Leblanc slapped the groping hands of the frat boy foursome away as she made her way to the long divider of polished wood that separated the owner from his patrons. She set the tray down a little harder than intended and shook her head at Zeb. “Tourists, right?”

      The Drunken Dragons Tavern was a locals bar. More than that, it provided a haven where the city’s magical beings could congregate, more often than not in peaceful coexistence. It lay on the outskirts of the French Quarter, which meant most of the out-of-towners visiting New Orleans for vacation, business, or the intensive debauchery of Mardi Gras never knew it existed. The wooden placard hung outside over the entrance featured a red dragon clinking beer steins with a blue one, both recently repainted. Their cheap crystal eyes flashed when the sun caught them.

      She raised an eyebrow as she resumed their long-standing argument. “You know it’s the damn gems in the sign that attract them, right? You can see the things from blocks away.”

      Zeb patted the impressive dark thatch of hair that lay against his chest and shook his head. His smile was mostly lost in the beard and mustache that covered his face, but the crinkles around his stunning blue eyes suggested he still enjoyed the game as much as she did. “Their money spends. As long as they don’t cause trouble with the regulars or the staff, they’re welcome.”

      As she was the only person at the moment who qualified as staff, his meaning was apparent. His bellows across the single main room took care of most issues before they started, and his gaze always seemed to be on her when someone tried to interfere with her work. I only wish he’d give the cute ones a little more time before he scares them away. Seven and a half months before, after the worst day of her life, the dwarf had appointed himself her de facto guardian and had proven both his aptitude and his over-enthusiasm for the role ever since.

      She removed and re-secured the elastic that restrained her curly red hair and wiped her forehead. Even with the air conditioner doing its best, October in the south was an oven and work always made her feel half-cooked. Unlike some drinking places around town, The Drunken Dragons didn’t go in for skimpy outfits to entice tourists. Her standard work uniform of black jeans, matching boots, and a white button-down with a tank beneath was as neutral as could be. But, unfortunately, it did little to help her to keep her cool.

      As if he could read her mind—and who knew, maybe he could—Zeb handed her a glass of iced water that she guzzled. She knew very little about his magic, and on the rare occasions when she’d tried to pry for more, he’d deflected her questions smoothly. Really, she was only positive about three things where the dwarf was concerned. First, he was originally from Oriceran, the magical planet that crossed over with Earth more each day. Second, he watched over her with the intensity of a hawk tracking a limping rabbit. And finally, he believed in shutting down small problems before they became big ones, usually with a sharp tongue and loud voice.

      Cali lowered her head. “Yeah, but some people aren’t worth the trouble their money buys.” The design of the establishment reflected his desire to keep an eye on his patrons. Long wooden tables ran the length of the room, butted up against one another to form three separate rows with benches and chairs on both sides. On a busy night, elves would rub elbows with gnomes, and the occasional giant Kilomea would spread into space allocated for four.

      No species was prohibited, and the only rule was that they take any conflicts outside the walls. The dwarf’s glower was sufficient threat to forestall most potential inappropriate behavior, but a wicked-looking double-bladed battle ax hung behind the bar to back it up. She’d never seen it leave its position.

      Zeb pulled a pipe from beneath the counter and took several puffs before he stowed it again. Sweet tobacco smoke filled the air between them. Even when he wasn’t actively smoking, his clothes smelled of the stuff so much that she now associated it with him. Technically, the tavern was smoke-free, so he kept his vice hidden most of the time. “They’re simply young fools. Maybe get them to eat something, though.” A crash sounded from the direction of the foursome, and she swiveled her head to see that two of them stood with fists raised. “Okay, they’re young, stupid, fools. Go break it up.”

      She dodged and wove between the revelers on her way to the men. Even though the rest of the patrons didn’t seem to care about the impending battle, it was still crowded enough on this Friday night to make movement a challenge. Both chuckleheads were dressed alike in t-shirts with beer logos on them, jean shorts, and slip-on shoes. If you’re going to be a stereotype, why that stereotype?

      When she reached them, they were exchanging taunts while each tried to muster the nerve to start something and, when they failed, attempted to goad their opponent into doing so. She slid smoothly into the gap between them and pushed them apart with a hand on each of their chests.

      “Listen, guys, I’m not sure what has you ticked off, but this isn’t the place. If you want to fight, take it outside. Otherwise, you might disturb the patrons, and these aren’t the type of folks you want to get upset at you.” They looked first at her, then at the room around them, and finally at each other.

      She thought she had them convinced, but the taste of black licorice washed over her tongue as her magic read the men through her touch. It was stronger from her right, and that man sneered predictably and drew his arm back for a punch. She sighed before she ducked under it, caught his wrist, and wrenched it down with a twist. He howled and dropped to a knee. She raised her other hand to point at his foe. “Don’t even think about it.” He backed away, his palms raised.

      From the direction of the bar came a gruff, “Pay up and begone, you four,” and she nodded.

      “You heard the man. I’ll release your friend here once you all are outside.” He attempted to rise, and she twisted his wrist against the bone, which drew a yelp. She scowled down at him. “Behave, you, or I’ll let the boss take care of you. Trust me, yours wouldn’t be the first blood he’s washed off that ax.” He paled, and she looked up in time to see Zeb smother a smile. Finally, the others were gone and she freed her captive. He rubbed his arm as he rose, and she kept her weight equally balanced in case he decided to try something she’d need to deal with. The smarter part of his brain won out, and he flipped her off and made his way to the exit.

      She collected their cups to the sound of the room’s low laughter as the door slammed closed behind them. A Dark Elf she particularly liked raised a fist, and she bumped it with a smile. She set the glasses on the bar and the dwarf moved over to collect them for washing. He offered her a grin. “Well done. You have a way with idiots.”

      A chuckle escaped her. “You realize you totally set yourself up, right?”

      He nodded. “But you’re far too wise to take advantage.”

      Cali leaned both elbows on the polished wood and invoked another of their frequent discussion topics. “You know, aren’t you supposed to be the rage-driven warrior? Why do I fight your battles for you?”

      Like always, he grinned and tapped his temple. “Brains over brawn. I’m smart enough to have you do it for me.” His eyes flicked over her shoulder, and he shook his head with a sigh “Jarten ran without paying. Again. Stop him but don’t hurt him. Much.”

      She spun and dashed to the door. It’s not Friday night if I don’t have to chase some idiot over the price of a drink or two.
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        * * *

      

      Her quarry was one of the many people of Atlantean descent who populated the Big Easy. The legendary undersea city had really existed like the legends said, but its population was originally from Oriceran. Atlantis had been destroyed long before, but the bloodline lived on, strong enough to be seen easily in some but weak enough to be invisible in others. In Jarten, it was weak.

      Her own half-Atlantean lineage was most visible in her hair, which was thick, curly, and frequently downright annoying.

      His magical ancestry didn’t make the man she pursued any faster than normal. His lead dwindled rapidly as he pounded along the street. He turned into an alley, and his head swiveled left and right, up and down, as he sought options. Fortunately for her, these houses were similar to many in the town and protected by high walls topped with sharp rocks, broken glass, or pointed iron spikes. When she’d closed the gap to six feet, she yelled, “Jar, knock it off, you idiot. It’s not like you won’t be back in a week.”

      He flashed out of sight ahead, and she skidded to a stop as she rounded the corner and discovered three other people standing with him. They all looked to be close to the age when they’d graduate college if they actually attended. Two were male and of a body type similar to Jarten’s, which meant tall and thin. The woman was her height, which was to say neither tall nor short but had at least twenty pounds on her, all of it muscle. Cali nodded. “Folks. See if you can get chucklehead there to pay the tab he owes at the tavern.”

      The others stepped in front of her quarry and the obvious defensive action drew a sigh from her. The tallest of the group raised his head and looked down his sharp nose. His Atlantean blood was obvious in his thick hair, which was gathered into ratty dreadlocks. He spoke with an unexpectedly low, gravelly voice. “How about you cover this one for him? And, if you’re feeling kind, you could cough up a few bucks for us, too.”

      She would have imagined Jarten would be the runt of the litter, but the third man added a postscript in a weaseling tone. “Yeah, I could use a few bucks.” Cali met the eyes of the group’s lone female, who shook her head in shared disappointment at the other gender but made no move to step away from her friends. No Atlantean blood was obvious in her, but it seemed almost a certainty that it was there. She’d heard rumors that Jarten was running with a group who drew lines based on ethnicity but hadn’t realized it was a magical one. Her guess had been Cajun, given his accent. I guess not.

      Cali neither retreated nor showed concern. “Here’s the thing. My boss sent me out to bring back what Jar owes. I don’t care if it comes from him or if y’all take up a collection to support the stupidest among you, but I’ll leave here with it or with him. Come on, we’re talking ten bucks.” It was really six, but she decided she deserved something for running in the heat.

      The man with the voice broke into a grin. “You may want to rethink that. There are four of us. And while you may think your karate is fancy, we have our own talents as well.”

      “Him or the money.” She shrugged. “Now would be good.”

      Their leader gestured, and the least among them charged, holding something in his hand. She identified it as a tree branch, still with twigs attached, and he scratched a line of red onto his face when he brought it toward her in a wild swing. Even though they’d broken the seal and implied they had magic, she wasn’t ready to reveal hers unless it became necessary. Her father’s voice, kindly and encouraging, had reminded her often to “Always keep your hole card hidden.”

      She skipped inside the arc of the wood and delivered a sharp punch that channeled the power of her movement into his solar plexus. He gasped and dropped out of the fight for the moment. She looked from his prone form back to her foes’ spokesperson. “So, can we call this done?”

      He peered over his shoulder at the woman, and she stalked forward. Her thick legs showed rippling muscles below her cutoff jeans, and the tank top she wore bared powerful arms. Cali shook her head. I could look like that if I spent more time in the gym. Or any time in the gym.

      Her opponent led with a wrestling technique, faked a bear hug, and tried to power past to get behind her. Cali set her feet and let it happen. Before the other woman could lock an arm around her neck, however, she dropped into a crouch and pistoned her elbow up and back while she twisted her core with the strike. This adversary, too, succumbed to the solar plexus blow, but it required a quick foot sweep to bring her to the ground. She moved away from the downed figures and circled left to ensure a clear space to act.

      The leader waved at Jarten, who shook his head. The man slapped him on the side of the head, but the object of her search didn’t comply. Finally, the bigger man growled, “Okay, girl, let’s do this.”

      She snapped, “Don’t call me girl,” as he raised his arms. She performed a reasonably proficient cartwheel to her left as the space between them filled with wavering light and the fence behind her shattered. Thankfully, she’d guessed he’d go for the home run right off the bat, and the best defense was to not be in the way of it. Her martial arts training was all about avoiding blows rather than standing tall in front of them. She waved her hand, imagined herself running away, and summoned an illusion to make it look real while another appeared to mask her lack of actual movement.

      As he spun to launch an attack at the visible false-Cali, she stepped into his blind spot and hooked his outstretched arm. After a thrust of her hip and twist of her body, he launched over her to land hard on the pavement. She turned in case Jarten planned to use her distraction to deliver a sucker punch, but instead, he used it to run. With a sigh at the need to expend more magic, she directed a thin force beam at his feet. He squealed as he tripped and fell.

      She yanked his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out the ten-dollar bill he had inside. “You really are an idiot, you know that? From now on, you pay in advance. Your friends too.”

      The others seemed to make some effort at recovery so she jogged away before they could gather the confidence to try her again. Jarten’s words reached her from a distance but were clear nonetheless. “You’ll be sorry you messed with us. Count on it.”

      “I’m already sorry,” she retorted over her shoulder. If they’re smart, they’ll leave it alone. If not…well, guess I’ll deal with that problem when it arrives. With a start, she realized that Zeb had been on his own in the bar for almost ten minutes and increased her speed. If anyone else decided to cause trouble, she’d need to be there to intercept it. She had never seen and had no desire to know what her boss was like when he was truly angry.
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      Tanyith cowered in his bare cell as the storm raged on the opposite side of the dark stone wall. The other captives housed within Trevilsom Prison doubtless perceived the cacophony as yet another threat added to the madness-invoking properties of the island that was home to the structure. To him, it was a balm, a reminder of who he was.

      And it came barely in time. He’d thought that this would be the one that broke him. The stretch of what others in his old life would describe as “decent weather” provided him with no surcease from the whispers that muddled what was real and what was imaginary. Those murmurings would eventually shatter his ability to discern the difference between the two and condemn him to madness eternal.

      But the storm had come, the tempest as soothing as the Atlantean portion of his nature, which had become more and more ascendant as the months passed and everything less stubborn was consumed by the prison. To the best of his knowledge, he had survived with his sanity intact for longer than any prisoner before him. He’d asked the silent sentinels who oversaw the facility, but they refused to respond.  Even if they had, he wouldn’t have been able to trust their words or truly know whether they really had replied or if it was merely his imagination.

      He focused on the sounds of the crashing waves, timed the thunder to the flashes of light that stabbed through his small window, inhaled the scent of the rain, and surrendered his mind to those known things as a way to keep the unknown and untrustworthy away.

      The storm was long and furious, and as time was meaningless in Trevilsom, he had no idea how much had passed when other strange sounds emerged through the tumultuous sound of the weather. A rhythmic pounding sounded like metal on stone, almost buried under the crash of the waves on the jagged rocks that marked the perimeter between land and water. This was followed by a lighter version of the same sound and finally, a scrabbling that made him think a small animal was scaling the wall outside his cell.

      Such a thing was impossible, of course. Animals were not immune to the madness, and the ones that stumbled onto the island didn’t live long enough to play any role other than a meal for the prisoners. Tanyith shrieked and crabbed away from the window when a dark face appeared. He hadn’t heard a voice other than the whispers and the other inmates’ screams for so long that when it spoke, he almost couldn’t comprehend the language. The eye-roll was instantly understandable as she—it sounded like a she—spoke again. “Are you Tanyith?”

      He nodded, then forced the words from his throat. “Yes. Tanyith. Yes. How? Who?”

      She shook her head, clearly exasperated. “Call me Nylotte. The rest can wait. And don’t move.”

      Her face disappeared from the window, and it required all his restraint not to rush over to ensure she’d been real. Lightning flashed and he counted for the thunder. When it sounded, the outer wall cracked and a portion fell away to reveal a hole to the outside about three feet up. He delayed, his brain slow to process, and she hissed in irritation. “Now, Tanyith. There’s no time.”

      The prisoner ran forward and pushed through the opening, his formerly muscular body slender enough to fit easily. Her strong arms helped him to climb free and stand, and she steadied him with one hand while she pressed a vial into his palm with the other. “My boat is destroyed and the island defeats my ability to portal. I can’t get us out of here. You have to do it.”

      He looked down idly and prepared to tell her that the trip had been in vain and that his power had abandoned him. The sight of the bright blue liquid coursing in the clear container, glowing with energy of its own, almost killed him with desire. He yanked the top off, drank it quickly, and threw the bottle aside as magical energy swept through him. Tanyith spun, grasped the Dark Elf, and launched himself over the rocks in a powerful jump that carried them both into the lake ahead of the late-reacting guards’ crossbow bolts.

      The sensation of being submerged was everything. Water had always been his solace, and it had been denied him during his time behind the prison bars. A translucent magical cocoon surrounded them to ensure they’d have air. As much as he wanted to feel the liquid on his skin, he’d been separated from his power for so long that he didn’t trust his ability to make such minute adjustments to the spell. She whispered, “Northeast,” and his senses reached out to chart the currents and the magnetic fields that influenced them. He altered course to the correct direction and applied a special version of force magic that worked most effectively in water to speed their progress.

      In minutes, she climbed out of the lake while he lay on his back with only his nose above the surface, luxuriating in the opportunity to simply float. After what seemed like only an instant, she called out, “Tanyith, we’re not out of danger yet. We have to keep moving.” He left the water reluctantly and she handed him a long cloak and a belt, which made him realize his nakedness for the first time in an age. He shrugged into them with a lopsided grin.

      “Prison life didn’t suit me all that well.”

      She laughed. “It’s amazing you were able to survive for so long.”

      He frowned. “I…lost track of time.” There was no point in trying to explain how the prison had broken parts of him or how it had almost broken all of him. The sooner I start putting it in the past, the better.

      A man spoke and surprised him. He’d seen him before but forgotten him almost as quickly, his skittering attention making it difficult to keep thoughts in his head. “You’ve been in there for thirteen months. I was approached a month ago, and Nylotte joined the team two weeks ago. It took most of that time to work out a plan that wouldn’t get us all killed. The prison’s defenses are formidable. Only importing a certain kind of explosive from Earth made it possible.”

      Tanyith chuckled darkly. “If there’s one thing my home planet is good at, it’s creating ways to hurt people.” He frowned. “And if there’s a second thing, it’s a penchant for betrayal.”

      The man tapped the patch he wore over his eye. “I am well aware of the risks that come with getting involved with your planet. I am, by the way, Chadrousse.”

      Nylotte, who had gathered packs resting on the ground nearby, pushed one into his hands. “And we all have to move. Now. The guards might not be able to leave the island easily but that doesn’t mean they lack allies who can come in pursuit. We have miles to walk before it will be safe to portal, so we’d best get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      He held up well for the initial half-hour of the trek through the sparse forest, trading his dwindling magic for muscle fuel, but reached a point where his body succumbed and he sank to the ground in a small clearing. Nylotte and Chadrousse agreed to a halt, and she handed him actual food, the first non-disgusting fare he’d had in over a year. He nibbled carefully around the edges of the fruit and nut rectangle and sipped from the canteen she provided.

      Chadrousse complained, “Certainly we’re far enough now.”

      The Drow shook her head. “There’s a reason Trevilsom is so feared. I’m not sure how far its influence spreads or at what range it can detect and possibly intercept magic. We need more distance.” She handed him one of the bars, and he took it with another grumble. She turned to the escapee and kept her smile hidden from the other man. “He’s crabby—more of a delegator than a doer if you know what I mean. But this task required both of us. We needed a backup in case I didn’t survive the break-in.”

      He sighed away a tiny sliver of the collected stress of his imprisonment. It’ll take a long time to get over this experience. His brain seemed to click better, though, and a question occurred to him. “Why did you do this? What do I owe you? Or him?”

      The Dark Elf lowered herself to the ground beside her pack and rifled through it. “I did it because Chadrousse made it a condition in exchange for some knowledge I needed. That’s what he does. He trades information for favors.” She made a noise of victory and pulled another vial out of the satchel, this one filled with a dusky red liquid that looked somehow viscous. “Why did he do it? I guess because he received something valuable for being the broker in the deal. I don’t think he anticipated having to jeopardize his own skin in person, though.”

      She extended the vial, and he leaned forward to take it. “Healing?”

      “Yes. I didn’t have access to any Atlanteans to test it on, so its potency will be low. I couldn’t risk an adverse effect, so I merely made it sustaining rather than fully rejuvenating.”

      Tanyith chuckled. “You’re not from New Orleans, then. We’re all over the place down there.” He twisted the top from the container and took a sip, then smiled as a taste of honey spread over his tongue and brought strength and warmth along with it. His smile of thanks earned a brief nod. He gave her time to offer information about herself, but she remained silent and stared at him like she was judging him. “What?”

      “I’m waiting for the story.”

      “What story?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What you did to get locked up in Trevilsom, of course. What kind of person have we set free?”

      He laughed darkly. “You don’t know?”

      “No.” She turned to the other man. “Rousse, any idea what he did to get planted on the island?”

      Her co-conspirator swiveled his head from where he stood in profile and stared at the surrounding land like he could see trouble coming if he only looked hard enough. “It didn’t come up. They were willing to give me what I wanted and he was the price. Why would I care?”

      Nylotte shrugged as she faced him again. “So, what’s the deal?”

      “You won’t believe it.”

      She laughed. “After the last year, I’m prepared to believe one hell of a lot.”

      Tanyith spread his hands to the side. “I didn’t break the law at all. What I did do was tick off the wrong person.”

      Her head tilted. “Who?”

      He shook his head with a sad chuckle. “Yeah, that’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve tried to think of the answer for a little over thirteen months. All I’m sure of is that they’re connected to a certain group of Atlanteans in NOLA. And, when I get back, I’ll find out and have a very serious conversation with whoever was behind this.” He tilted the rest of the vial into his mouth, and the flow of health felt like fate promising him that his vengeance was guaranteed.

      The woman blew a breath out. “Fantastic. Exactly what I need in my life, another person with hidden enemies. I’m not sure what supreme being I annoyed, but at this point, I’d be willing to make a sweetheart of a deal to set it right.” She flowed to her feet and lifted the pack to shrug it onto her shoulders. When she pointed at him and at the one nearest him, he rose in response. The last one, she grabbed and gestured at her partner. “Let’s go, Chadrousse. Tanyith needs to get back to his hometown. Apparently, there are secrets to be discovered. You haven’t actually collected them all.”

      The other man sauntered over, stylish and clean in a way that neither of his companions could currently achieve. He made a distasteful face as he submitted to her efforts to put the pack on his back, then smiled. “You know, my new friend, if you discover you need information, I have access to almost any knowledge you could desire to possess.”

      From behind him came a deep sigh, followed by the Drow’s wry voice. “Hopefully, he’ll be smarter than that. Learn from my lesson, Tanyith. Trading favors is nothing but trouble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali yawned as she ran the dry mop over the large mat that filled the center of the Aikido dojo. She’d managed six hours of sleep, which was about her average, before her phone woke her with the jangly cover of “Thunderstruck” by Steve’n’Seagulls. After sleeping through every alarm or song she’d tried, her last option was to buy an app that randomized her alarms with selections from a list of high-intensity songs one of her friends curated for her. And we’ll have a conversation about including banjo in my wake-up music as soon as I see him.

      The dojo opened at ten, and she arrived four days a week by eight-thirty to get things ready. For the first six months, Sensei Ikehara Goro had been present each morning. After she’d proven herself, he had entrusted her with a key and the responsibility to prepare the training space. It was a fair trade—free instruction whenever she could fit a class into her schedule in exchange for mindless cleaning and straightening. In truth, she enjoyed the alone time and reveled in the silence that was the antithesis of her main job.

      It gave her an opportunity to think and today, she thought about Jarten and his friends and wondered when the other shoe from that encounter would drop. While she’d been careful not to overly damage anyone, wounded pride might push them to a rematch. She shrugged as she stored the mop and went up front to clean the windows. You can’t control what they do, only what you do. Another of her father’s favorite sayings, and she missed him more with each one that surfaced in her memory.

      Ikehara entered and made a point of reviewing her work, as he always did. At first, it had been real, she was sure. Now, she was ninety percent positive that it was only for show but that didn’t stop her from taking the task seriously. The admonition, “Do your best or don’t bother doing it at all,” came from her mother, who she missed as much as her other parent. She doubted she’d ever get past the pain of their deaths.

      “Caliste,” he said sharply and she cringed. The only time people tended to use the long form of her name was when she was in trouble.

      “Yes, Sensei?”

      “You have done an excellent job, as always. How are your studies?”

      She shrugged. “Progressing, but slowly.”

      He nodded. His facial structure and dark eyes displayed his Japanese heritage, and both his dark crewcut and his thin shadow of beard and mustache showed his attention to martial detail, denying an enemy something to latch onto. His accent was notable even though he’d been in New Orleans for most of his fifty years, and she loved the sound of it. “The important part is staying on the path. One day, you will be a fine—what is it, criminal investigator?”

      “Yes, Sensei.” One day a long long way from this one at the rate of six courses a year, that is. She lacked time, funds, and focus to do more than that. Losing her parents had dashed the hopes she’d had for a typical college experience and for a normal life. Now, she worked at the tavern, lived alone in a small room in a historic boarding house, did homework for her online classes at the public library, and traded cleaning for learning at the dojo. In the hours that remained, she hung out at Jackson Square, busking with her friends. She often thought it suited her better than a traditional path might have.

      The sensei smiled broadly. “Very good. Now, go prepare for class.” He insisted she take ten minutes to meditate and clear her thoughts, and it took another ten to dress in the aikido uniform. Those twenty minutes allowed her to change her headspace from worker to learner. It also improved her ability to block off parts of her mind at need. Sometimes, when a customer was being particularly annoying at the tavern, that skill was the only thing that saved the offender from eating a force bolt.

      She used several items as touchstones while meditating. Wide silver rings engraved with ornate designs encircled each thumb. She pressed her hands together and touched the metal bands to the brass and silver disc that hung from a matching chain. It was as thick as a locket but had no seams or opening mechanism. Her parents had given the jewelry to her a year before their deaths, instructing her to never take them off. At the time, she’d obeyed because they were the authority in her life. Now, she continued in honor of them.

      One thing she packed away into a corner of her mind was her intention-reading ability. While it would be potentially valuable in a real fight, it would be a crutch in her training. No one was aware that she could do it, not even Zeb. The power had developed after her parents were gone and she didn’t feel comfortable discussing it with anyone. It was personal to her in a way that her other magics, which she knew were shared by many others of Oriceran descent, weren’t.

      When the arrival of her classmates banished her solitude, she emerged and began her stretching. Her chosen position was in the corner of the room farthest from the changing areas and the entrance. She worked through poses and mimed throws until the mat filled and her teacher clapped to signal the start of class. The students quickly arranged themselves, and Ikehara-Sensei took his place facing the front row. He wore a white top, black belt, and the split-legged hakama that was the telltale of an Aikido master. First, he led the white-uniformed and belted men and women through the warmups and stances, then into tumbling and break-falls.

      Cali wasn’t much of an acrobat but she was agile, and her diligent practice showed as she landed cleanly and rolled easily into the next position. She was partnered with a woman who was a little shorter than her and looked to be about ten years older. Sweat glistened on her forehead and she breathed heavily. If they’d been grappling opponents, she would have worked to tire her, stayed on the move rather than going for the quick victory, and trusted that her own endurance would win out. Together, they practiced throws and joint locks under the watchful eyes of the teacher, who interrupted them several times to adjust and advise.

      The end of the class varied each day. They would finish sometimes grappling, sometimes focusing on the kicks and punches that were not technically Aikido but Ikehara valued anyway, and sometimes, like today, weapons instruction. Again, her sensei bucked tradition by including not only the traditional bokken, jo, and tanto, but escrima sticks as well. He claimed dual-wielding the weapon added useful pathways in the mind, different from the directness of the sword and knife and the flourish of the staff. The room was filled with swishes, slaps, and cracks as they fought one another at slow speed, training the muscles to remember the movements.

      By the time it was over, Cali was energized. Some students seemed tired and happy as they left. Others were unmoved, but she was always lit up by the sessions. She changed quickly and offered a rigid, deep bow to her instructor as she departed. Ikehara returned a nod of acknowledgment before he shifted his attention to a potential student who had wandered in to watch the end of class.

      It was a couple of miles to Jackson Square. She kept her mind light and watched people as she passed them. Residents out for walks gave way to hungover tourists who squinted against the pain of the bright sunlight. The streets still smelled of the bleach used to clean them overnight as the heat of the day baked away whatever puddles of liquid had resisted its earlier efforts. She wove through the quarter, avoiding the most touristy areas in favor of the ones she knew best. Finally, she arrived at the square and headed to the most profitable corner, the one nearest Cafe du Monde.

      The object of her scanning gaze located her before she found him and his shout covered the distance between them. “Cal, s’up?”

      She turned toward the sound and her gaze settled on her closest comrade, Dasante Parks. He waved to catch her attention and she threaded through the buskers working the street—the ever-present painted statue people, a mime, a thin man dressed in a Snow White costume but with a face made skeletal by stage makeup, and a big woman who belted the blues out on a saxophone. Finally, she reached him and stepped behind his battered folding magician’s table.

      “Same old, Dee.” They performed an intricate handshake involving slaps and fist bumps that brought grins to both their faces. He wore a black dress shirt only a few shades darker than his skin, the sleeves rolled up as part of his act. She flicked imaginary lint from his shoulder with a grin. “You’re a mess.” He wasn’t any kind of a mess, of course, and the way his long straightened inky hair fell over half his face was decidedly cute.

      He laughed. “Well, all right, then. What’s the plan for today, girl?”

      She shrugged. “I thought some frozen fighting if someone’s around.” One of her favorite performances to give was pretending to battle in slow motion. Passersby seemed to like it, often stopped to watch, and less often dropped a dollar or two in the backpack she put out for that purpose. She had other personas too, but they required more effort and didn’t fit well into the time between the dojo and the tavern.

      He grinned. “Bark for me?”

      “Sure. Happy to.” There was no need to ask about the financial arrangements because she only worked with those willing to go fifty-fifty. She scrabbled in her backpack, retrieved an elastic, and bound her hair behind her. The black jeans and t-shirt were adequate, so all she needed was a touch of makeup. She reddened her lips and darkened her eyes to make them easier to see from a distance and took a position in front of the table near the street.

      Working the streets as a performer combined with shouting down idiots in the tavern had built her voice into a far stronger tool than anyone would expect, and she put it to use. “Magic, prestidigitation, sleight of hand. See the amazing Dasante as he performs close-up feats that will blow your mind. Find the cup with the ball in it and win a reward.” She’d picked flowers along her walk that morning because it was always good to have something to say thank you with. “You, sir—surely you can beat him.” She pointed at a college-age man with all the signs of a tourist, including the doting woman on his arm.

      He tried to wave her off, but she shook her head. “Come on, now, impress your girlfriend. You have nothing to lose.” They looked at each other and laughed, then came over to watch. Dasante let the man win the first two rounds to earn a flower for each of them, then put his skill into the next two, hiding it beyond the man’s ability to guess. A few more people had stopped to watch the act, and she grinned as he finished with one of his best simple tricks—making the white ball vanish but replacing it with red balls under all three cups. There was applause and a brief shower of bills and coins landed in the upended top hat resting on the ground in front of his table.

      They worked the crowd for a couple of hours, trading entertainment for tips. By the time the lunchtime population began to fade, she was ready to call it a day and head to the tavern for a pre-shift meal and a nap in the back of the kitchen. As she picked her backpack up, Dasante spoke in a low tone. “Don’t look now, but there’s someone who’s watched us for the last twenty minutes or so. You’ll want to keep an eye out for him. Across the street, two o’clock.”

      She didn’t react to his words, only shrugged the bag on and turned to give him a parting handshake. Long before, she had mastered the trick of looking intently without appearing to do so, and she immediately saw the man in question. He was dark-skinned and had black hair in braids falling around his face and was clad in a ratty t-shirt and baggy jeans. She finished the goodbye and thanked her friend for the information. When she started to move, the watcher did too but immediately, he melted into the crowd and out of sight.

      I’m not sure why an Atlantean is surveilling me, but I’ll damned sure find out. The loss of her nap and the growling in her stomach were forgotten as she dashed across the street in pursuit.
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      Her senses on alert, Cali approached the alley warily and stuck her head quickly around the corner to discover her quarry was no longer in sight. A bird cawed at her from overhead and she wished momentarily that she could question it, but that wasn’t part of her magic arsenal either. She pulled her hair free from the elastic and rolled her t-shirt up to show a little skin as a hasty disguise. With a promise that she’d start carrying something better or improve her illusion skills, she pounded down the narrow corridor after the man.

      She skidded to a halt and eased her head around the corner as the passage ended, which drew confused looks from several people walking past. The sidewalk traffic was one of the things she loved about the town and provided so many different individuals to look at. But for a foot pursuit, it was a decided negative. Fortunately, her quarry was tall enough that his braids were visible, like a beacon drawing her eyes directly to it. She plunged into the flow of pedestrians, kept him in sight, and snaked closer whenever the current permitted it.

      He stopped at a corner and looked down, and as she drew closer, the person on the ground came into view. He held a sign asking for money for beer. Points for honesty, anyway. His skin was lighter than the braided man’s but far darker than her own. Their body language made them seem more like acquaintances than friends, but it was enough that she didn’t want to pass and let him see her.

      Another alley provided the solution. She darted inside and clambered up onto a closed-top dumpster, vaulted, and caught the iron poles of the balcony above it. With more grace than awkwardness, she climbed over the railing, landed on the narrow surface, and ran up the stairs to the roof. The asphalt covering was sticky and it pulled at her boots with a sucking sound as she ran to peer over the edge. She frowned as the braided man dodged through traffic to the other side of the road and entered one of the many small shops that lined both sides of the street.

      The bright daylight meant she couldn’t use her magic. Under cover of darkness, she would have launched from the roof and relied on her force power to slow her fall. Instead, she scrambled back to the alley and to the exit at the end opposite from where she’d entered and walked slowly past the door he’d gone through. The view through the glass revealed a store filled with clothes, a decent looking selection based on a quick glance as she went past. Too many of the shops near the quarter focused on the tourist trade, and aside from her Saints jersey, she had little interest in the cheap New Orleans branded merchandise they peddled.

      She didn’t dare go in as it wasn’t big enough to offer her any cover. A coffee shop was conveniently located a few doors down, however, so she slipped inside and took a seat at the window, ordered a cafe au lait, and drifted her gaze between her phone and the doorway. A momentary blank screen reflected her face to remind her that she still wore the barker makeup. She pulled out a wipe and cleaned it off, irritated that she hadn’t thought of it already. James Bond, I’m not.

      Her coffee arrived and she paid with cash so she could leave when she needed to. Slow sips savored the chicory brew, another of her favorite things about New Orleans. Finally, an eternal seven minutes after she’d finished, her quarry emerged with a bag over his shoulder. She looked down and away as he passed her window, merely a random person obsessed with her phone.

      Cali stepped out and located him easily as he moved toward the street that marked the boundary of the French Quarter. She followed him across it and past the casino, thankful that he hadn’t gone inside where it would be far harder to tail him. He entered a small restaurant and she groaned. Will the jerk simply walk around doing nothing all day? She didn’t dare get close enough for him to see her again, so she sat on the sidewalk and tried to look tired and inconspicuous.

      He was back ten minutes later, eating something out of a tin foil wrap. Two more people were with him and from behind, they looked similar—dark skin, dark hair, and thinner, shorter braids. They walked like friends who tried to be tough with a rolling stride that suggested hidden weapons under their long sports jerseys. The man she’d pursued was imposing without the posturing. Something about him conveyed the certainty that he wasn’t someone who would react well to being followed.

      Pedestrians thinned out as they continued. She began to despair that she would have to give up the chase when they stopped at a large building and knocked on the door. It opened almost instantly, and after a short conversational delay, they entered. She waited in case someone inside was watching for a tail, then walked slowly toward it. A mural on the front proclaimed that it was The Shark Nightclub. The only other notable feature on its facade was the bright red door that had swallowed the men.

      She sauntered into the narrow alley that bordered the club and the building beside it. The passage was barely wide enough to accommodate two people walking together and was devoid of anything interesting. This wall of the club was equally featureless except for a side door, also bright red but without a handle. She peered around the back and discovered another entrance and a fenced-in area containing dumpsters. Her phone buzzed as she was about to climb the fence and try to reach the roof.

      Cali yanked it out of her back pocket to find a message from Zeb telling her to get to the bar early because some important magical person was coming in with a group of other important magical people. She shrugged the backpack higher on her shoulders and walked into the alley. Fortunately, she knew the basement of the tavern well and it was a simple matter to open a portal between that and her current location. A silver line sparkled in a circle as she drew it in the air with her index finger, then filled from the outside with a wavering image of the other location. She stepped through and collapsed the rift behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith watched from the roof of a nearby building as the redhead made her magical exit. It had been a surprise to see her following one of the members of the Atlantean gang, and he was reasonably sure they hadn’t noticed her. Interesting. I wonder what she’s up to? No matter. As long as she stays out of my way.
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      Tanyith’s return to New Orleans had been shocking on several levels. First, the transition from prison into society was jarring. Loud noises made him flinch, and there were far too many of them, from friendly greetings to threatening bellows, the cheerful chime of the trolley bell, or the angry honks of frustrated drivers.

      Second, many of the foundational truths of his previous life no longer existed. He’d had friends but could find none of them. The house he had lived in with several other like-minded individuals had burned down, to judge from the stray scorched lumber chips that still lay in the empty lot. Worst of all, his mentor and best friend Karam had vanished, his home sold to a human family. The neighborhood had felt wrong from his first step into it. The lack of Atlantean gang tags or street sentinels was an instant clue that something important had occurred. Territory changed hands while I was away, which makes most of my hard-earned street knowledge nothing more than an old man’s ramblings of the past.

      At twenty-seven, Tanyith was hardly old, but his time in Trevilsom had aged him in body and mind. As far as he knew, there was no one to ask about how long it would take to recover or if it was even possible to repair the damage. Despite that, his gratitude for being away from that horrible place could still stop him in his tracks for fear it was an illusion or that he was dreaming if he focused on it too hard.

      After the strange would-be-spy woman had left, he had remained on the roof across from the nightclub for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening. He used small, subtle magics that were unlikely to be detected to convince the breeze to keep him cool and to veil himself from sight with the help of the wavering heat rising from the black surface beneath his boots. The dirty blue jeans and too-tight t-shirt stolen from a second-hand store were dark enough to not stand out in the shadow of the chimney at his back.

      The club was a quandary. Fourteen months before, it had been one of the most popular nightspots for Atlanteans in the Crescent City. He’d been inside any number of times, permitted in the front section where the dancing, drinking, and live music happened and denied entry through the other doorways he saw people of influence pass through. Karam had joined him only once, pointing out those in the crowd who hid their magical strength and teaching him how to do the same as they listened to a jazz trio led by a sultry-voiced woman who resembled a young Ella Fitzgerald.

      Now, though, those entering the scarlet door were hard-looking men and younger folks trying to look tough. It seemed to have become more a clubhouse and less an entertainment venue, at least during the daylight hours. A gathering place for people committed to causing trouble, if he retained any ability to understand the streets. Who knows, maybe it was always like that and I simply didn’t see it. In any case, there’s a solid chance I’ll have to get in there, eventually. But it’s a lousy first option.

      Tanyith leapt from the roof and used a gust of air summoned by his magic to carry him gently to the street. He ran his fingers through his shaggy beard and tugged at it as he concentrated. There were only a few people he could still trust and no guarantee that they were around or even willing. He laughed inside. When your best option is an ex-girlfriend who dumped you, pickings are definitely slim. With a shake of his head, he began the trek toward where she’d lived before his abduction and imprisonment.
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        * * *

      

      His knowledge of the city was out of date, which denied him easy portal opportunities until he’d found locations that were secretive enough to use. His treasures were at least temporarily out of reach, and the money Nylotte had given him was dwindling quickly. The only option was a long walk. It took an hour and a half to arrive at the gorgeous neighborhood, full of grand old houses protected by high hedges. The avenue itself was idyllic with narrow cobblestone lanes separated by a wide central island of towering oak trees and pockets of bright flowers. It brought back memories, more good than bad.

      He strolled slowly past the house she had lived in on the opposite side of the street and searched for clues of her presence. The red flag with the white peace symbol on it was still suspended over the porch and blocked a part of it from view. They had spent many hours in its shade, laughing, talking, and, near the end, arguing.

      She hadn’t shared his concerns about his people and advocated for a life where problems were set free to be carried off by the breeze. He’d called her naïve and she’d called him territorial and power-hungry. Tanyith wasn’t certain if he was totally right or if she was totally wrong. But the one thing he did know was that of all his friends, she was the only one he could be one hundred percent sure wouldn’t have played a role in his abduction. So, she’s the only one I can really trust.

      The impulse almost involuntary, he picked a flower from the oasis in the center of the stone paths as he crossed them. His stomach flip-flopped as he walked up the familiar sidewalk and the sense that he’d been transported in time fourteen months back was almost overwhelming. He peered nervously left toward the shaded area, almost certain he’d see himself there, his tanned limbs wound around hers.

      It was empty, but his relief was quickly shattered when the door opened. He turned his head slowly and drank in the sight of his former love where she stood in the doorway—blonde hair, tall and thin, her California childhood displayed in her sun-kissed skin, crop top, jean shorts, and bare feet. Uncertainty swept across her face followed by dawning recognition, and then she was in his arms and her tears dripped onto his shirt. “Tay, I thought you were dead. They told me you were gone.”

      He lowered his head to kiss the top of hers. “I was gone and I was very nearly dead. It didn’t stick, though. I’m too stubborn, I guess.”

      She gave a choked laugh and pulled him through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Chicory coffee with a dash of bourbon in it steamed before him. The kitchen hadn’t changed and still gleamed with bright yellow walls and white counters. The chair he sat in was yellow vinyl with gold accents and a metal frame and matched the beaten linoleum of the wobbly table. Sienna sat across from him, cross-legged on her own seat, and sipped slowly from her own mug. He waited patiently, not wanting to break the spell or the memories of so many other moments like this one that they’d shared. Well, not exactly like this one.

      Her tears had subsided as she’d made the drinks and now, her deep eyes stared into his. “So. What happened? No one knew.”

      He shook his head. “Someone knew. Someone set me up.”

      She nodded. “Okay. But that’s not an answer.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware.” He took a sip of his drink, winced a little at the bite of the bourbon, and cleared his throat as the liquor’s heat spread in his chest. “I was more or less minding my own business. One of my people had been targeted by a couple of toughs on the street, and I was looking for clues. I hoped to not find out that it was another Atlantean but was fairly sure that was what would happen.”

      “So, it’s a magic thing?” Her attitude toward his powers and his ancestry were the same as her attitude toward everything—live, let live, and be chill about it. It was one of the things that had drawn him to her, a classic case of seeking what you lack in another. Hidden envy isn’t the best relationship glue.

      Memories of the many other times she’d said those words inspired a small smile. “Yeah, a magic thing in part. But it’s more a power thing. The strong taking advantage of the weak.”

      “Which, of course, you couldn’t let lie, hero that you are.” She grinned at yet another refrain from the past.

      His expression matched hers. “Well, you know…sometimes, you have to step up.”

      “Not if you merely learn to be.”

      “I’m still too stupid.”

      Her laugh was the joyful chime he remembered. “Maybe it’s good that some things never change. Get back to your story.”

      He took a deep sip of the coffee before he continued. “I was asking questions, and all I can assume is that they reached the wrong ears. Which suggests a boss of some kind, because the level of toughs we’re talking about wouldn’t have the pull to have me sent to Trevilsom. Hell, I can’t imagine anyone in this city having that much mojo, but anything’s possible.” He shrugged. “So, there I was doing my thing, hitting up people I trusted for information, and everything seemed normal. I went into the Shark to chat with a few more.”

      Sienna interrupted, “I always loved that place.”

      “Me too. I guess you haven’t been there lately.”

      “No, why?”

      “It’s different now. It looks like a mafia hangout from a movie or something. But back then, I thought it was safe. All I remember is going in the front door, heading to the bar, and collapsing as my body quit listening to me. Some kind of spell, I’m sure, caught me when my confidence lowered my defenses. I was rushed into the back, a bag was thrown over my head, and I lost track of things.”

      She shook her head. “That’s insane.”

      “Right?” he replied with a rueful laugh. “My next moment of awareness was when the Warden at Trevilsom took possession of me. My two captors claimed I had used my magic to murder innumerable people and handed over what looked like an evidence booklet. I couldn’t say anything in my own defense as my body was still locked. No one asked, either. In fact, no one spoke to me at all the entire time I was there.” Except for the screams and the whispers.

      Her face twisted in sympathy and her eyes glistened. “I’m so sorry, Tay.”

      With a sigh, he forced another smile. “I lived and maintained my sanity. That’s what matters.”

      “How’d you get out?”

      “That’s the weird part. Someone broke me out but they weren’t the ones who wanted me out. They were only hirelings. And I have no idea who that person in the background is either.”

      Sienna shook her head. “It’s bizarre. Okay, I assume you came to me for a reason other than to catch up. What can I do to help?”

      “What’s been going on while I’ve been gone? You know some of the people and some of the places. Have you seen anything that might be a starting point?”

      She frowned as she considered the question. “Well, of your three amigos, Jackson and Dray fell off the radar right after you did. But Parker is still around. I’ve noticed him once or twice in the last couple of months, but not in any of the places where we used to see him—random bars, really. He’s changed, though, and looks like he came into some cash. He dresses better and flashes a money clip. You know the type.”

      He nodded. “Okay, that’s something solid. Where am I most likely to find him, do you think?”

      An elegant hand with pink-painted nails lifted her cup to pale lips. His old habits were returning and top of the list was the way he’d spend minutes at a time simply watching her, entranced. “Well, you could hang around the bars where I saw him, but there’s no guarantee he’ll show. Maybe you should go to the Dragons instead.”

      Tanyith leaned back in the chair and stared at her. “I’m an idiot for not thinking of that. It could be that I didn’t keep all my sanity.”

      Sienna laughed again. “Well, now you know.” She turned serious. “Be a little more careful this time, will you?”

      It was a dismissal and he couldn’t fault her for wanting to get him out of her kitchen. His appearance had clearly been a shock. He stood and she rose with him. She stepped in to accept his hug. “Thanks, See.”

      She gave him a final squeeze and pushed him toward the exit. When he was out on the porch, she spoke quickly. “Once you’ve got this behind you, think about coming back to say hi.” The door closed before he could answer, probably before she could catch his smile. One more reason to get to the bottom of this garbage fast. A quick stop in the backyard to unearth my emergency cache, another to buy some decent clothes, and on to the Drunken Dragons.
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      When Cali finally made it out of her apartment, the morning sun had given way to an afternoon shower. The walk was more enjoyable for it with an umbrella to keep her dry and the rain limiting the crowd on the sidewalks and streets. She stopped in front of the St Louis Cathedral and admired the points and spires of its gothic architecture. A small crowd had gathered nearby, most likely one of the religiously affiliated tours that seemed to somehow arrive almost every time she did.

      She didn’t identify as religious but harbored goodwill and vague envy for those who did. A higher power to bring one’s troubles to sounded like a great idea but she hadn’t found one that called to her yet. Once a month or so, she wound up at a service of some kind and tried to listen for the call that others talked about. It had yet to arrive but she never failed to enjoy the unity of purpose that resonated through the places of worship.

      In a non-deific way, however, the person she was headed to visit was her higher power. Her parents had appointed Emalia as her unofficial guardian while they were alive and since their deaths, the woman had been her guide, teacher, and confidante. She had understood the young woman’s need to chart her own path and offered assistance without restriction. At the same time, her mentor wasn’t at all hesitant to share judgments—both good and bad—about her ward’s actions. She was one of the people who invoked her full first name more often than she’d prefer. Regardless of issues of legality or age, she still thought of her parents’ friend as her guardian.

      Emalia held court in a modest shop along the perimeter of Jackson Square festooned with astrological symbols and a cartoonish crystal ball. Cali had watched through a spyhole from the back more than once while she used tarot cards, runes, or small bones to predict the future of those who paid for the privilege. They didn’t realize the woman was magic and her insights were often accurate, although inevitably veiled. She had been the girl’s sole source of magical instruction, as her parents had stubbornly refused to teach her until she reached adulthood. Fortunately, her mentor did not share their worries on that matter.

      Cali checked to be sure no clients were present and pushed through the outer door. The cool interior was all black, purple, and velvet and the small round table and chairs in the center the only furniture. The room was a narrow rectangle that stretched toward the back and sounds coming from behind the heavy curtain that formed the visible back wall revealed the presence of another person.

      A deep, spooky voice emanated from that direction. “Who dares to enter my domain uninvited? A doom upon you, a doom, I say!” She looked up at the almost invisible camera mounted in the rear corner of the room and extended her tongue slowly. The vocal darkness was abandoned as the other woman laughed. “Impudent whelp. Get in here.”

      She pushed the curtain aside and stepped into the back. Emalia lived above the shop in an equally minimalist apartment, and this area served as her living room. An electric kettle burbled happily, and she was already pulling out a tea set. Her faith in leaves and water as a key component of magic was as unflinching as her posture. She sat on the edge of a wingback leather chair and gestured for her guest to take the other. Exactly like always. The ritual never failed to center her mind, and in many ways, this was her true sanctuary.

      “So. What brings you here today?” Her mentor’s piercing gaze suggested that she already knew.

      Cali played her part of the game. “Oh, nothing.”

      Emalia waved her hand. “Pish. If what I’ve heard is correct, you were in a fight. I thought I felt magical emanations that evening.” The teacher was always attuned to the student, she’d said, and she had no reason to disbelieve her. It was one of the reasons that when she was truly up to something even slightly nefarious, she did it the human way.

      “Yeah. It was only an idiot who turned out to have more idiots as friends.”

      The other woman shook her head. “Magical idiots.” It wasn’t a question.

      She nodded. “Not so good at it, though.”

      The woman poured the tea from the teapot into two cups and extended one to her. The herbal scent wafted teasingly with notes of cinnamon and anise and something that defied description and would go unnoticed by a human. She raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. It will help your magic replenish faster.” That’s probably only superstition, but it is delicious.

      “So, what are we learning today?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      Cali considered before replying. “I think I need to improve my skills in illusion. They worked fine against the idiots, but there’s a place I’d like to take a look at without anyone inside taking a look at me.”

      “You have heard of windows, right?”

      She threw an overdone petulant glare at the woman and put on her patented dumb teenager voice. “They were, like, bricked up, okay?”

      Her mentor’s laugh was dry and brittle. “So, illusion, then. Clear your mind….”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they were done and Cali was drained. Another round of tea and an admonition to drink it all followed, and she felt almost human—well, half-human, which meant herself—by the time it was finished. The question took her by surprise.

      “Where are you going to sneak into?”

      “The Shark Nightclub.”

      The teacup in Emalia’s hand rattled against the saucer as she lowered it to the table. “That’s a dangerous place. How do you know about it?”

      Her look of concern demanded truth. “Dasante noticed a man watching me on the corner. I followed him for a while and that’s where he wound up.”

      She shook her head and muttered a touch too quietly to make out what she said. Abruptly, she rose and hesitated for a moment like she was unsure of why she’d stood, then walked toward the closed door that concealed the staircase. “Come with me, Caliste.”

      Damn. What did I do now? She hurried after the other woman’s deliberate stride. The stairs ended in her dressing area, home to a small vanity and a wardrobe. She pointed at the room’s only chair and commanded, “Sit.”

      Cali sat. The wardrobe creaked as its door opened, and her guardian rummaged around inside, muttering under her breath again. She caught a couple of words this time, including her mother’s name, and her interest ratcheted up a notch. When the other woman turned back to her, an ornate wooden box rested in her hands and a shiny golden lock dangled from the clasp. It was rectangular in the opposite direction from the apartment, more wide than long. She estimated her fingers would barely clear the top if she pressed her lower palm against the bottom edge.

      The vanity was free of any clutter, as was every surface in both the public and private areas of the dwelling aside from the orb on the table downstairs. Her teacher set the box on it, positioning it so the lock was directly in front of her. Cali lifted her hand, and a sharp, “Not yet,” stopped it in mid-air.

      Emalia sighed. “We have reached this moment more quickly than I’d hoped and far more quickly than your parents wished. But you’ve been noticed despite our efforts, and so the schedule must be accelerated. You will need to come more often for training, beginning immediately.”

      She groaned, which drew a hint of a smile from the other woman. The warmth in her eyes as her gaze settled on her hadn’t reached her voice, which was thick with concern. Cali felt like a child again, with her mother looking down at her. “What should I do?” The question was small and big—about the lock and about, well, everything.

      “Wrap your hand around the lock and clear your mind.” She complied and packed thoughts away the same way she did at the dojo. Her face must have shown the process because she had barely finished when Emalia spoke again. “Now, concentrate on your parents. Imagine that they are right here, in this room.” The memory was painful. There had been no opportunity to say goodbye and no ceremony to mark their passing, only Emalia’s caring voice telling her they’d been killed by unknown enemies according to witnesses Cali wasn’t permitted to speak to. For a while, she’d believed they would reappear and simply walk into the tavern one day, but time had eroded that dream.

      Words of magic floated from the other woman’s lips and washed over her like a soft breeze. The lock grew warm before it clicked open. She removed it and lowered the hasp slowly. At Emalia’s nod, she lifted the lid. Three objects lay inside. Two were silver rings that seemed like copies of the ones she wore on her thumbs. The other was a pendant that appeared to be identical to the one around her neck save for the lack of a chain. Her fingers were drawn to them. In fact, the items seemed to tug at her entire body. What the hell is this? She dragged her gaze away and looked up. “What is going on?”

      The woman knelt and reached out for her hand. The contrast between her own smooth flesh and her guardian’s wrinkled skin was notable and distracted her scattered mind for a moment. My mother’s would be halfway between. Her mentor said, “You mustn’t be upset about what I tell you. It was for your own good and still would be if it had succeeded in keeping you hidden. But, since it hasn’t, we must adopt a different strategy.”

      Cali nodded. Way to set me up to be angry. “I’ll do my best.”

      “The necklace and rings you wear are not merely mementos. They are magical items with a singular purpose. They’ve kept your magic at a level where it wouldn’t be detected by those who threatened your safety—those who hunted your family after your departure from the Atlantean homeland.”

      The words didn’t register. “Are you saying they disguise my power?” She’d always considered her magic above average, not necessarily in absolute strength but in its ability to be used in so many different ways.

      Emalia sighed. “No, I’m saying they suppress it. Child, you are far more powerful than you think you are.” Again, she reached for the items and again, the older woman stopped her. “Taking them now would do you no good. A ritual is required. We will meet at the threshold between today and tomorrow in St Louis One.”

      Cali’s brain began to spin. She’d been deceived—arguably for her own benefit and by people she loved and trusted—but she absolutely hated being lied to. Emalia’s warning made perfect sense since she was well aware of her opinions on that issue. She rose abruptly and headed to the stairs. Softer footsteps followed her, and as she pushed aside the curtain to move toward the entrance, a soft voice trailed after. “Your feelings are valid, Caliste, but do not forget that you don’t yet know everything. This wasn’t a choice made without ample cause.”

      She didn’t slam the door, which felt like a victory of restraint. Her feet guided her toward the tavern while her mind chewed on a single question. How in the world could having less magical ability be safer than having more?
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      Zeb yelled, "Cali, where's your damn brain, girl?" His gruff voice carried across to where she gathered the pile of bar rags she'd dropped.

      She lifted them, careful to extend a particular finger in a way he'd notice, and evaded two drunk wizards who waved wands about before they stowed them on the shelf under the bar. "You're probably not high up enough to see it. I could get you another crate to stand on."

      His glare was betrayed by the upward quirk at the corners of his lips, and she grinned as she turned to stare at the main room. Sunday nights weren't the busiest, so there were spaces at the tables here and there and the tall seats running along the bar were only half-full.

      He had noticed her preoccupation when she'd arrived and acknowledged it with the tilt of his head but had respectfully not pushed her on it. That hadn't prevented the almost constant flow of comments about her missing mind, though. If her count was correct, they'd now reached double digits in only a couple of hours.

      Her quick gaze searched the crowd for troublemakers, happy to find that none of the usual suspects—or unusual suspects, as Dasante described them when he occasionally hung out during her shifts—were present. Finally, maybe I can have a relaxing evening in this place. Heaven knows I need to get a handle on the fact that I'm meeting my mentor in a cemetery at midnight and that's only the smallest part of the weirdness to come.

      The door slammed against the wall to signal the entry of someone who hadn't been to the Drunken Dragons Tavern enough times to know better. About a third of the crowd turned, as did Zeb. Her gaze had already been on the entrance, so she saw the woman before any of the others did. She seemed of average height with short black hair swept to one side, tanned skin, a sleek and shiny brown leather jacket over a dark green blouse, blue jeans, and fashionable boots that matched the coat.

      She moved like someone who spent time at the gym, direct and powerful, and as she approached, a twist of the hips revealed the gold badge on her belt. Cali turned to Zeb, but he had his gaze locked on the detective. He waited, though, and made her come to him. The curve of her lips when she reached the bar showed that she'd noticed.

      "Are you Zarden?" Her voice was pleasant and matter-of-fact, neither hopeful nor doubtful. Cali pegged her in her late twenties, but she had the kind of angular features that made it difficult to be certain. Her green eyes were sharp and intense.

      "I am. And who are you, door-banger?"

      The woman gave a thin smile. "Detective Kendra Barton, NOPD Specialized Investigations." She paused for a reaction and finding none, continued. "I'm looking into an incident the other night that's been linked to your business." She drew a small notebook from her back pocket and flipped it open. "Someone named Jarten was attacked on the street after leaving here."

      A sharp glance from Zeb cut Cali's angry denial off, and she covered her instinctive flinch by reaching for a cloth to wipe the bar. The dwarf nodded. "We know Jarten. He’s in here every week or so. It’s not a huge shock that his stupidity got him into a scrape since his mouth is far bigger than his brain. You didn’t say you were homicide, so I presume the troublemaker is still among the living?"

      "Last time I checked. So, you confirm that he was here?"

      Her boss shrugged. "Sure. He was here. Then he left."

      Barton raised an eyebrow. "And you have nothing more to report on the topic?"

      "The customer experience ends at the door, Detective. You're welcome to hang around the place for more information. You look like someone who works for a living, so if you want to help me tend bar—you know, undercover—it could be a win for both of us."

      It earned him a laugh edged with disbelief. "Well, Zarden, as much as I appreciate the offer, I think I'll have to decline for now." She closed the notebook and returned it to its home before she turned her gaze to Cali. "Hopefully, this isn't an insensitive question. Do you speak?"

      The girl broke into laughter. "Yes, I speak. But I don't like to pre-empt my boss. He's sensitive about that kind of thing."

      The detective gave her a blank-faced stare. It was a familiar technique, often required when dealing with customers, so it failed to impress. Cali held a fourth-dan black belt where that skill was concerned. "So, do you know anything about the person of interest?"

      "Jarten?" she asked, knowing Barton hadn't forgotten his name.

      "Yes," the woman responded, clearly knowing Cali was trying to tweak her.

      "Sure. He's a terrible tipper, smells like a flower, and can't handle his alcohol."

      Barton shook her head. "I'm not really concerned about his choice of cologne. Do you have anything useful for me with regard to the alleged assault?" She paused, a look of uncertainty on her face, and retrieved the notebook again and paged through it. "Right, I thought I remembered that. It says here that the eyewitness reported it was a woman who did the beat-down. A woman with red hair."

      Zeb's voice interrupted. "Well, hell, Detective, any Irish person worth their Guinness would be able to smack that twiggy jerk."

      She chuckled but didn't release the eye-lock she had put on Cali. "I couldn't help but notice you're a woman with red hair."

      "One of many."

      "But the only one who has a clear connection to Jarten and to the Dragons." She gestured to indicate the building around them.

      Cali's mind perked up. She must have heard someone refer to the Tavern that way. I wonder if it's Jarten who is behind this? "The only one you know of so far. I'm afraid you'll have to keep detecting, detective. There's nothing to see here." She mimicked the other woman's gesture.

      With a chuckle, Barton put the notebook away again. "Sure, Caliste. That is your name, right? I did do a little detecting before I arrived."

      She let her glower provide the answer, and the woman laughed. "Okay, then. If you think of anything else that might be useful, feel free to stop at the station on Wednesday. I'm off for the next couple of days. Maybe I'll spend some time here."

      Cali put a hand on her hip. "We’re happy to serve whatever types come through here, Detective. We don't discriminate. Although we do prefer those who don’t slam the door.”

      The woman pivoted quickly and looked at Zeb. "Perhaps you should be a little more discerning so trouble won't find you."

      The bartender nodded slowly. "It’s always good to avoid trouble. But sometimes, first impressions aren't accurate and you don't know who'll turn out to be friend or foe." He smiled suddenly. "Would you like a drink for the road, officer?"

      She laughed again and shook her head, the short black hair fluttering with the movement. "Thanks. How about a rain check?"

      "Done. You're always welcome, Kendra Barton."

      She headed to the door but stopped before opening it. Without turning, she said, "Caliste, let's make that an official appointment for Wednesday. See you at the Royal Street station at one?"

      Cali looked at Zeb and received a nod. "Fine. One." The detective waved as she departed.

      Once she’d circulated through the room to ensure everyone was taken care of, Cali took a seat on one of the high chairs across from the dwarf. He put a glass of ice in front of her and filled it with Cherry Coke from the bar's soda gun. She drank deeply, then sighed. "So, do you think I'm in trouble?"

      He pulled the tall chair that sat next to the back wall forward and clambered up onto it. "Maybe so. Maybe not. But what's important is how you'll deal with it."

      She shook her head. "Has anyone ever told you that your answers aren't always particularly useful?"

      "Other than you? Never." The overly innocent expression on his face was a sure sign of a lie.

      "How do you get Zeb out of Zarden, anyway?" She'd been surprised to discover he had another name.

      He continued as if she hadn't asked. "So, what are your thoughts about the situation?"

      “There are a couple of possibilities. One, Jarten is behind it, but he thinks that not calling me out by name will keep his involvement hidden. Or maybe a random witness, but anyone who knows those four would probably be celebrating, not summoning the police. My money’s on the first.”

      Zeb ran his fingers through his perfectly maintained black beard and revealed a strand or two of grey. She pushed away the desire to tease him about it. Age gets almost everybody, eventually. I’ll stick to short jokes. He nodded. “I’m with you. He’s behind it.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have fought them over a bar tab?”

      He shook his head. “The little jerk broke the rules. Tell me, if he’d asked to keep a tab running, would we have let him?”

      “Of course.” They did that all the time. Wizards, in particular, could be counted on to always remember their wands and frequently forget everything else.

      “If he’d requested a loan, would you have given him one?”

      She had to think about that one. “Yeah, I suppose. Once, at least. I’m not exactly flush. Hey, maybe you could pay me more and I could afford to give loans? Make the customers happy?”

      The dwarf chuckled. “Or maybe you could work more and earn yourself more money.”

      It was a long-standing joke and mostly fell flat under the concerns of the moment. “So I was right to fight over it?”

      He leaned back with a smile that peeked out from under the black—and ever so slightly grey—mustache. “That’s not for me to answer, Caliste. Each of us is our own judge. Were you?”

      Thoughtfully, she tapped her fingers slowly on the bar as she replayed the incident. He had options but he chose to break the rules of hospitality of the tavern. I didn’t fight until I could talk first. I tried to defuse the situation but they escalated it. On the other hand, I could have walked away and paid the bill myself.  She rejected that idea as quickly as it appeared. No. That might have solved the immediate problem but it wouldn’t have addressed the violation. It isn’t right to dine and dash on your host.

      “I was. We’re living in a society here, damn it. You don’t do junk like that.”

      His head lowered and rose once. “Agreed.”

      Warmth flooded through her at his words. She knew she put too much stock in them and didn’t care. He, Emalia, and Sensei Ikehara were her role models and guides now, and she treasured each of them. “But I could have tried to talk again after the first one went down.”

      Zeb leaned forward to light his pipe and take a drag, then returned it to its holder under the bar. He expelled a series of perfect smoke rings before he answered. “I believe your heart is in the right place. Those are questions you should ask, always. It’s good to learn from your experiences.” He grinned. “But Jarten and his friends earned their reward. I don’t think you were excessive. If anything, breaking a limb on each of the morons would have kept them out of our hair longer.”

      She laughed. “Wise words from a wise person. But if that’s what you think, why weren’t you the one to chase after them?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Dwarves are made for sprints, not marathons. We’re deadly over short distances but tend to throw axes at fleeing enemies to avoid long runs.”

      There was a clatter from behind, and she rolled her eyes. “Maybe an ax would have been the right solution.”

      “It might have killed him. And that would have been…” He paused. “Overkill.”

      With a heartfelt groan at the Dad joke, she turned away from the bar and aimed herself toward the part of the room the unwelcome breaking sounds had emanated from. I can’t spend any more time here than I already do. The bad jokes would kill me dead.
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      Saint Louis Cemetery One, home of Voodoo notable Marie Laveau, future resting place of Nicolas Cage, and proud owner of one damn annoying wall. Cali had been inside many times but always with Dasante’s helping hands to boost her in return for hauling him up after. It hadn’t felt right to bring him along tonight.

      She’d managed to ignore her anger at the deceptions for most of the evening by keeping busy at the tavern and had stayed after the end of her shift to clean up unasked. The task effectively filled the hours between closing and her appointment among the dead. A quick walk brought her there with ten minutes to spare, living up to her father’s cheerfully delivered motto of, “Early is on time and on time is late.”

      However, she’d failed to account for the brick and cement barrier that surrounded the graveyard. The bricks were dangerous and prone to crumble underfoot—at the behest of the ghosts within, said the superstitious. She wasn’t sure about the second part but had verified the first personally and didn’t have any desire to scrape the skin left bare by her tanktop trying to climb it.

      She’d chosen the section with the smallest number of sightlines to try a new form of magic. Emalia had explained a few weeks before that others used force to create magical versions of mundane items, such as swords or whips. Cali hadn’t had an opportunity to work with the idea yet thanks to her heavy schedule. She shut away irrelevant thoughts one by one until she had a pure mind and envisioned a set of blocks leading up to the wall. She shaped them with her hands, pictured them coming into being, and felt the itching on her arms that signaled energy flowing from her.

      The steps were visible only as a wavering translucence, and she climbed them quickly while she struggled to maintain the flow of power. When she reached the top, she allowed them to evaporate. She nodded to acknowledge her success, lowered herself to hang from the wall by her fingertips, and dropped to the roof of one of the vaults. A quick jump took her safely down to the graveled path.

      Storage of the departed in New Orleans was exclusively in above-ground structures, as digging even a couple of feet down revealed soggy earth from the high water table. Emalia hadn’t specified where they’d meet inside, but the choice was obvious. A few turns and a short straight path took her to a far corner where a vault with the family name Leblanc lay. It wasn’t her family’s as such, but it was where her parents were interred, placed there under cover of darkness by Emalia and friends. Or so she’d been told since she hadn’t been permitted to be there when it happened.

      It doesn’t matter, really. Wherever they are, they’re watching over me if they can. One place is the same as the next. Her guardian’s thin form, standing with her perfect posture as always, emerged from the gap between vaults. “Caliste. Are you well?”

      She realized there were tears on her cheeks and dashed them away with a knuckle. “Fine. Good. Soon to be great, right? Let’s get on with it.”

      The other woman nodded and began to chant softly as she gestured with her long-sleeved arms in time with the melody. It wasn’t quite a song but also wasn’t quite not a song. When she finished, the world seemed to grow more distant. There’s an illusion of some kind around us. She must be worried about discovery.

      Emalia opened the flap of the embroidered cloth satchel that hung from a narrow diagonal strap across her chest and withdrew three pouches. From the first two, she withdrew the silver rings that had been in the treasure box and from the last, the pendant that matched the one she wore.

      She beckoned Cali forward, and she obeyed and extended her hands. Thin fingers pushed the rings onto her thicker index fingers with the admonition, “Do not let them touch.” She nodded and kept her thumbs stretched away. The new items fit perfectly as if they’d been made specifically for that moment in time. When the others had grown tight, Emalia had used magic to enlarge them. The woman reached for the pendant around her neck and pressed the other one to the back of it, flat side against flat side. A thin layer of white adhesive was visible and held them together while it prohibited the metal from touching.

      Satisfied, she nodded and stepped backward. “For this to work properly, you must understand a few things first. I will explain. You may ask questions but I do not promise to answer all of them.”

      “Okay.”

      Her eyes narrowed at the tone but she didn’t otherwise point out Cali’s snarkiness. “You were too young to remember when your parents fled New Atlantis, following other refugees who had arrived in this city. At that time, Atlanteans in exile were one people, although that quickly changed. While your mother and father were alive, they undertook to mask your power so you—and they—wouldn’t be discovered. When the searchers came, year after year, they were able to hide well enough to avoid them.” She paused.

      Cali asked, “Why didn’t they tell me any of this?”

      Emalia nodded. “A reasonable question. Two reasons. First, like all parents, they didn’t want their child to worry about things beyond her control. Second, they didn’t want to prejudice you against your people until you were experienced enough to differentiate between the competing groups.”

      “Okay.” This time, the response was less snarky and more understanding. She was trying.

      The older woman sighed. “Their plan was to keep your power under control themselves, increasing it only as you learned to master it and more importantly, learned how to mask it yourself. When signs appeared indicating the search for your family had intensified, they were forced to choose a different option.” Cali waggled her fingers and received a nod. “A set of items magicked to suppress and conceal your magic until the threat had ended.”

      “Has it?” She ignored the growing urge to clink the rings together.

      “Sadly, no. There was one other condition we agreed would require removing the protection. When you told me an Atlantean was watching you and that he entered that particular establishment, it was clear that you’d been noticed. The time for concealment has ended.”

      “Who were we hiding from?”

      “Those who would wish you harm.” She raised a hand. “Some things are not important tonight. I will share them with you on another occasion. About what I’ve said, is there anything that’s still unclear?”

      Cali considered it and decided that if her mentor felt it wasn’t important, she’d trust her judgment. She shook her head.

      “Do you understand why your parents felt they must conceal this from you and why they had to take actions to prevent discovery?”

      She nodded.

      The woman’s tone lowered and when the words emerged, they carried twice as much weight as anything Emalia had ever said to her, including breaking the news of her parents’ deaths. “Do you forgive them?”

      A child’s voice inside screamed, No, never. She closed her eyes and sent sympathy and understanding to her familiar passenger, the part of her who still couldn’t cope with her parents’ involuntary abandonment. Once she was soothed, she could think. Would I keep things secret to protect someone less powerful than me if I thought it was in their best interests? Yeah, I would. Great power, great responsibility, and all that.

      The child insisted, but they left me. Cali shook her head. They didn’t want to. They did what was best for us. And we have to forgive them for not being perfect. She opened her eyes and looked squarely at her guardian. “I do.”

      A tone of vulnerability she’d never heard from the other woman suffused her next question. “Can you forgive me?”

      The answer required zero thought. “No. There is nothing to forgive. Instead, I thank you for honoring their wishes and standing in their place when they no longer could.” She pushed tears back. Stupid emotions.

      Relief flickered across Emalia’s features but was quickly banished and only a grave expression remained as the older woman spoke. “Then it is time for you to receive your true inheritance. Push that love and forgiveness to the front of your mind and when it is as full as you can make it, tap the rings together and say Apokalupto.”

      Cali mentally recited the word twice to cement it into memory, drew in a deep breath, and closed her eyes again. She thought of the best moments with her parents, the ones she cherished and only brought forward in celebration or in great need. Layer upon layer, they filled her consciousness until all she could sense was love tempered by loss but free of blame. Finally, she spoke the word and the world exploded.

      She was jolted back to her senses by the sound of Emalia’s scream. “Caliste, wake up. Fight or it will kill you!”
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      Cali scrambled back as the world tilted and spun crazily in her vision. Her body trembled and jolted in reaction to the magic that coursed through it. Pleasure followed pain and was succeeded by pain again in fast flashes. She collided with a solid wall and pushed her way up it as she squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again in an effort to bring something—anything—into focus.

      When her eyes cleared, the monster in front of her was so unbelievable that she shook her head furiously to see if it would disappear. It didn’t but instead, poked its snout at the figure of her guardian, who was locked inside a shimmering magical cocoon that hovered an inch away from her skin. The creature turned its head toward her and revealed vertically slitted black pupils in irises of orange and gold over an elongated snout filled with teeth.

      Its body was sinuous and strong, supported by four legs. A foot of space was visible between its belly and the ground, and Cali estimated it would rise to three feet along its back, possibly four with its long neck extended. Right now, that neck was stretched as the beast swayed toward her and its thick tail flicked from side to side with each step. Soft snorts emerged from its nostrils.

      She pushed away from the wall, encouraged to discover she still possessed a measure of balance and stability as she sank into an aikido stance. Her lead foot now rested forward and the rear one at a ninety-degree angle with her weight centered. She lifted her front hand with the palm out. “Hey now, mister or miss, or whatever…uh, dragon, lizard…thing.” Great start, Cali. Offend it right off the bat. “There’s no need for this. In the immortal words of Will Smith, ‘My attitude is don’t start nothin, won’t be nothin’.” His advance paused as if he considered her suggestion but was clearly unmoved as he glided into motion again. “Okay, this is your last chance to avoid getting yourself hurt.”

      The creature snarled, and she resisted the urge to retreat from the harsh sound. Her body began to feel like her own again, but different. Where before, her magic had seemed to lie in her core waiting to be drawn out for use, it now suffused her as if every cell had a new spark of power inside it. The moonlight shone upon the beast’s scales as it continued to advance, some of which seemed reflective and some not. She pointed. “Hey. You. Are you listening?”

      It settled into a seated position like a cat and curled its tail around its body. Good, maybe we’re getting somewhere. For a second, it appeared ready to sneeze and its snout lowered before it raised again with an open mouth, the sharp teeth obvious and alarming. They weren’t as scary as the blast of sparkling mist that spewed out of its maw toward her, though.

      Cali motioned quickly with her hand and a curved force shield materialized before her. The mist turned to ice on its surface and the rest flowed around her without effect. She stared at her arms, which were covered with unfamiliar arcane shapes and symbols glowing in fluorescent blue, green, gold, and orange. The creature closed its mouth, and the new markings faded with the shield.

      “Okay. You had to try. I get it. I’ll give you that. But if you do it again, we’ll definitely tussle. I don’t know who you are. Hell, I don’t know what you are. But we can call this done.” She’d cast shields before but never so easily or with such stability. The lizard tilted his head like he understood her words but charged without warning.

      She stilled as it surged in and defocused her eyes to see its whole body the way Sensei Ikehara had taught her. Sure enough, the rush was a feint, and it stopped and pivoted to strike from the side with its tail. It was an attempt to sweep her ankles, and she skipped over it with ease, circled away from it to lead the tail’s reverse slash, and forced the creature to keep turning to try to acquire her. She was loath to go on the offensive for any number of reasons. The beast was amazing, her kicks and punches probably wouldn’t work against it, and she wasn’t certain she could control her magic sufficiently to wound and not kill. Finally, the child within squealed with the desire to become friends and play with it.

      Rather than press any kind of advantage, she retreated, which allowed the creature to finish its turn and face her. Before she could speak it attacked again with its head down and on a direct trajectory. Okay, buddy. So be it. When it came close, she jumped first to the left to make it miss, then to the right as she hurled her body upward to wrap her arms around his neck. She held on and her momentum flipped him over. His thrashing was too fierce for her to maintain her hold, and she scrambled away. He locked fiery eyes on her and she knew he was planning to breathe at her again. Nope. Not going to happen.

      She slammed her closed fists together in front of her and the silver rings on her thumbs rang as they collided. Each hand made a downward curve in the opposite direction to create a shimmering half-circle in the air. It streaked forward and left a trail as it passed over the creature’s back, and its breath struck the half-cylinder of force as it snapped shut. The lizard banged against the surfaces surrounding it halfheartedly before it lowered onto its haunches and stared at her. Its snout moved weirdly and a strange muffled huffing reached her ears. Wait a minute. Is it laughing at me?

      Cali put her hands on her hips and glared at it. “Are you laughing at me, you little…you little…uh, whatever?” Its snout lowered in what was clearly a nod. “So you totally can understand me.” Another nod confirmed it. “Fine. Let Emalia go.” It twisted its head to her guardian and the shimmering dissipated. The older woman stumbled forward and hurried across to her.

      “Are you okay, Caliste?”

      “Never better. What the hell is that thing and why did it attack me?”

      Emalia walked around it, and the creature seemed pleased to be admired. It showed no sign that being held captive bothered it. “I never imagined I’d see one. When I left New Atlantis, all the adults had died and the next generation were still in their eggs. It’s a Draksa.” She said it reverentially.

      “Awesome. And a Draksa is what?”

      “The best way to describe them is a cross between a lizard and a dragon. Some are more of one, while some are more of the other. When the dragon side is ascendant, they are fiercely intelligent. When the lizard side is dominant, they are less smart but far more aggressive.”

      Cali laughed. “So this is probably one of the dumb ones, then?” She was shocked to see both Emalia and the creature in the cylinder glare at her. “What?”

      “If it had wanted to kill you, it could have done it before you had a chance to react. Both of us, actually. The fact that it didn’t suggests it had something else in mind. Thus, it’s intelligent.”

      That inspired a frown. “Attacking me is a weird way to say hi.”

      The older woman shrugged. “Perhaps it was testing you to see how you’d react. Maybe, if you’d tried to kill it instead of trying to talk, it would have killed you outright.”

      She turned to the creature. “So, can we call a truce here?” His mouth parted in something that looked like a smile—a very sharp toothy smile. This is a bad idea. She let the power fall away and the Draksa stood and shook itself. It had kept its wings in during the short battle but unfurled them now to flick dirt from its scales.

      Her guardian moved to stand beside her and watch. “They change genders more than once during their lifetime for unknown reasons. This one is between. You can tell by the scales. Metallic and shiny are male, to attract a mate. Matte is female because we don’t need to show off.”

      “So how do I refer to it?”

      “I have no idea. You’ll have to ask the Draksa.”

      Cali shook her head. “Why is it here?”

      “Again, I have no idea. You’ll have to ask the Draksa.”

      She laughed. “Is that the only thing you’ll say for the rest of the night?” As the first syllable came out, she put a hand over her mentor’s mouth. “Okay, thanks, I got it. You can toddle along now.”

      Emalia chuckled. “Oh, there’s no chance of that. I can’t wait to see what happens.”

      The girl rolled her eyes. “Can I get you popcorn? Soda?”

      “If you would, that would be lovely.”

      Sigh. She approached the dragon lizard and knelt in the dirt before it so her eyes were level with its own. “I’m Cali.” It nodded and seemed to be waiting. “Um, are you here because of me specifically?” It nodded again. “Because of the spell we cast?” She lifted the necklace to show the pendants and blinked in surprise at the discovery that they had become a single two-sided object with no visible seam.

      The creature tilted its head to the side. She took that as the Draksa version of “meh.” With a frown, she tried again. “Did the spell itself summon you magically?” It shook its head. “Did you notice the magic, then? Were you here?” A nod. “You live in the cemetery?” Another nod.

      She twisted to shoot a glare at Emalia. “Seriously, will you be of any use at all?”

      The woman chuckled. “Try asking it if it plans to come home with you.”

      Cali laughed at first, then realized she was serious. “Uh, right. Sure. Tonight is already beyond weird, so why not?” She turned to the creature. Its gaze locked on hers and the depths of them stole her breath for a minute. “Okay, Draksa. Would you like to come home with me? My apartment is small but we can find a way to make it work. I imagine it’ll be better than living here.”

      It nodded, looked regal, and pushed onto its feet with a flutter of wings, obviously ready to depart. She stood as well. “May I…uh, touch you?” It nodded again. She put her hand on its back and felt its intentions clearly—the pineapple taste of goodwill tempered with the faint lingering cinnamon burn that conveyed mischievousness. At the moment of contact, her arms had begun to glow and the neon of her magical markings spread out to its scales until their colors matched. She hissed a sharp intake of breath. “Whoa.”

      Emalia’s voice from behind her was reverential. “You’re bonded. It offered magic, and yours was accepted. I’ve only ever heard about it in fairy tales as the bondings of the last generation of Draksa happened before my time.”

      She turned in alarm. “What does that mean?”

      Her mentor shook her head with an incredulous laugh as if she couldn’t believe it either. “Till death do you part, Caliste.”

      Cali’s mouth dropped open but as it was only one in a chain of incredible events for the day, it didn’t overwhelm her. “Awesome.” She spun to face the creature. “Do you want to be called he and him, since there’s a touch more metal on your scales?” It made the laughing sound again and bobbed its snout. “Fine. I always imagined having a cat named Whiskers but somehow, I think you’d see a cat more as a snack than a friend. So, how about I call you that instead?”

      He glared at her, and she wracked her brain for other names. “Skittles.” His snout shifted from side to side. “Midnight.” He twisted his head to indicate his brilliant scales. “Got it. Fyre.”

      After a moment’s consideration, he nodded and turned to walk toward the exit, clearly expecting her to follow. I’ll never be able to tell anyone about this day. Even Dasante would lock me in a padded room for my own good. And then Fyre would eat the key.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith was back on the roof across from The Shark Nightclub. His purpose there was to watch those who came and went and note who talked to who before they vanished into the building’s hidden interior. His scrying tricks had been defeated by the establishment’s defensive wards. He’d known it would have such protections but had still needed to make the attempt and had covered his tracks carefully to avoid being backtracked.

      The patterns were familiar, the same as when he’d been part of the Atlantean gang working out of a different club. But in his day, they’d gone out to watch over the streets and to look for newcomers and help them acclimate. Admittedly, they’d skirted the edges of the law to pull money away from those who made it with gambling and homemade alcohol and the occasional grift on wealthy tourists, but nothing like what was happening now.

      He’d spent his waking hours following the street soldiers for two days, and he was reasonably sure he had a good grasp of the operation. Cash was laundered through the nightclub and it served as the gang’s base of operations. Tendrils extended from this hub through the city for three purposes he’d identified. First—and still—gambling. Second, homemade alcohol he took no issue with, and illegal drugs he absolutely did have a problem with. Third, and most concerning, they were running a protection racket. It was obvious from the looks of the shop owners as they peered after the gang members to ensure the soldiers had departed and to see who else might be under their thumb.

      The new crew was engaged in all the things he had campaigned against in the old one, constantly fighting and refighting the same uphill battle. While he was away, his side had lost. It wasn’t hard to imagine there was some cause and effect in play. Or, more accurately, some “getting the troublemaker out of the way before we do what we’re going to do.” Surveillance was the only investigative tool he had at the moment but so far, he hadn’t recognized anyone among those entering or leaving.

      There seemed to be a different group of people handling each of the gang’s efforts. The toughest ones strong-armed shop owners and the weakest spread through the city to gather bets. If it was anything like a couple of years before, wagers would be accepted on everything from the Saints score to the number of drunks who would collapse unconscious on the unforgiving concrete of Bourbon street in a given timeframe.

      When a set of toughs emerged, he followed. An hour of preparation had acquainted him with the rooftops and how they connected, and it only took an occasional burst of magic to carry him over the gaps he couldn’t jump. It would work until they reached a main cross-street or residential district when he’d have to descend and be more careful. He was confident in his ability to keep track of them and only slightly less assured of being able to deal with them if things went awry.

      They’d almost reached Canal street, the Southwest boundary of the French Quarter, when the four Atlanteans stopped suddenly, blocked by an equal number of men who looked fully human. Tanyith crouched and whispered a spell that would bring their words to him.

      The biggest human was clearly the leader. He stood ahead of the others with his arms folded over his chest. The most notable thing about him was the fact that he wore a suit in the New Orleans heat, as did the rest of his people. One of the Atlanteans, notably not the biggest, stepped forward to meet him and they exchanged nods before the human spoke.

      “You’ll have to turn back, friend. Everything east of Canal is ours.”

      The Atlantean laughed. “No chance. The quarter’s disputed territory. You know this. I know this. Hell, my grandmother knows this, and she’s not even in the game.”

      His counterpart shrugged. “If you continue, your personal safety cannot be assured.”

      Another laugh followed. “When is it ever? You choose to play, you choose the risks. The same goes for you, friend.”

      The humans spread out a little, ready for whatever came next, and the Atlanteans mirrored them. The two spokespeople merely stared at one another. Finally, the suited man nodded. “Your call. I’ve passed the message as I was instructed to do. I will let Mr Grisham know of your response and I’m sure he’ll have his own to share with you in the near future.”

      Tanyith watched the humans move away with the acrid taste of fear in the back of his throat. His gang had always—always—been smart enough to respect the streets claimed by the long-established crime boss of New Orleans. The encounter meant that one or the other of the gangs, and perhaps some of the smaller ones in town, were pushing to expand their territory. Damn. This could blow up into a war for control of the city.
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        * * *

      

      Even dazed by the alarming revelations, he’d managed to follow them on foot without betraying his surveillance. They made a few stops along the way but appeared to be headed somewhere in particular. A drink here, a conversation there, and maybe a cash pickup at a souvenir shop, but they seemed like waypoints leading to a definite destination.

      They emerged from the quarter as the sun surrendered and night spread across the streets. He lost sight of them when they turned an unfamiliar corner and when he followed, the street was empty. Irritated, he looked up at an old-fashioned wooden sign with dragons on it and shook his head. The tavern had been there in his day, but his gang had stayed away from it, even for socialization. Rumor had it that the bartender was not someone you messed with if you wanted to keep all your limbs intact, and every tale was bigger than the next. Still, it seemed like fate had lent a hand to bring him to the place he’d planned to visit anyway.

      Tanyith took a deep breath and pushed the door open. It banged against the wall and made him cringe. He shook his head sheepishly at all the annoyed faces that turned his way. The entrance was in a corner and directly ahead was a sturdy polished wood bar that curved on both ends. High seats were strung along it. Behind them was a large room filled with long wooden tables butted up against each other with a mismatch of chairs and stools and benches on either side. Arched doorways with bead curtains were set left, middle, and right on the back wall.

      Beyond the far end of the bar, there seemed to be a walled-off space that held a kitchen or storage or something. On the near end, a dwarven face stared at him and watched him survey the area. He crossed to take the seat across from the impressively bearded fellow. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself. Welcome to the Drunken Dragons Tavern, first-timer. What’ll ya have?”

      “Dealer’s choice.”

      The dwarf nodded, selected a short, curved glass, and filled it from a small cask that sat at his right hand. He placed the drink on the bar—amber with a thin layer of foam. “This is a sipping beer. My own recipe.”

      Tanyith took a sip as was expected and immediately began to cough as the combination of alcohol and spice attacked his body. It was completely unlike anything he’d ever tasted and when he recovered, the bartender was grinning. “It takes some getting used to. You did well for a first try.”

      He wiped his eyes and nodded. “Thanks. I think.”

      “I’m Zeb. This is my place. You’re welcome here.”

      “Good to know.” He felt like he’d passed a test. “Can I ask you a question?”

      The proprietor grinned. “Right after you’ve paid for your drink.”

      With a laugh, he handed a ten over and got four back, which was a damn bargain for both the city and the quality of what he’d received. “Did a few street punks with delusions of adequacy come in a few minutes before I did?”

      A snort came from his right and a female voice said, “Oh yeah, this guy will fit in perfectly at the Dragons. You sound exactly like Zeb.” He turned to see striking red hair and once he got past that, realized it was the person he’d seen outside The Shark a couple of days before.

      “Hey.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Not good at talking to girls, huh? That’s fine. Neither is Zeb.” She spun away to respond to a customer, and he looked back to find the dwarf shaking his head.

      Tanyith heard long-suffering and fond pride in his words. “She’s something, that one.”

      “Clearly. So, the toughs?”

      Zeb pointed with his chin. Tanyith followed the line to the far wall of the room where the foursome sat. He swiveled back to the bar, took another sip of his drink, and relished the burn now that he knew to expect it. There’s more than enough time to deal with them after. “Regulars?”

      “Nah. I’ve seen ʼem in here once or twice, tops. Do you have some business with them?”

      “You might say that, I suppose. Or maybe I do. I don’t know yet.”

      The bartender’s eyebrows dipped to make a V pointed at his nose. “We welcome all kinds here. There’s no discrimination as long as everyone follows the rules. That includes those who think others aren’t following a rule that’s important to them.”

      He smiled. Could be those tales weren’t all only words. “Understood. I can’t speak for those boys, but I only want to talk. I think, though, that they might be here to talk to the owner if you know what I mean.”

      The dwarf nodded. “We get visits from all sides now and again. I treat ʼem to a drink, tell ʼem they’re welcome to come here but so is everyone else, and that Valerie is all the protection I need.” He gestured at the battleax hung over the bar, which Tanyith had noticed about a second and a half after entering. “So, they go away until the next one thinks they have a better argument.”

      “Do you have a sense of who has claimed what turf?”

      He shrugged. “Nope. And I don’t care much. No one messes with me and I don’t mess with anyone. Live and let live.”

      The next sip of the beer went down smoother, and his body was unanimous in its appreciation from head to stomach. “I really wish I could be like you. But some wrongs require righting.”

      The bartender stroked his beard. “Ah, so you’ve been wronged, have you?”

      “You could say that.”

      “By those in the corner?”

      He pursed his lips in thought. “Not specifically. But I’m very sure they’re part of it. At the very least, they’re the next step in finding out who’s responsible.”

      “You seem like you’re okay now. Is it really worth it?” The server’s voice was startling when she spoke from behind him. This beer is clearly more powerful than it seems. I’d better stop. “He does this with everyone. It’s easiest to avoid eye contact and back away slowly.”

      They all laughed, and Tanyith rose. His stance was solid and he was thankful for the woman’s interruption. He pointed a finger the dwarf. “Don’t think I’m unaware of what you were doing, you subtle saboteur.”

      Zeb grinned. “Peace, friend. Ideally, for everyone.”

      He rotated carefully to face the common room and located his targets, who talked loudly and gestured expansively in the corner. “That’s always my first choice. Sadly, some fools won’t play along.”

      The voice of reason from behind the bar followed him as he walked through the crowd. “Who’s the bigger fool, then?”

      Tanyith shook his head to brush the challenge off. He arrived unnoticed and tapped the one who had stepped forward as leader earlier on the shoulder. “Hey, buddy, can I ask you a question?”
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      At a chin tilt from Zeb, Cali paralleled the stranger one row over as he headed to the group in the corner. Too bad I had to leave Fyre in my room. I’m sure he could diffuse any situation he wanted to. She laughed at the image of the rottweiler-sized Draksa standing on a table in the middle of the Tavern and covering everyone with ice. I could yell “everyone chill” beforehand. It’d be perfect. What wasn’t perfect was the seated man’s reaction to being tapped on the shoulder.

      The cowl of his hoodie spun outward as he launched to his feet and stood nose to nose with the stranger. “Who’s asking?”

      She was an expert at using a smile as an instigation, and she heard the telltale of the tactic in his voice. “I’ll take that as permission. I’m John. John Doe. I wondered if you’d care to tell me who’s in charge of your little gang.”

      “I am. Now, step away before you end up with that name on your toe tag.”

      Cali moved around the table and put her back against the wall so she could see their faces. The stranger didn’t look even remotely worried. “I’d be happy to do so, but I really need that answer first.”

      “You won’t get it.” The other three men rose to their feet as well, and she said a silent thanks to the universe that this group hadn’t been allowed to run a tab, unlike Jarten.

      “Would you care to continue the discussion outside?” The stranger jerked his head toward the door.

      “Let’s do it here.” The gang leader drew a fist back and she slid smoothly between them to grab and pinch each of their near arms as she shouted, “Stop.” Both men gave tiny yelps.

      She tasted black licorice and ash from the street tough. He was ready to fight. The stranger was lemon with a touch of anise, a testament to his determination and willingness to back it up with force. She glared at the man to her right. “You’ve been here before. You know better than to mix it up inside. Don’t make Zeb take Valerie down.” She looked at the stranger, who up close and from the front was more attractive than she’d realized. The dirty brown pompadour and beard seemed less scraggly from this angle—more like a Viking than the poser she’d categorized him as on the first impression. “You get the benefit of the doubt. No fighting in here. Period. Either settle with words or head outside.”

      The thug shoved her hand away and pushed past toward the door. The stranger stepped aside and watched the others file out after their leader, carbon copies in dirty jeans and dark hoodies. He shrugged and gave her a half-smile. “I didn’t get my answer. I guess I have to go ask again.”

      She shook her head. “Zeb would say you don’t need to.”

      “He’d be wrong. The path I’m on goes through those guys.” He walked toward the exit and his posture changed from casual to determined with each step.

      “Dammit.” She looked at Zeb, who gave her a small head shake. Yeah, I know it’s not my fight. But I didn’t read any dishonesty. So, unless he’s deceiving himself, he has valid reasons. She sighed, jogged to the bar, and spun her empty serving tray through the air to land in Zeb’s waiting hands. Cali yanked the door open and slipped through. Although the street was empty, sounds emanated from the alley that bordered it to the left, so she headed in that direction and looked around the corner.

      The stranger stood in the mouth of the corridor, his hands in the pockets of his jacket, and the others faced him in a rough semicircle. The passage was narrow enough to prevent his enemies from attacking all at once with fists but if they had magic, that advantage would be lost. She’d arrived as the leader of the four had finished talking but hadn’t made out what he’d said.

      The man she was concerned for sounded exasperated. “Look, this is a really simple question. Who’s your boss? That’s what I need to find out. You’re in the clear. It’s only a name.”

      One of the subordinates sneered. “We’re not telling you anything, convict.” The leader laughed, apparently at the stranger’s reaction. “Oh yeah, we know about you, jailbird. We heard your brain is mush. Now, we’ll have to show you what happens to people who mess with us.”

      Their opponent shrugged and his hands emerged from his pockets. She saw the slight flex in the back of his knees and the shuffle that reset his balance. The leader nodded, and the slimy one who had spoken rushed forward and a glitter of steel appeared in his hand. The man didn’t move until the last minute when he shot his right hand out in a fast punch aimed at his attacker’s wrist. A crunching sound echoed from the walls when his knuckles snapped the bone. The knife clattered on the asphalt and its wielder backpedaled, cradling his damaged limb.

      “We don’t have to—” Attacks from the other three cut his words off. The biggest one slid in with a boxer’s grace and landed two rapid jabs to the man’s chest that thrust him back. That put the giant thug in the way of the magic the fourth member of the group launched, a force blast that shoved him stumbling into the wall of the alley.

      Cali rolled her eyes. Nice coordination, fellas. While it was likely the defender could handle this group, uneven odds irked her. Three on two seemed far fairer than three on one. She stepped around the corner and threw a punch in the air. A force fist pounded into the stomach of the one who’d inadvertently targeted his own ally. He doubled over and crumpled in a protective curl. Damn. I gotta remember I’m stronger than I was. Before, she could rely on her magic to be powerful enough to damage someone but not enough to really injure them. Now, her simple effort at distraction had taken him out of the fight. And instead of feeling subtly drained, power surged through her, promising pleasure and might if she’d let it off the leash.

      Her partner had locked his sights on the enemy leader and used a sudden wind to lift objects from the alley floor and hurl them as he closed the distance separating them. Whatever attack his opponent had planned evaporated in the need to defend himself, which he did by bobbing, weaving, and occasionally summoning and throwing what looked like spheres of force magic to divert incoming projectiles off target. He held his own against the barrage until the moment the stranger’s forehead came down on his nose. For a second, he staggered, then fell on his rear end with his legs spread and eyes unfocused.

      The man with the broken wrist had vanished, so only a single enemy remained active. The big man shuffled in toward her without even raising his guard. Another force fist would finish him, but the magic inside her wanted it too much so she waited. When he threw a disrespectfully slow left hook, she quick-stepped away, guided it past her with her right hand on his elbow, and caught his wrist with her left hand. She slipped her arm under his elbow to hyperextend it and used it as a lever to throw him in the direction in which she faced. He landed hard on his back beside her partner, who looked down and growled, “Run if you want to live.”

      All three tried to rise, but the man pushed the enemy leader down again. “No, no, not you. We need to talk. I have a question for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali pushed through the beaded curtain, took a seat across from the man, and handed him a hard cider. She carried a soft one for herself. He drank half of it in a long gulp and set it down with a satisfied sigh. “Thanks. I definitely needed that.”

      She sipped hers slowly. Most of her mind was focused on containing the desire to use more magic. Fortunately, it was diminishing but unfortunately, it was doing so far less quickly than she’d prefer. “So. You don’t like taking advice, clearly.”

      He laughed. “So some have said. I appreciate your help back there.” She’d waited while he finished with the enemy leader and sent him fleeing with threats.

      “You didn’t do more damage than you needed to. I respect that.”

      “There was no point. It wouldn’t have gotten me what I wanted.”

      “Which was?” She took another sip and watched his eyes for any sign of deception.

      “The next piece of the puzzle.” She gestured for him to continue, and he laughed. “This story only works if told from the beginning. Let’s start there. Hi, I’m Tanyith.”

      She shook his extended hand, tasted cinnamon-laced vanilla that indicated he was playing a little but telling the truth. “Cali.”

      “Only Cali?”

      “Only Tanyith? Or, should I say, only Tanyith the convict jailbird?”

      He scowled and took another sip. “Fair enough. So, a couple of years ago, I was part of a group of like-minded Atlanteans here in New Orleans.”

      Cali shook her head and the barriers that appeared whenever something touched on the deaths of her parents snapped into place. “A gang, you mean.”

      “Not in the same way that those idiots are in a gang.” He shrugged. “More like a club, or maybe even a team. Fair enough, we crossed legal lines here and there but never with violence and never to exploit those weaker than us. We punched up, not down.”

      She stared and wished she had a reason to touch him again to assess the truth of his words. Doing it now would send entirely the wrong signals unless she admitted the purpose for it, which she wasn’t about to do. “So you say.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Anyway, there were some who wanted to go in another direction and be more like the movies. La Cosa Nostra, but for NOLA.”

      “You were a few decades too late to take that role from what the legends say.” The Matrangas were already part of the city’s history a century before she was born.

      He shrugged. “The ones who supported that plan weren’t exactly the intellectual elite.” His laugh sounded self-deprecating. “Although maybe I’m not either. My arguing against it earned me a one-way ticket to Trevilsom.”

      His breath skipped as her eyes widened. “Holy beignets, Batman. Are you serious?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded with a grin and drained his glass. “I was sure I was done for. But I somehow managed to preserve my sanity, possibly because I kept a singular focus on trying to find out who put me there and why.”

      “And that’s what led you to those idiots?”

      “Yep. I trailed them from The Shark Nightclub, which seems to be their headquarters.”

      Her eyes narrowed. There are too many coincidences for one night. “That’s an interesting story, mysterious stranger.” She rose. “I’m gonna have to ask you to leave now, though.”

      He complied slowly, confusion on his face. “Okay, sure.”

      She led him to the front of the tavern, where only a few patrons remained and steadfastly ignored the stated closing time. On her way, she smacked a couple gently. “Get out of here, you crusty barnacles.” They laughed and the normality of it made her grin. When they reached the bar, she said, “Zeb, this is Tanyith. He was just leaving.”

      The dwarf grinned. “Come back soon, Tanyith.”

      Cali shook her head. “Give it a day or two, though. We’d like to keep the peace undisturbed for a while.” And I need to check you out.

      A part of her thought he might protest but he simply nodded at her and waved to the bartender as he left. She leaned on the polished wood that separated them and said, “Zeb, that guy was in a gang here when my parents were killed.”

      His mustache curled downward. “There’s no saying he was involved, Caliste. You can’t assume it.”

      “I’m not. But I can’t ignore it, either.”

      The dwarf turned to look at the now-closed door. “That’s the smart choice, I think. There’s definitely more to him than we know.”
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      Cali peered through the small gap in the curtain reflected in the carefully positioned mirror. Emalia had a tourist couple in the two chairs across the table from her and used runes to tell their fortunes. She’d explained to the man and woman that their auras made the heavy etched stones the only appropriate choice to truly divine what fate had in store for them.

      Bored with waiting, she yawned and stretched. The adventures of the night before had delayed her sleep for a few more hours than she would have preferred, given an option. At her feet, the Draksa yawned, looked accusingly at her, and put his head back on his paws. She’d been shocked when Fyre had blocked her efforts to leave her room. It took ten minutes of frustrating communication to elicit the knowledge that he wanted to come along. She’d invested another ten to explain that the woman who owned the boarding house mustn’t know she had a pet and that he couldn’t simply walk down the street in New Orleans.

      He’d responded by leaping through the room’s open window. She had panicked but watched him glide gently into the small backyard. Minutes later, she’d rushed down the stairs and out the back door in time to catch his shimmering transformation from a medium-sized dragon lizard into a large dog that most resembled a boxer. With a shake of her head and a cautioning finger pointed at him, she’d admonished, “Fine, but you’d better behave.” His doggy grin was as effective at conveying his amusement at her as the Draksa one had been. A quick stop was made to purchase a leash and a collar to obey the letter of the New Orleans leash law and the two were on their way to visit the fortune teller’s shop.

      Emalia’s deep dramatic voice informed the woman that she was looking for something, which was always a good grifter technique. Everyone is looking for something. What set her guardian apart was that, most of the time, she was accurate in identifying the object and telling the customer where to find it. Whenever Cali tried to discover how she did it, her mentor merely changed the subject with a small smile. To the man, she gave advice on how to position himself for a promotion at his workplace. The two left happy.

      “They were nice people,” she said as she pushed through the curtain and closed it carefully behind her.

      “They seemed so. Did the runes work?”

      “Of course. I never err in my choice of tools.” Emalia filled a teapot from the electric kettle Cali had started, set the tray at the small table, and took a seat opposite her. “So, are you ready to train?”

      She shook her head. “In a while. I have some questions first.” The older woman raised a hand in invitation. “Okay, so…before, it always felt like I was drawing from a finite pool of power. Now, it seems like I’m full of magic—so much that it’s trying to push its way out.”

      Her mentor delayed responding by checking to be sure that her long grey hair was properly restrained—it was—and by fussing with the teapot. Finally, she replied, “I can think of two possible causes. It may be a reaction to having your power suppressed. The pendulum swinging the other way.” Cali nodded. That makes sense. “Or it might be that you contain so much power that you’ll need to work extra hard to keep it in check. Your mother was strong and her mother before her.”

      She tilted her head. “Do you know my family all the way back?”

      The woman lifted the pot and poured the tea. Notes of matcha and passion fruit filled the air above the cup as she placed it in front of Cali. “I do not. That is something you’ll need to discover on your own if you choose to.”

      “Okay. So, how will I figure out which reason it is?”

      Emalia shrugged. “If the pendulum swings back, you should notice. If it does not, you’ll know.”

      The boxer at her feet snorted and she poked him with a foot. “No one likes a cynic, Fyre. So, okay, next question. Did I get any additional powers when my magic was unlocked?”

      Laughter filled the room. “Of course not. It doesn’t work that way. If you want to do new things, you’ll have to study like everyone else.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “Awesome. So, to sum up, more power, more problems, more work.”

      Her teacher raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Of course. That’s always how it is for honest folk.”

      She sighed. Just once, would a shortcut be so awful? “Then I guess we better get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      Her guardian hadn’t been willing to close the shop for the afternoon to train her directly, so Cali sat in the lotus position in the small dressing area and stared at a flickering beeswax candle that spread suggestions of honey through the room. “The first step toward using your new strength is understanding it,” Emalia had instructed. “Focus inward and find the paths.”

      It was an exercise she’d done many times before in order to allow her reduced magical power to flow without obstruction when she called upon it. She’d always been able to see the map hovering in front of her, lines snaking from her core, through the chakras, and spreading all over her body. Now, though, it stubbornly refused to appear.

      Fyre nudged her with his snout, and she scratched his head absently. When her fingers touched him, magic flowed between them and the image she’d been seeking materialized before her. She glanced at him but he ignored her aside from luxuriating in the attention. “Huh. You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

      Magic pulsed in streams that looked like arteries, veins, and capillaries. Cali focused on her illusion power and a set of currents brightened. She marshaled force, and another group gained strength. Okay, I get it. More to draw from, distributed for faster response. Sure. That makes sense.

      She closed her eyes and pulled the idea of cold into her mind—frost, snow, and the way the shower hurt when the hot water ran out. Then, she envisioned the mist that the Draksa had ejected at her on the night they’d met. Her mind focused and investigated it, watched it stream past as she slipped into the gaps between the crystalline motes, and let it suffuse her. Without letting her attention falter, she raised a hand, seeking within for the paths that would bring the ice into her waiting palm. She felt a stirring and opened her eyes with a smile.

      Her hand was empty.

      “Damn it!” She blew out an annoyed breath. “Okay, that’s enough for now.” She rose and descended the stairs with Fyre plodding along behind. Emalia was in the back room sipping tea that smelled as if it had received a liberal dose of bourbon. The woman didn’t quite smirk as she asked, “How did it go?”

      Cali fell heavily into the chair across from her. “Great. So. Awesome.” Her guardian laughed. “I thought of another question, though. What do you know about the gangs around here?”

      A nod of the grey-topped head was encouraging. “I wondered when you would think to ask. Not too much. Long ago, there were as many magical gangs as there were immigrant families. But most of them departed for New Atlantis when it was completed. The last decade or so, there’s only been one.”

      That lines up so far. “What do you know about that one?”

      She shrugged. “For a time, it seemed to be an acceptable thing. Now it doesn’t. I’ve heard rumbles about unsavory practices and other noises about pressure on businesses. No one’s come here yet.”

      The young woman laughed. “As if anyone could intimidate you into anything.”

      “True enough. And now that I have you and your Draksa, it’s even less likely.”

      “As long as no one who has a problem with me decides to take an interest in you.”

      “You’ve been trouble since day one, child. I’m not concerned about it now.”

      Fyre growled as if to confirm he wasn’t worried either. Cali checked her watch and sighed. “It’s time to take this beast home and get to the tavern.”

      Emalia grinned. “Are you not ready to share him with Zeb?”

      She shook her head. “He might think that a dwarf-snack would be tasty.” The faux-dog looked at her with something that resembled a scowl. “What? As soon as I have time for twenty questions, we can discuss it.” She tugged gently on the leash and he climbed to his feet when she did.

      The older woman wrapped her in a hug, then stepped back. “Take care of each other.”

      Cali nodded. “Will do. Same time tomorrow?”

      “I’m always here, you know that.” Her mentor smiled. “And you both are always welcome, whether I’m present or not.”

      They walked out into the heat and only then did it occur to her that she had to think of a way to sneak the Draksa back to her room. She sighed and shook her head at him. “You’re one challenge after the next. You’d better be good at sneaking because I can veil you, but I can’t keep someone from stepping on you.”

      He opened his mouth only enough to stick his tongue out at her.
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      The training and work shift the day before had tired Cali out, and she’d slept in until almost the last minute. A rushed shower and a dash across the quarter got her to the station only five minutes after the time the Detective had named. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, took a deep breath, and pulled the doors open.

      The building was old and well-kept, especially given the constant activity that required policing in the streets that surrounded it. She walked through a metal detector without setting it off, her first clear victory of the afternoon. A bored older man in a uniform grunted when she asked for Detective Barton and waved her toward a doorway in the rear wall. She threaded a path through the room and studiously ignored the open files and visible computer screens on the way lest someone decide to take a closer look at her.

      Simply being here is more than close enough, thanks. She’d never had any issues with the law, and knowing she had the ace in the hole of being able to portal meant that if things went south to the level that she was imprisoned, she wouldn’t stay confined against her will for long. But difficult as it was, she liked her life and had no interest in abandoning everything she’d built for an existence on the run. Plus, getting in trouble with the police wouldn’t exactly be conducive to her plan to become an investigator.

      The rooms through the rear doorway were small, clearly repurposed from some other use. Two desks arranged front-to-front were positioned inside the door of one, and Barton looked up and smiled. “Caliste. Thanks for coming.”

      She sighed. “Cali.”

      The detective nodded. “Kendra. Please, have a seat.” She gestured toward a chair that sat at the side of her desk.

      It squeaked as she lowered herself into it and for a moment, she thought it would collapse. Old city, old station, young detective. “Nice place you have here.”

      Barton laughed. “Yeah, sure. A real vacation location.”

      Cali’s lips twitched into a smile. “It is for some, I imagine.” Her server instincts rarely failed her and giving someone an opportunity to talk about themselves was one of the most reliable tactics.

      A nod of agreement followed. “Any number of tourists find lodging here during their time in the city. But, generally, the folks out front go easy on them. That’s not my area, and I’m definitely not interested in going easy on anyone.”

      “Tough woman in a man’s world?”

      She laughed again. “Nah. Merely a hardass who’s devoted to her job. Which is why I wanted to have a chat with you.”

      On your own territory, sure. No accident there. She shrugged. “Well, here I am, as requested.”

      The officer’s dark hair fell in her face as she looked at the folder on the desk in front of her, and she flicked it out of the way with a look of annoyance. “So, Jarten. How do you know him?”

      Cali leaned forward and the chair creaked ominously again. “He’s a frequent customer at the tavern. Usually on his own and occasionally with a lady friend of questionable taste.” The other woman chuckled. “I never really put him in with a gang, though. That’s what you do in the Specialized Investigations Division right?” She’d done some Internet searches between customers the night before to prepare for the encounter.

      Barton nodded. “Correct. And he does seem to be hooked into the city’s magical clan. Atlanteans.” She felt the detective’s eyes burning into hers, likely seeking any sign of a reaction to the revelation.

      “There’s many of them around, that’s true.”

      “In your tavern?”

      She shook her head. “No more than anyone else. Zeb has a very specific policy. Everyone gets along or they aren’t welcome anymore. One strike and you’re out.”

      The woman’s chair creaked, too, as she leaned back. “So, is Jarten out then? Is that why you chased him?”

      Cali kept her face neutral. “Jarten’s still allowed in.”

      “So why did you hit him?”

      The questions came as no surprise and she merely laughed. “Who claims I did?”

      The detective leaned forward to consult the folder again. “It says here that an eyewitness saw a girl with long red hair fighting four men who were later identified as being part of the Atlanteans.”

      Her stare was one of calculated bemusement. “Are you seriously telling me I’m spending my afternoon here based on being a redhead? You’d better get Gillian Anderson and Christina Hendricks in here right away.”

      “And the subject was at your workplace shortly before the incident.”

      “That seems thin, Detective.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve had thinner. It’s not so much that I’m concerned with this particular event. It’s part of a pattern, though, an increasing willingness to mix it up in public where innocents can wind up endangered. That’s something I am concerned with.”

      Cali frowned at the revelation. Not good. “That makes sense. Still, I’m not sure why I’m here.”

      Barton sighed. “Okay, don’t admit it was you. We both know the truth. But the real reason you’re here is that I want to use you.”

      Now, her laugh was a little shocked. “That’s bold, Kendra. Buy a girl a drink first.”

      The woman rewarded the joke with a thin smile. “I need you to keep an eye out at the tavern and let me know what you see. You’re uniquely positioned to do it since it’s an open location for everyone.”

      She leaned back, folded her arms, and ignored the chair’s protests. “Why not ask Zeb?”

      “I’m not convinced he’s one of the good guys.”

      Cali scowled. “You’d best think again on that subject.”

      The detective tapped her fingers on the desk. “Your loyalty is clear. But what do you really know about him?”

      It took effort but she managed not to snarl. “My parents liked him. That’s all I need to know.”

      “Your parents, who were killed in a suspected gang attack.”

      Her resistance failed, and she bolted to her feet. “Listen, lady, I’m not sure who you think you are, but no one talks about my family or my friends like that.”

      Barton stood and met her gaze, her aggressive tone a mirrored response. “You don’t have the whole picture. I suggest you sit down and get it. For your sake and for your boss’s.”

      The magic burned for release and it took a conscious effort to push it down. Slowly—too slowly—logic reasserted itself. This is not the time and not the place. She took a deep breath and sat on the edge of the seat, her spine rigid. After a moment, she managed to unclench her teeth enough to push, “Fine, tell me,” through them.

      The officer looked satisfied and Cali resisted the surging desire to throw a force bolt at her chest and portal out of the station. “A couple of years ago, things started to change. For about six months, it was a mess out there. Several human gangs warred among themselves and the Atlanteans took potshots when an opportunity presented itself. It finally resulted in two main groups—the Atlanteans and the human faction left standing.”

      She sighed. “We’re not as effective as we’d like to be, of course, but we’ve managed to keep a lid on things since then. It’s probably mostly because the gangs were regrouping and solidifying their holdings. But now, it’s like someone lit a match and the whole thing has fired up again. Territories are in flux, big time. Not a night goes by without some block changing hands. Your place is unlikely to remain untouched, either by those wanting to claim it or by the random violence these things bring.”

      Cali shook her head. “So you say. But it’ll take more than threats to cause Zeb to give in, regardless of who makes them.”

      “Your response is an example of the problem. You act as if this is normal, like it’s status quo. New leaders have taken over both groups, and they face the same challenge—do enough to justify their positions of power. And that has the potential to do serious damage to everyone. That’s why I need you to be my early warning system. I’m not asking you to betray anyone. Merely to keep me informed if you see something worrisome.”

      Despite her desire to reject the woman outright for being such a pushy jerk, she forced herself to consider the situation from an outside perspective. She sighed. “I’m not promising to work with you. I’ll decide in the moment. But this will be a two-way flow of information or it won’t happen at all. For anything I give you, you’ll have to share what you know about that bigger picture you want me to focus on.”

      Barton nodded. “Sure. Fair is fair. But you can’t bring me junk and expect gold.”

      “Deal.” She stood more slowly this time and extended a hand, and the detective rose and gripped it. The banana flavor of suspicion hit her tongue, which was certainly expected from someone in her job, but also the faint hint of pineapple that suggested goodwill. She released the other woman’s hand. “See you around, Detective Barton.”

      “Anytime, Caliste.”

      She wandered the streets for an hour while she tried to put the pieces together and failed utterly. Her steps had delivered her to the Dragons, and she pushed through the door with a resigned sigh. Even on my day off, I wind up at work.
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      Tanyith had put the information the fight had gained him into almost immediate use. After a much-needed eight hours of sleep, he’d followed up on the name the crew leader had provided. It had taken half a day of dropping the name among shopkeepers in the quarter before anyone gave him anything. Since then, he’d been on the woman’s trail. More focused questioning into the late night and early morning had given him the location of a restaurant and a description of her.

      That was why he was seated at a bar with a beer at his right hand and a plate of spicy barbecued oysters in front of him, his second round of each. Like many Atlanteans, he had a preference for products of the seas, but he wasn’t a purist about their preparation. Some were, and in his experience, they tended to be more concerned about purity in all areas than he was. To him, part-Atlantean was Atlantean. To them, anything other than a direct descent on both sides was a flaw.

      There were sounds of welcome through the restaurant entrance behind him and to the right. Without breaking the pattern he’d established—eat one, sigh with pleasure, and chase it with a gulp of the strong brew—he flicked his gaze away from the Saints news site on his phone to the mirror that was the back wall of the bar. The new arrival matched the description he’d been given perfectly—pale skin and straight ebony hair that fell naturally to the middle of her back. She wore a sharp navy-blue business suit with a black blouse and matching heels. His quick survey couldn’t capture the details of her face, but she exuded a sense of professional competence.

      She wouldn’t look out of place in a boardroom, and yet she’s a mid-level leader in a street gang. Things really did change while I was inside. In his day, the Atlanteans took pride in rejecting the styles of the human gangs in the city. Apparently, that was no longer the case. The woman, Danna Cudon, was led to a seat alone at a table with a reserved sign. Two mismatched men sat at the next one over a moment later. One was very pale, tall, and muscular, and looked uncomfortable in his own suit. The other was dark, thin, and perfectly at home in a masculine version of his boss’ outfit.

      Tanyith ordered another round of food but switched to water now that his quarry was in sight. She selected the raw plate, and his brain automatically ascribed the definition of purist. While internally acknowledging that it was by no means sure, he wasn’t able to discount the possibility either. Fortunately, her meal didn’t take long as after the third helping, he really couldn’t face a fourth. He paid his tab as her coffee arrived and headed out the door to find a vantage point.

      He tucked himself into the shade of the doorway of a closed bar that would doubtless be under different management within the month, that being how New Orleans worked. His quarry stepped out and slipped her sunglasses on, reminding him of a celebrity. The men emerged and did the same, the perfect image of bodyguards, which was no doubt exactly what they were. He had the sense she would probably be adequate to any challenge on her own. Experienced practitioners could usually recognize others.

      A black car pulled up to the curb, and he cursed as the trio slid inside. He looked around for a taxi but none were in sight. His phone wasn’t set up with the apps to call for one yet, and there was no way a ride could get there in time, anyway. He jogged in the direction the car was headed and caught a glimpse of black rubber from an alley. A motorcycle was parked there, chained to a bar mounted on the wall. Sorry, whoever you are. I’ll bring it back full. He made a yanking motion and the chain snapped where the bar tried to resist his magical pull. Tanyith directed a tiny burst of force into the keyhole and used it to turn the ignition and punched the starter switch. The bike roared to life.

      He backed it out into the street and accelerated after the dark sedan. Pedestrians interfered with the flow of traffic, again merely a part of how things worked in New Orleans, and he was able to gain on his target. Within a few minutes, he realized where they were likely headed. The car turned into a garage about a block from the nightclub. Tanyith parked the bike around the corner and went back to watch on foot. He expected to see them emerge and cross over to it, but after ten minutes, decided that something else must have been at work. The building was a squat concrete bunker with only the rolling door visible. He circled it at a distance and identified another door but no windows. It was a mystery but now, he had two potential locations to investigate.

      On his return to the bike, he noticed a flyer tacked to a telephone pole advertising live music at The Shark Nightclub for the next several nights. So, a little of the old place remains, he thought with a smile. It’s a perfect opportunity. The grin faded. There’s no way I’ll get into the club alone. They’ll check everyone but no doubt give singles extra attention. He considered asking Sienna, but there were abundant reasons not to, most especially the part where he’d put her in danger. He sighed. I guess I don’t have much of a choice, then. Tanyith kicked the motorcycle into gear and headed back to return it where he’d borrowed it from before seeking out a partner in crime.
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        * * *

      

      He managed not to slam the door as he entered the Drunken Dragons Tavern, which earned him a nod from the dwarf behind the bar. Zeb tilted his head toward where the cask rested and Tanyith held up a hand in negation. “I need my brain tonight, thanks.”

      The proprietor laughed. “A cider, then?”

      “You read my mind.” He slipped into the chair nearest the bartender and handed over a bill in exchange for the glass of amber liquid. His change appeared a moment later, and he drank deeply. His jaw ached slightly as the sour tang of the drink caught his taste buds. “Delicious.” He leaned forward. “Can I ask you something that might offend you without getting whacked by the ax over there?”

      Zeb chucked. “Probably. No promises.”

      “Your server. She’s more than meets the eye, right?”

      The chuckle became a heaving laugh. Finally, after almost a full minute, he raised a gnarled finger to wipe the tears from his eyes. “That is definitely one way to describe it. Yes, Cali is entirely unique.”

      Tanyith nodded. “You clearly find her trustworthy.”

      The dwarf turned serious. “Absolutely, I do. Not to overstep, but you’re a little old for her.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not looking for a girlfriend, no worries on that account.” He finished the drink and rapped his knuckles on the bar. “Thanks.” He twisted and stood and quickly noticed her across the common room. She gave him a reserved smile as he strode directly toward her and he matched it and said, “Hey.”

      Cali raised an eyebrow. “Still not great at talking to girls, huh? Hey yourself.”

      He nodded at the alcove behind her. “Can you take five for a quick chat?”

      “Sure.” She shrugged. “If we hear screaming, though, I’ll have to come out and see what’s up.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough.” He followed her into the room and sat across from her. “So, I saw you the other day outside the Shark Nightclub.”

      She stiffened. “Are you spying on me?”

      “Spying yes. On you, no. I was watching the building.”

      While she relaxed slightly, her suspicion was clear. “Why?”

      “I’m still trying to piece together what happened to land me in jail and how things have fallen out after, and I’ve hit a roadblock.”

      “That’s plausible. Say more.”

      He shrugged. “They’re having live music in there. I can’t go in alone. That would make them suspicious, even if I was in disguise. So I need a partner. Ideally, one that casts better illusions than I do.” He laughed. “Before my stint behind bars, I would have known ten people who met that description. Now, I only have one. You.”

      “What makes you think I fit the bill?”

      “Your boss likes you and you can clearly handle yourself. I saw the precision of your portal spell.”

      She laughed. “Plus, you’re desperate. And trust me, there are many people who don’t like me.” She paused and looked thoughtful. “But I’m already on their radar and they’re on mine, so there’s a unity of purpose between us.” She leaned back and drummed her fingers on the table that separated them. “How do I know you won’t kill me and leave me in an alley?”

      “I’ve left a clear trail while coming to talk to you. Your boss could finger me and I’d be on my way back to Trevilsom.”

      “I’d still be dead.”

      “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      Her hair flopped in her face as she nodded vigorously. She emerged with a smile. “Yeah, it’s kind of who I am. I thought you should know that upfront.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Perfect. So, you’re in?”

      Cali raised a finger. “We haven’t talked compensation.”

      “What, you aren’t willing to go in simply to find out what’s going on?”

      She shook her head. “Not as such. If you’re going to take away my one night off a week to go see a band I probably won’t like in a nightclub filled with people who might want to hurt me, I’ll need a little more than that.”

      “Fair enough.” He laughed. “Dinner beforehand?”

      “You have yourself a deal. And if it’s fancy, you’ll have to supplement my wardrobe.”

      “That I can do. So, we’re agreed?”

      She rose and extended her hand. “Agreed.” He shook it, and she smiled. “If you do turn out to be a killer, please don’t dump my body in the swamp. That would be the grossest afterlife.”

      “Okay, I promise.”

      “You’d better or you’ll find yourself haunted.” She departed through the beads and immediately yelled at one of the customers. He leaned back with a grin. Well, this gets more and more convoluted with each passing second. It’s gonna be an interesting start to the weekend when Friday night arrives.
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      Fyre and Cali were back at Emalia’s before noon the next day. The Draksa had made it clear that she would not spend another afternoon away from him, and there had been no compelling reason to leave him behind. The walk was easier than usual, as people who wouldn’t normally have gotten out of her way on the sidewalk gave the red-haired girl with the large boxer at her side a wide berth.

      No fortunes were being predicted when they arrived, so they headed to the back room. Her guardian was waiting with the tea already brewed. Cali frowned. “That’s some impressive timing.”

      The older woman smiled. “I told you, the teacher is attuned to the student. I felt your presence growing closer and assumed you were probably coming to see me, given that we need to continue your training.”

      She sat where she always did and drained her cup, then held it out for a refill. Since having her magic unlocked, the tea seemed more potent and cascaded like fire through her from the moment it touched her tongue. Emalia chuckled as she refilled it. “It seems as if you’ve come to terms with your new power quite well.”

      Cali shook her head. “Not really. I’m afraid to use it for anything other than defense in case I go overboard and wind up hurting someone. But that’s not totally on point at the moment. I need more help with illusion.”

      Her teacher squinted. “Why that? Why now?”

      She sighed. “It’s tough to explain. There’s this guy—”

      Emalia interrupted with a laugh. “Ah, I see how it is.”

      “He’s, like, at least a decade older than me. Please.” She shook her head. “Anyway, he has issues with the same people who were taking a look at me. But he also has a plan to get inside and find some things out. The only problem is that they’ll recognize us. So, I need to disguise both of us.”

      “He’s not magical?”

      “He’s magical, but apparently not great at illusion.” She shrugged. “He’s been…away for a while, and it sounds like he’s out of practice.”

      “Okay, then, illusion it will be. Your increased power should help here, but you’ll have to be careful to contain it as well. If you wind up in close quarters, the fact that you’re using magic might be noticeable.”

      Cali winced. “Close quarters are basically a guarantee. We’re going to the Shark.”

      The other woman shook her head. “Caliste, that is a terrible idea.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “But it’s where all the trails lead to. I don’t have any idea where else to look, and it sounds like he’s convinced that any clues to take his investigation further are inside.”

      “Investigation? Is he a detective?”

      She thought of how different he was from Barton and laughed. “No, although he clearly detects. I think he’s only a guy who has questions that need answering before he can move on with…well, whatever it is he wants to move on with. He’s kind of single-minded.”

      Emalia tapped a fingernail against the table, a sign that she was thinking. Finally, she shrugged. “If you are intent on this course of action, it is not my place to stop you. But you will definitely need a plan, a backup plan, and a backup plan for that one.”

      She smiled. “Which is why I’m here.” Fyre barked. “Why we’re here.”

      The older woman looked at the big dog laying on his side on her floor. “I don’t suppose you’re able to change into something small so you can be there to help?” He raised his head, thumped his tail once, and laid it down again.

      Cali met her mentor’s eyes. “I’ve decided that particular set of movements means ‘maybe, but not interested in helping you right now.’ I see it often.”

      Her mentor laughed and shook her head. “Ah, child, we all knew that you would be special. But none of us imagined how special. I hope and fear that you will always live in interesting times.”

      She finished off the liquid in her cup. “Well, Em, if anyone can teach me what I need to learn to get through them safely, it’s you.”

      Taking the hint, her teacher ordered her to clear her mind and focus on her magic. While she did so, the older woman bustled about to clear the table, lock the front door of her shop, and flip over the back in an hour sign. When she returned, Cali closed her eyes and pushed the rest of her concerns into their corners and secured them there. She opened them and nodded her readiness.

      “You are getting faster at that,” Emalia complimented her. “So. Illusion has two parts, each of which has two parts of its own. The first is to create the magic that will obscure your own features and the additional magic that will layer new ones on top. There’s not enough time to teach you everything, so we’ll focus only on faces. You will have to add appropriate physical disguises.”

      The girl nodded. “Okay, got it. Hide and replace.” It was like what she’d done in the fight with Jarten’s friends.

      Emalia chanted softly, and her facial figures blurred until she looked like a mannequin. Then, new ones emerged to create a different shaped face several decades younger. She gasped at something that triggered a memory of her mother and realized for the first time that Emalia shared similar traits. “You’re related. To my mother.”

      The older woman let the impersonation fade away, and Cali saw the similarities she’d missed for so long. “Yes. I was her aunt, although on her father’s side.” Like many ancient civilizations, Atlantis and New Atlantis traced the dominant family line through the mother. “We did not know each other well before we met here. But I grew to love her and your father very much. And you, of course.”

      Cali decided that was a can of worms that could stay closed for the moment. She imagined her features filling in and her face turning into a generic plastic version of herself. The symbols on her arms made their presence known with a slight shimmer. The second part, crafting a person, was harder. She pictured people she’d met, drew eyes from one, cheekbones from another, and nose and lips from a third. The symbols brightened, and her teacher—and great aunt—laughed. “You may want to select a single image and change it instead of what you’ve done. The result is rather…distracting.” Fyre barked to add his support to the suggestion.

      She felt the magic flow into her as the spell failed. “Damn. Okay. But I think I have that down well enough to practice. What’s the other part?”

      “You have to subtly convince others to accept it while hiding the fact that you’re doing so.”

      “I understand the words you said, but when you string them together like that, it’s like a different language.”

      Emalia laughed. “This is a magic you’ve never had occasion to learn. It’ll take some time. Let’s do a test first, though. Try to send a feeling to me.”

      “A feeling?”

      “Yes. Any emotion. Make me experience it. Emotions are the easiest things to transmit.”

      Cali locked her mind on the concept of wonder and pictured the Draksa in his native form. She imagined the idea as a current in her body and pushed it toward her limbs, then outward. Her mentor smiled. “He is amazing, isn’t he?”

      A grin broke out over her face. “I did it?” A nod followed. “Fantastic! Okay, what’s the next part?”

      Her teacher laughed. “Now, you need to hide it so I don’t know you’re doing it. Take whatever method you used and make it smaller and almost transparent, scentless, flavorless—the closest thing to imperceptible as you can.”

      She did as instructed and after ten minutes of fiddling, had managed to accomplish enough to practice on her own. When she moved to rise, her teacher raised a hand. “You should be able to add something else with the aptitude you’ve shown. You’re not tired, are you?”

      Surprisingly, she realized that not only wasn’t she tired, but she was actively energized like spending magic power had given her more. “I’m good.”

      Emalia nodded. “Okay. Now, in addition to the rest, you need to send out a cover. If someone does detect magic, you want to give them something to latch onto. Here’s what I do.” She didn’t move but suddenly, the perfume she associated with the woman—a kind of a brittle vanilla scent—reached her nose.

      “That’s magic?”

      “Yes. I haven’t been able to actually buy it for years since it’s Atlantean. So, I remember it with my magic. If someone notices, you have something harmless to attribute it to when you explain.”

      Damn. The old lady has some serious tricks. “Okay. I can handle that, I think.”

      Her mentor put a hand on her arm before she could stand, her gaze sharp and serious. “Do not take this lightly. You propose to walk into an enemy stronghold with only your magic to protect you. That might be fine if it were filled with humans—and let me stress the word might—but these are our people, born and raised with magic.”

      Cali passed on the opportunity to point out that she hadn’t been raised with magic. “I’ve got it. I’ll be careful, and I’ll keep working on it until I’m perfect.”

      She nodded. “Do that. And remember a backup plan.”

      “And another to back that one up. Absolutely. Now, Fyre and I need to go entertain some tourists. I’ll choose something that lets me practice.”

      “Good girl,” the older woman said with a smile.

      They emerged into the sunlight moments later and sidestepped out of the way of a single woman heading in for a reading. She gave the boxer a pat as the customer closed the door behind her. “My great-aunt. How did I not realize that?” He snorted, and she scowled at him. “I don’t know why I talk to you. I wonder if Dasante would take you to the pound for me.”

      His tail thump showed his complete lack of concern about her threat, and she sighed. One of these days, someone will give me the respect I deserve.
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      Cali had struggled through most of her shift without bringing the issue up with Zeb. He’d worked the bar, seemingly content with the evening, and doled out drinks and bowls of stew from the large pot in the corner warming oven. The tavern only offered one menu item per day, plus fresh bread from the bakery down the street, and the variety changed more or less on his whim. Today’s was a spicy mix of venison and vegetables, which resulted in more drink sales than usual as the diners sweated through the food.

      Finally, though, things slowed a little and she couldn’t delay any longer. She delivered another collection of glasses for cleaning and wiped her forehead with a sleeve. “So, uh, I’ll need tomorrow off, boss.”

      He gave her a death stare. “You’re kidding.”

      She laughed. “No, I’m serious, and you’re not fooling anyone with that scowl.”

      Zeb shrugged and returned to washing glasses, his expression returning quickly to its normal serenity. “Okay. I’ll see if Janice can come in.”

      Now it was her turn to scowl. On her days off, Janice was the replacement, although her main role was taking care of the place in the afternoon. She was annoying, overly flirty with the customers, and continuously angled to take Cali’s nights as her own. She’ll love having to save the Dragons from my unprofessionalism, which is exactly how she’ll describe it to Zeb. But she’d given her word and besides, she needed to know what was going on with the gang. For her safety, the tavern’s safety, and because it might have a connection to her parents, it was vital that she investigate.

      “Be careful she doesn’t get distracted by someone cute and forget she’s working.” She shook her head. Petty, Cal. Petty. “Anyway, it’s important or I wouldn’t do it. You know that.”

      He nodded and continued to wash and dry. “Whatcha got going on?”

      For only a moment, she contemplated changing the subject. Her instincts always told her not to trust and she had to fight the battle to stay at least a little open every day. Then, she considered telling only part of the truth, that she had a date for dinner and dancing. But that, too, didn’t feel right. So, she shrugged and said, “Tanyith has a lead on some Atlantean thing. I’ll go with him to check it out.”

      He set the glass he was holding down on the counter that ran under the bar’s top and asked, “Are you sure that’s a good plan?”

      Cali frowned. “You’re not my father.” They both laughed at her standard response to every effort he made to rein her in. “Seriously, it’s probably not the best idea but not the worst either. I spent the day working on my illusion skills, and I have more practice time tomorrow after Aikido class. I’ll be ready when the moment comes.”

      Behind her, the last patrons rose to leave. She walked over to say goodbye and collected their dishes. When the door closed after them, Zeb pointed at it. “Lock that, will you?”

      She tilted her head in a question but did as he requested. When she returned, he gestured at Valerie. “You’ve never had the chance to see her, have you?”

      “No.”

      He raised a palm, and the battleax flew from the wall to smack into it. After a single deft flip, he extended it for her to admire. The metal blades were unexpectedly thin but sacrificed no sharpness for it. Even the sight of it was threatening and the way he held it even more so. She lost herself in admiring it before he tilted his head up to the pegs that had supported the large weapon. A pair of etched ebony sticks rested there, previously invisible behind the ax.

      Her palms itched. It must have shown in her expression because he chuckled. Another gesture brought them floating gently toward her and she snagged them. Each end was capped with black metal a shade darker than the wood. Dark scarlet engravings covered them in symbols she didn’t recognize. They were gorgeous and felt perfect like they belonged in her hands. She spun them and flicked them out in a practice attack, and they cut through the air with an eerie whistle.

      Cali looked at Zeb, tried to speak, and failed. She pulled her brain away from admiring the weapons and made another attempt. “They’re fantastic. Why have you hidden them?”

      He shrugged. “They’re only sticks. Valerie is the real prize.” His grin revealed the tease. “You weren’t ready for them before but now, I’m not sure you can go without. They’re yours.”

      “They’re magic, aren’t they?”

      The black-bearded chin lowered in acknowledgment. “Yep. They aren’t artifacts or anything like that, but they have a few tricks. See where they have an end with rings on them?” She lifted them and saw the markings. “Now, tap those ends together.”

      She obeyed and they snapped into alignment. With a glow, the seam between them vanished and transformed the sticks into a proper-sized jo staff. “Wicked.” She spun it several times. The larger version was as perfectly balanced as the others had been but she noticed an odd sensation in her fingertips. “Zeb, why is it vibrating?”

      He laughed. “It siphons magic from you so it can be ready for the next shape change. Don’t worry, it doesn’t take much.”

      “That’s amazing. Where did you get it?”

      That serene grin appeared again. “I know people who know people.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “This is awesome, but I’m not sure why you’re giving it to me tonight. It’s not as if I can walk in with a pair of sticks or with a staff like Gandalf or something.”

      “We’re getting there. Tell it to break with your magic.” She frowned and parsed the instructions. She’d come to the conclusion, when discussing things magical with the dwarf, that his species’ version worked differently than hers. But she put the idea of separation into her mind and pushed with her magic. The sticks obediently detached from one another.

      He sounded pleased at her success. “Now, tell it to turn into bracelets that are the right size for you.” She sighed, translated, and shoved the concept into the weapons. They diminished in her hands, retracted, and stretched until they were matching ebony bracelets. Each was wide enough to slip over her hands and covered about two inches of skin. Once over the bones, they shrunk to fit securely, immobile but not tight. They felt like they’d been missing before. Again, the sensation of magic being pulled into them was notable because of its unfamiliarity.

      “How do I get them back to normal?”

      “You have to be touching them but otherwise, simply tell them what you want.” She called for the sticks, and the bracelets turned to a liquid that flowed over her hands before they returned to their natural form in her hands. “Holy cow.”

      Zeb nodded. “There is far more magic around you every day than you realize, Caliste. You’ll discover it now that you’re unlocked.” He threw the battleax in the air and it curved with a flourish before it settled into its place above the bar.

      She frowned at him. “You knew.”

      “Of course.”

      “When?”

      “I figured it out a month after I hired you. There were power leaks that only someone who was around you as much as I am would have seen. But I was intrigued, so I did some research and found the right clues.”

      She put her hands on her hips and spoke in a flat tone. “But chose not to tell me.”

      He shrugged. “The way I saw it, someone went to great effort to limit you—someone you trusted enough to allow it to happen. It would have been completely inappropriate for me to undo that.”

      “But you let me go out and take care of troublemakers in your place, knowing that I was weak?”

      The dwarf tapped his finger on the bar in time with his words. “Not weak. Never weak. You have always been more than adequate for any challenge. But I’ll admit I thought letting you burn off a little magic now and then might help with the leakage. And might help you understand yourself better.”

      Cali sighed. “I feel much less bad about ditching work tomorrow, mister-secret-keeper.”

      He laughed. “Making you happy is indeed the main goal of my existence, so I am entirely pleased to hear it.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “Thanks for the sticks. I’ll overlook the deception this time but next time, I’ll let Fyre eat you. I’m fairly sure dwarf is a delicacy for his kind.”

      Zeb frowned. “Who or what is Fyre?”

      “Ah, the all-knowing Zarden doesn’t know everything.” She laughed and waved as she headed to the exit. “What is the world coming to?” The closing door cut off his reply. I’ll pay for getting the last word in but damn, it was worth it.
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      When she stepped through the portal that connected her room at the boarding house to the basement of the Drunken Dragons Tavern, Cali quickly let it fall closed behind her. She didn’t put it past Fyre to jump through, even though she’d repeatedly told him he needed to sit this one out. Hell, for all I know, he turns into a bird and flies around the city while I’m away. She looked forward to finding out more about the Draksa as soon as her suddenly outrageously busy life slowed for a day or two. At least she’d been able to practice at home so they could spend some time together. He’d seemed unimpressed with her illusion skills.

      The portal had placed her in the corner farthest from the stairs, the only position not occupied by crates of supplies and fixtures. The wooden boxes had no labels, yet Zeb always knew exactly where to find what he was looking for. She’d decided it was some kind of bartender magic, probably the same kind that allowed a basement in New Orleans to be a useful space at all. Tanyith had arrived before her and was seated on one of them. He wore all black—shirt, tie, suit, and shoes. His hair wasn’t in its usual pompadour and instead, hung down on the left side of his head. His beard was neatly combed. It’s already an effective disguise compared to the unpolished version.

      He patted a bag that rested beside him. “I brought you some going out clothes, as agreed.”

      Cali nodded. She’d worn her best dress in case, a black A-line that gathered around her ribs, but it was old and more appropriate for a funeral than a nightclub. “Let’s get your illusion in place first. I need to practice keeping it there while I do other things.”

      “You’re the expert.”

      She barked a laugh. “Yeah, sure. My teacher would be very amused to hear that.” She stepped forward close enough to reach him. “This will feel a little weird.” It always did for her, so she presumed the same would be true for him. She touched her index finger to his hair, and it changed color from a dirty blonde-brown to red. Satisfied, she made the same change to his eyebrows, mustache, and beard. “Okay, the easy part is over.”

      He nodded. “As long as I get it all back at the end.”

      “It might be you’ll like the new version more. Although you do clean up better than I expected.”

      His lips twitched. “That’s my first compliment in a year and a half. A little underwhelming, but thanks.”

      “Shut it.” She concentrated until she felt the tingling in her fingertips and used them to redraw his face, changing his cheekbones and jaw to be squarer. It looked odd until she stroked his nose and shaped it to match. She stepped back and admired her work, then added the finishing touch, an octopus tattoo that began on his shoulder with tentacles expanding past the collar of his shirt onto his neck. It was a vibrant blue, and she included florescent touches that would glow under black light.

      He checked the look in his phone and nodded. “Nice work. I definitely don’t recognize that handsome dude.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “I’m not sure dude is the term you’re looking for. It’s kind of fourteen months ago.” He raised an eyebrow as she took the bag from beside him and headed to a different corner of the room. “Now turn around. I don’t want to screw up maintaining your illusion because I have to veil myself to change.” He obeyed without a word, which she respected.

      Quickly, she pulled items out of the bag and set them on a nearby crate top. First was a sequined shirt almost the identical color of her hair with hanging folds of fabric where sleeves should have been. Leather pants were next, and she noted with a frown that they were exactly her size. That’s very specific. The shoes were open-toed with a moderately high heel, again in the proper dimensions. She called, “How did you know my sizes?”

      “I found someone at the store who looked about your height and weight and told her to base them on herself but more muscular.”

      “That’s a good lie but doesn’t explain the shoes.”

      He chuckled. “You caught me. I stopped in and asked Zeb earlier today.”

      Cali kicked her fashionable pair of boots off and lifted the dress over her head, unable to resist the urge to peer over her shoulder and make sure he wasn’t watching. He was still seated facing in the other direction. Another point for you, mystery man. She tugged and yanked at the leather pants until they were properly positioned and pulled the blouse on. Finally, she strapped the shoes on and used her phone’s camera to review the results. Not bad. And definitely not funeral wear.

      She stared into the lens and focused her magic. Her hair shifted from red to black and the curls lengthened into subtle waves. Her cheeks swelled slightly as she added a little weight to her face and softened her overall appearance. She created a tattoo of her own, a small blue and white wave behind her right ear. Her last touch was to veil her rings and turn the bracelets from black and scarlet to the same red as the blouse. When it was done, she sequestered the spells carefully in her mind to ensure that they would continue to work and power would continue to flow. Satisfied, she masked all of it to dampen the evidence of her magic at work.

      Finally, she followed Emalia’s advice and used her power to weave a citrus scent, fresh and clean. Tanyith sniffed and said “Nice.”

      She turned to face him and took a deep breath. “You can turn around now.”

      He complied and studied her for a moment. “You look older.”

      “Just what a woman likes to hear.” She laughed. “Thanks, dude.” But it was what she’d aimed for and it was good to know she’d succeeded. “So, where are you taking me for dinner?”
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      She’d peered through the windows of Galatoire’s before but had never been inside. It was one of the most historic restaurants in the French Quarter, which was saying something. The white part of the tile floors matched the ceiling and the blue-green symbols that dotted it at intervals tied into the wallpaper that ran along the second story of the high room. Fans hung down on long poles from above, and the lights in their centers reflected from the white-framed mirrors that covered the side and back walls of the rectangular dining area.

      The tables were close enough together to make the server inside her cringe, and she had to dodge several people before she slid into the red wooden chair Tanyith held out for her. She twisted and hung the thin strap attached to her small purse over one of the design curls on it. Moments later, the waiter arrived, tuxedo-clad with perfect posture. He aimed a glance of disapproval at her before he addressed her companion. “Drinks this evening, sir and ma’am?” Tanyith opted for water, and her request for Coke earned her a sniff of condescension. She resisted the pressing desire to trip him with a flick of magic as he departed.

      Her companion’s grin suggested he’d read her mind. She asked, “Are they always this snooty?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve never been here. I always wanted to try it, but it wasn’t exactly the right vibe for my particular group of friends.”

      “No girlfriends?”

      His eyebrow raised and she rolled her eyes at him. “Listen, pal, even if there weren’t like a decade between us, you’re a little rugged and hairy for my tastes.” He choked on the water he was sipping and she laughed. “Yeah, okay, I’m not really that shallow, but still. No offense.”

      He shook his head. “None taken. I was only teasing, but I’ll admit that I might be somewhat out of practice at it.”

      “About fourteen months or so out of practice?”

      “Exactly. So, to actually answer your question, I had a girlfriend a while back. Before you ask, more than fourteen months. We broke up because we had different world views. She was kind of like Zeb. Go with the flow. I’m…not.”

      Cali nodded. “Yeah, me neither. I try, but some things need accounting for.”

      He slapped his hand on the table hard enough to make the silverware jump but seemed not to notice the startled looks from those around them. He leaned forward and said in a low tone, “Exactly. The other way only works until something truly intolerable happens. Something that cries out for a reaction.”

      “For justice,” she responded grimly. He recovered himself, nodded, and leaned back as the waiter returned. They placed their orders, duck and andouille gumbo plus crabmeat au gratin for her, and turtle soup and a pork chop for him. They managed small talk through the appetizers but moved into serious discussion as they worked on their entrees.

      Tanyith led. “So, the goal for the evening has to be limited to getting a sense of the place. If we need a closer look, we can always go again next week. We can’t afford to seem suspicious. At all costs, we definitely do not want to be noticed.”

      She glanced at her blouse, which reflected the lights from above, then looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Uh, are you listening to yourself?”

      He laughed. “If it’s anything like I remember, you’ll be one of many shining stars once we’re inside. To be less fashionable is to be more notable among that crowd.”

      “What are the chances that things have changed since your time, though?”

      “Oh, probably a hundred percent. But I’ve been watching. Last night was the first of the shows, and our outfits are right in the middle of what I saw.”

      Cali nodded. “Okay, well, if we have to run, I’ll trip you so they can’t catch me.”

      “Fair enough.” His smile faded a little. “Once we get inside, there will probably be someone to seat us. If not, we’ll have to survey the space fast to make sure there aren’t any territories to invade.”

      She tilted her head as she chewed and swallowed. “The crabmeat is to die for. Speaking of dying, what are you talking about? Territories?”

      He stuck a fork onto her plate without asking and speared a piece of crab. “You’re right, that is delicious. So, you were in a high school once, right? You know how one area of the cafeteria is home to one clique and a different part is for another, and so on?”

      “I get it.” She nodded. “Since it’s open to the public, there might be groups seated together and we don’t want any part of that.”

      “Exactly. We’ll need to find the buffer zones.”

      “Okay, once we’re seated, then what?”

      He sliced a piece of meat free from the bone on his plate. “We watch. Soak it in. Enjoy the music. Keep an eye peeled for enemy magic. Hell, look out for enemies in general.”

      Cali shook her head. “That’s really vague, Tee.”

      He looked startled. “Tay. My friends call me Tay.”

      She laughed. “I’m not sure we’re friends yet. I’ll stick with Tee for now.”

      He seemed about to argue the point, then shrugged it off. “We can’t plan in the absence of information, so this effort is all about getting some. Focus on gathering every piece of data you can while we’re there. Ideally, we’ll see patterns emerge that we can follow up on.”

      “And if there aren’t any?”

      Tanyith sighed. “If this doesn’t work, I’ll have to do it the hard way. Find someone who has access and force them to share. I don’t really like that option, though. It’s dangerous and has the potential to go wrong a dozen different ways.”

      “So, you’re kind of an indirect type of guy, is what you’re saying.”

      His expression seemed a little disgruntled. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a real talent for being irritating?”

      Cali laughed. “Once or twice, but usually in an appreciative way.”

      His flat, sarcastic tone conveyed the falsehood of his statement. “Consider my appreciation boundless.”

      She slapped him on the shoulder as she rose from her chair. “Wait until you really get to know me. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet. Dude.”
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      Their car dropped them off two blocks away from the nightclub. They’d agreed it would be better to leave their potential enemies no way to track them if things went awry. Cali was surprised at how comfortable the shoes Tanyith had selected for her were and planned to keep the outfit as payment for assisting him in the investigation. And if that wasn’t already his plan, he’ll have to deal with it.

      They rounded the corner to find a short line of people waiting to enter The Shark, full of smiles and talking enthusiastically. It required a careful study to note that many had visible telltales of Atlantean ancestry—thicker than normal hair, skin that was a little healthier than the usual, and slightly larger eyes than the average. They were subtle but easily found when you looked for them. Of course, as her mother had said enough times that it was almost a mantra, “We see what we expect to see, regardless of what’s actually there.” Cali filed the information away to examine more carefully later.

      When they arrived at the door, a burly man with dark skin and thick braids that hung over his shoulders to his chest stood in their path. He looked at them, his expression unreadable. “The cover’s ten. Each.” Tanyith pulled the required admission fee out of a money clip, plus an extra ten that he handed over with it. The guy nodded and moved aside to let them enter and pointed at a woman waiting within. She greeted them warmly. “Welcome to The Shark. Please come this way.”

      Her companion gestured for Cali to take the lead with a satisfied expression. The woman was easy to follow, her dress made of silver sequins over black fabric. The outfit sparkled in the dim lighting and her long blonde tresses and pale skin shone. The club’s main room was almost exactly as he’d described it. A bar occupied the entire long wall to the right with three bartenders in white shirts, black vests, and red bow ties working behind it. On the opposite side was a small semicircular stage with three microphones around the front and a keyboard and drum kit in the back. A dance floor occupied the space immediately before the stage, and the rest of the room was filled with small round tables for two, some of them pushed together to accommodate larger groups.

      The drinks menu on the table was several pages long, and there were a number of interesting-looking glasses being held by equally interesting-looking people around them. She leaned over under the guise of reading the offerings with him. “So, have you noticed anything useful?”

      He turned the page. “I think we need to choose something fancy to keep our cover. Probably a Shark Tail would be best.” He pointed at the description, which included rum, some kind of blue liquor, and a wedge of lime. She resisted the urge to smack him. “Order what you want.”

      “That’s not what I was asking and you know it.”

      His reply was interrupted by the arrival of a waitress. She was in an outfit similar to the hostess, except it shimmered in blue. Cali received a smile, while Tanyith got a hand on the shoulder while she took his order. He turned to her as soon as the woman departed.

      “Okay, here’s how I see it. The place is divided into three zones. The seats over there on house left”—he snapped his gaze toward the wall the door was on—“are for members of human gangs. There’s probably a plan to divide separate groups up, but I only see the main one here tonight. The Zatoras.”

      She flicked her gaze theatrically over his shoulder and he stopped talking as the woman arrived with their drinks. The menu hadn’t mentioned that dry ice would spill mist over the edges but all in all, it was a pretty presentation. The server departed, and he continued. “Our seats are in the middle. A buffer between the gangs. House-right is for the Atlanteans.”

      Cali peered around the room and identified the divisions he described. The ones in the left area did seem similar in dress and attitude, while the ones in the right didn’t match quite as well but had the “home turf” vibe. Those near their own seats were a mixture of locals and tourists. “Why do you think they’re still doing shows and stuff if this is their base?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “It could be anything. They want to be respected by the community or need a way to launder more cash. Maybe it’s simply to keep the authorities a little less suspicious since a nightclub that doesn’t have entertainment would be odd in this city.”

      She sipped her drink to avoid suspicion and winced at the bite. While she wasn’t any more or less a stranger to alcohol than anyone else in her age group, she saw enough drunken stupidity at work that she had no desire to emulate it. Tanyith echoed her movement without the wince. She leaned in again. “I noticed the hostess heading through that door back there.”

      He didn’t turn but nodded. “The restrooms are through and to the left if everything is the same as it used to be. Going straight takes you to the offices and probably stairs to the second level. Maybe a basement. I wouldn’t know since I’ve never been down that hallway. Well, not when I could see anything, anyway.”

      “It seems like a good time to check it out then.” She rose and patted him on the shoulder with some pressure when he tried to stop her. “I’m only going to powder my nose. I’ll be right back.” She snagged her purse from the table and headed toward the door. On the way, she gazed around like any person new to the place would and narrowly avoided crashing into a suited man who crossed her path. She muttered, “Excuse you,” softly enough that he wouldn’t hear it and continued.

      The area behind the door was as Tanyith had described. The walls were black, the floor white tile, and an arrow indicating restrooms pointed to the left. A velvet rope sectioned off the corridor leading forward in case anyone failed to heed the Staff Only sign positioned immediately before it. She stepped into the ladies’ room, stood in front of the long mirror, and extracted a lipstick from her purse. The space was made claustrophobic by the babble of the others crowded into it busily adjusting their own looks. There was nothing interesting to hear, so she finished and wandered out again. A quick glance down the prohibited hallway almost caused her to collide with the hostess who was coming out of the main room.

      Cali apologized, “Oh, I’m sorry. I was tempted by curiosity, I guess.” She gestured at the area beyond the rope.

      The other woman gave a short laugh. “Looking isn’t a problem.” Her tone suggested that anything more would be.

      “Thanks,” she replied and headed out into the club. The band was taking the stage to the sound of applause as she slid into the seat next to Tanyith. He looked over and asked, “So?”

      “Nothing interesting. My look is still perfect, though. So is yours.” She was pleased with the way the illusions were holding up. It required very little effort on her part since she’d stored it in a corner of her mind where it could work without her focusing directly on it. Thank you yet again, Sensei Ikehara. His reply was preempted by the arrival of the singer who belted out the opening lines of “I Put A Spell on You.”

      They relaxed and watched the show while they sipped their drinks slowly. Cali managed to accidentally-on-purpose spill a good portion of hers. There was a two-drink minimum, so replacements arrived without their involvement when their first ones were almost empty. They took turns surveying different areas of the club by unspoken agreement and one of them always kept an eye on the door to the restricted area.

      She stiffened when the man who had trailed her emerged from that entrance to talk to the bartender. Her kick under the table caught Tanyith’s attention, and he darted a glance in that direction as well. She whispered, “That’s him.”

      He turned to face her. “I don’t recognize him.”

      “Let’s go and see what’s in there. We’re in illusion, so even if they throw us out, they won’t know who we are. It’s worth the risk.” Her shadow slipped through the door, carrying two drinks.

      Tanyith shook his head. “No. We wait, and we watch. No improvisation. It’s too dangerous.”

      Cali ground her teeth in frustration. She wanted to do it. Her magic felt like it wanted her to do it. She’d never before been able to find any lead on her parents’ deaths and now, one was in the same building with her. When she suddenly noticed the crowd was clapping around her, she realized she’d lost focus. She twisted to look at the stage, where the band was filing off, apparently taking a break. A heavy hand fell on her shoulder before she could renew her urging to Tanyith to head to the back. Her gaze rose to the bouncer who’d guarded the entrance and now loomed over her. Dammit, we’ll be thrown out. What did we do?

      She looked at Tanyith and saw her confusion mirrored on his face. The big man who stood between them rumbled, “The boss wants to talk to you two. Let’s go.”
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      They stood at the same time and Cali watched her companion’s eyes for some sign as to how he wanted to handle it. He gave her nothing, however, and simply maintained a neutral expression. Fine. At least we’ll get to see what’s behind the curtain. She followed her partner in the direction of the bouncer’s gesture and toward the door that led deeper into the nightclub.

      The man who she’d tracked to the club waited at the velvet rope, and he pulled it aside to allow them to pass. He exchanged words with the bouncer, who returned to the main room as their new escort gestured them forward and trailed behind them. They were about halfway down the hallway when a door that had been virtually invisible on the black wall opened on the left. A woman in a dark suit beckoned them inside, and she saw the back of Tanyith’s neck tighten at the sight of her. It seems like we both have friends in here. Awesome.

      The room beyond the door was elegant, completely at odds with the club outside. It was covered with a lush brown carpet. The walls were a forest-green with art hung on each of them. Ornate chocolate leather couches faced each other across an empty space, with end tables at each side. They created a lane from the entrance to a desk near the room’s far wall. Behind that desk was another woman in a suit very similar to her subordinate’s. She was thin with tanned skin and deep-red hair that was braided and pulled back from her face. A dark shirt and tie were visible beneath her jacket. Cali pictured the matching trousers and imagined she’d wear sensible shoes.

      She gestured at the chairs across from her and clasped her hands together on the polished mahogany top of the desk. File folders were stacked to her left and an expensive-looking fountain pen and ink bottle stood to her right but otherwise, the wide surface was bare. Her voice was smooth, and she spoke as if she selected each word with great care as she raised a manicured finger to point at Cali.

      “You are the one using magic in my club. Stop now, or I’ll ask Ms Cudon to make you do so.” Damn it to hell. I must not have concealed the magic as well as I’d thought. Kind of a big fail, there, Cali. She considered denying it but decided being forced would probably involve a blow to the head. It was way too early in the situation to escalate things that far. With a sigh, she let the power fall, except the tiny amount that kept her bracelets’ true nature obscured.

      The woman nodded. “That’s better. Thank you.”

      Tanyith replied, “Why did you bring us back here if you knew we were in disguise?”

      The woman smiled. “I haven’t reached this position by avoiding conflict, my friend, but by seeking it out. Why leave a problem for tomorrow when you can stamp it out today?”

      Cali frowned. “That sounds kind of like a threat.”

      The club owner grinned. “Is that how you heard it? I really can’t control how you interpret my words. Perhaps you need to be less suspicious. Then, you might not find yourself in situations like these in the first place.” She swiveled her head to Tanyith. “I know you. Well, I know of you. I had just joined when you vanished.”

      He leaned forward and the woman from the door moved behind him instantly and pulled his shoulder back until he was seated normally again. The Atlantean leader smiled. “My people are highly concerned about my safety. Fanatical about it, even. You would be wise not to make any further sudden movements.”

      “So you’re not responsible for sending me away?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. Not I. It happened before I had the power to do it, not that I disagree with the concept. From what I’ve heard, you were a man of small vision.”

      He chuckled. “New boss, same as the old boss.”

      “Speaking of getting fooled…” She turned to face Cali. “Who are you, and why are you in my club?”

      Tanyith interrupted. “I asked her to come. I assumed you’d be on the lookout for single men.”

      The woman stared at him and quiet menace crossed the distance between them. “If you speak out of turn again, Ms Cudon will break your jaw so you can’t do so a third time. Nod if you understand.”

      His eyes widened but he obeyed. She turned away. “Answer the question, please.”

      Cali shrugged. “What he said. He needed a date for the evening to make him seem like he wasn’t alone. Plus, he claimed his illusion skills were pitiful but for all I know, he was sucking up.”

      She laughed. “But that’s not all, is it?”

      “No. I had my own reasons. One of your boys was following me.”

      “Did you wonder why?”

      “Of course.” She raised a hand slowly to push back her hair where it had slipped into her face. “But I assumed it was some street thug thing. Watching me to score some money.”

      The woman broke into laughter again. “Honey, we make more in an hour than you do in a month. We don’t need your money. What’s important is who you are and what role you might play in what is to come.”

      Cali’s face screwed up in confusion. “What?”

      Her partner slowly raised a hand. The leader turned toward him and rolled her eyes. “Is there something you need, Tanyith?”

      He nodded. “How about we do away with the dancing around. You clearly possess information we’d like to have. There must be something you want from us or you would have thrown us out by now. Can we jump ahead to that? The kid has a curfew.”

      Her annoyed stare at him mirrored his partner’s. She smoothed her tie and looked at Cali. “Is he always like this?”

      “Annoying as hell? Yes. But he’s smart, so I imagine that at least part of what he said is right.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I do happen to have information that you need. Both of you. But you’ll have to do something for me to get it.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali summoned a car to take them to a big hotel on Poydras street, a couple of blocks off Canal, where they found a secluded seat in the restaurant. They both ordered coffee, and she requested cheesecake. The only conversation they’d had during the drive was her insistence that she deserved dessert for what he was putting her through, and his agreement that the demand seemed fair.

      She leaned forward. “So, who is that woman?”

      “The server? I don’t know her.” He had a half-smile on his face.

      “Don’t be a jerk. You know who I mean.”

      “All I’ve been able to discover are rumors, so I’m not sure. She’s originally from New Atlantis and has gathered power aggressively since I was sent away. Her name is Usha, and it’s usually said with some trepidation.”

      The food arrived, and as the server departed, Cali pointed at him. “Talk. Explain it again.” When the Atlantean boss had laid it out, she’d used some kind of street jargon that resulted in several of the details sailing completely past her.

      Tanyith took a drink of his coffee with a sigh. “Basically, it’s a simple barter. We do something for her and we get what we want from her. It has to be both of us because that’s the only way we each find our answers.”

      “I got that part. But what is it she wants us to actually do?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Nothing big. Only to steal something important for her.”

      She shrugged. “It seems simple. But by the look on your face, I think not so much?”

      “You think right.” He scratched the back of his neck. “The owners of the objects in question—a pair of derringer pistols that hearken back to the Matranga crime family—are the Zatoras.”

      She set her fork down with a clatter, her dessert only half-finished. Everyone knew about New Orleans’ biggest crime syndicate. “That’s harsh right there.”

      “That’s how they work. They put you in a position of need and everything from then on only digs you in deeper. I don’t know if it’s even conscious. It’s like breathing for them. Gang leaders are always good at that stuff. It’s one of the reasons I’d be terrible at the job.”

      Her lips twisted in a wry grin. “Not smart enough? I get it.”

      “You really are a pain in the ass, you know that?” She stuck her tongue out at him and started eating again. “No, I’m definitely smart enough. But I don’t have that particular killer instinct. Those people are individualists by default. I’m innately a team player.”

      “Did you say inmate-ly?”

      Tanyith uttered a sigh. “I think I hate you.”

      Cali laughed. “No, you love me. Everyone does. I’ll have to introduce you to Dasante sometime. He’ll explain it.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Friend who is a boy, sure.”

      He shook his head. “You never quit, do you?”

      She nodded. “That’s very true. I don’t like it when bullies win. And that woman? She’s a bully.”

      He sighed. “So, I’ll at least look into it and see if I can find out what the hell her ultimate game is. The question is, do you want to continue? You could walk away now. While you wouldn’t get whatever answer you’re seeking, you’d be able to stay above all this nonsense.”

      “Why don’t we both walk, then?”

      “I can’t because I need to know. I can’t move on without the answer. I’ve spent days agonizing over it but without closure, I’ll always be looking over my shoulder. It might have been personal and if it was, I’m still in danger.”

      Cali shrugged. “And I need to know why that jerkwad was watching me. She said it’s because of who I am but I’m basically nobody. So, if someone thinks I’m someone I can’t resist asking them why.”

      “You could probably find that information more safely.”

      “What would be the fun in that?”

      His face registered confusion for a moment before he shook his head. “We’re quite a pair, you and I.”

      “I told you, you’re too old for me.”

      He looked like he would say something, then laughed. “If only your brain was as smart as your mouth, we might actually get somewhere.”

      She pointed her fork at him and spoke encouragingly. “Good one. Keep practicing. We’ll make a funny person out of you yet. Maybe then, you’ll be able to get a date with someone your own age. What are you, like, seventy? There’s probably a Tindr for the elderly by now.”

      Tanyith stared at the ceiling with an expression she’d seen before on both Zeb’s and Emalia’s faces, and she grinned. You’re gonna have to put in some serious practice before you’re ready to word fight with me, Tee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali stifled a yawn as she rubbed the damp rag over a particularly resistant spot on the training mat. Her alarm had woken her up earlier than she would have preferred in order to have time to hang out with Fyre and still make it to the dojo early enough to get ready for the Saturday morning class. Worse, Dasante had apparently included a polka track on her random wake-up app. When she’d arrived, Sensei Ikehara had already been at the table he used as a desk in the front area when he wanted to be available for walk-ins. I wonder if he has a secret Draksa that gets him up in the wee hours of the morning with demands for constant attention, too.

      Her ability to communicate with the dragon was improving, as near as she could tell. He’d appeared capable of understanding her from the start. It was the other direction that caused issues. Still, it seemed as if she was getting things quicker. He still laughed at her more or less constantly, but it felt like progress.

      She hadn’t been able to clear her mind as effectively as usual, though. Even her old standby—imagining Mister Miyagi telling her to “wax on, wax off”—didn’t get the job done. So many unknowns existed after the previous night’s adventure at The Shark. She wasn’t a fan of mysteries that involved her or those she loved, and these did both.

      Frustrated, she pushed the cloth harder against the mat and let a little tension leak out. There are too many damn puzzles. Every time I solve one, there’s another waiting. Tanyith’s talk of not being able to move on until he found closure resonated deep inside her. Even though she had a plan for her life and was making good progress toward achieving it, each advance sometimes felt like a slog through quicksand determined to trap her in the present and never release her. Fortunately, most of the time, her head was on straight.

      But not today. She blew a hair that had escaped her elastic out of her face and decided the part of the mat she’d been working on was as clean as it would get. The bell over the front door jangled as she lurched into a somersault and rose to her feet. Three men in suits stepped inside the small lobby, which was separated from the training area by a low wall with a gate in it. Ikehara stood but didn’t offer his normal greeting. Instead, he stepped around the table. The first man turned to address him, but she couldn’t make out the words.

      The other two men stood a few steps away, one close to the front door and one closer to the mat. To her eyes, it looked like a defensive arrangement—two bodyguards watching over potential avenues of danger. She frowned and knelt to rub at an imaginary stain on the mat. In the moment that her back was to them, she whispered a spell, happy to note that only a couple of symbols on her arms appeared and faded quickly.

      The magic was something she’d used often. Emalia had described it as creating a tunnel by shaping the air, which had proven a useful visualization. Now, that cylinder connected her ear to a position a foot away from the conversation happening between her teacher and the person who she suspected was a representative of the Zatoras. Detective Barton was right. There’s no staying out of this mess, no matter how hard I try. How hard anyone tries.

      Ikehara said, “I’ve told others from your organization this before, and I will tell you now. I am not interested in what you are offering.”

      The other man’s tone sounded as if he was speaking to a particularly stupid child. That won’t win him points with Sensei. “Perhaps you don’t understand. Maybe you’re not from around here. Let me make it clear. Unless you join our mutual protection circle, you’ll find yourself defenseless when the Lants come for you. Now, that’s not something you want, is it?”

      She cringed at the use of the ethnic slur for Atlanteans. It wasn’t something she heard often and never from anyone who knew her background. Her teacher replied, “I do not fear them. I do not fear you. I wish only to be left alone to run my business and instruct my students without interference.”

      The man in the suit laughed. “Well, of course you do. But that’s not how things work nowadays. You have to choose a side or you’ll find yourself crushed by circumstances. Our side has kept the peace for a long time in this town, not like those newcomers. We offer stability at a reasonable price.”

      Ikehara’s voice was calm but firm. “Thank you, no.”

      The gangster sighed. “That’s a very bad decision on your part. Very bad. I’ll give you this one chance to reconsider at a ten percent increase to the cost for the insult.”

      “I am not with them. I am not with you. I am with myself. Your conflict does not interest me.”

      “The ant has no interest in the boot that squashes them, either. That doesn’t make them any less dead.”

      She’d never heard her teacher exasperated before. It was a weary sound rather than an aggressive one—like he was frustrated over not being able to express himself in a way they could understand. She laughed inwardly. Smack ʼem with a bokken a few times. They’ll get the idea. The mental picture of the men fleeing from a bamboo sword put a grin on her face. Ikehara said calmly but forcefully, “This discussion is ended. The answer is no. Please leave. If I see you or any of your people again, I’ll contact the police.”

      The three unwelcome men in suits laughed. “Oh, I’m certain that will help. We own the police, and the ones we don’t, the Lants do. Good luck, ant. You’ll need it.”

      In a movie, it would be the time when the gangsters would break things before leaving. She lowered her head and turned to watch in case they decided to attack her teacher. The minimalist trappings of the dojo denied them the first option, and they were apparently smart enough to avoid the second. They departed with more threats that Ikehara answered with nods and silence.

      She let the spell fade and went back to her cleaning. When she’d encountered the gang by following the watcher, the whole thing had seemed like a low-stakes game. Now, she understood. It wasn’t a game and the risks were much higher than they’d initially appeared. Her plans to spend the afternoon on schoolwork would have to wait. She needed to warn everyone she knew that the reality they’d grown accustomed to was no longer real.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith waited at a table on the patio at Cafe du Monde, sipped his coffee, and licked the sugar left by the beignets from his fingertips. He’d chosen the location on a whim and hadn’t considered the reactions of others to the arrival of his guest.

      She seemed well aware of how she affected them, though, and a smile grew on her face as her passage through the crowd toward him inspired whispers and involuntary flinches. Even in a metropolis like New Orleans, Drow were scarce. Nylotte’s dark features and long ivory hair were immediately shocking, and the confidence in her stride seemed threatening to those who were easily intimidated. She wore black boots and black leather pants, with a t-shirt that hung off one shoulder and advertised a Nine Inch Nails tour from a decade before.

      He grinned as she joined him at the table. “Did you choose that specifically?”

      The woman nodded. “It seemed appropriate. Have you seen Reznor around? Or Anne Rice? That’s about my entire knowledge of this town, by the way.”

      “I don’t run in the same crowds as famous authors and rock and roll stars, I’m afraid.” He shook his head and looked toward the interior where the waitstaff were. “Coffee? Beignets?”

      “No thanks. There are tasks awaiting me. What’s so important that you believed it worth my time to come down here?”

      “I need information, and all my contacts are either missing or compromised.” He didn’t think it was a good idea to get into the details of the gang situation. “So I thought you would be my best option. I don’t want to have to sacrifice an organ to Chadrousse or anything, though.”

      She laughed, an unexpectedly happy sound given her overall demeanor. “Excellent, you do listen. I had my doubts.”

      He plastered a small grin on his face and pushed down the irritation that rose at her tone. You need her. Be nice. “Specifically, I need to know what’s going on with New Atlantis.”

      That inspired a frown as she considered his words. “Interesting. I’ve had occasion to do some research on Atlanteans as part of assisting a student of mine. What’s your interest beyond the obvious?”

      Tanyith sighed. At some level, he’d hoped to get the information from her without having to share, but that had undeniably been a pipe dream from the start. The Dark Elf wasn’t as obviously mercenary as the other man who’d helped to break him out, but that didn’t mean she was uninterested in expanding her own knowledge and influence. “A gang of Atlanteans is throwing its weight around here. I used to be a part of it back when it didn’t suck but now, it’s full of scumbags. I’m wondering if there’s an ongoing connection to the homeland.”

      Nylotte leaned back in her chair and looked around. A casual wave of her arm caused the surrounding sounds to grow softer. “It might be good to not be overheard talking about this. So, let’s start with what you already know.”

      “New Atlantis is East of Florida and North of Haiti, in a deep trench.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure where the original city was. Having never been to either, I can’t say much about them. But there are more Atlantean immigrants in New Orleans than anywhere else.”

      She nodded. “And the gang?”

      “It began as a way for those already here to help the newcomers. When I was part of it, we were non-violent and generally law-abiding, aside from a little gaming and some drinking.”

      “Anything else?”

      “It’s changed since then. And although there was some push for the kind of stuff they’re doing now during my time, it seems like it transformed really quickly. The current leader wasn’t even part of the group back then.”

      The Drow drummed her fingers on the table and leaned forward. “Okay. This might be connected to a larger picture. Over the last year or so, a group of power-grabbers on Oriceran have traded on the name of Rhazdon.”

      Tanyith’s eyes widened. Everyone in the magical community was aware of the half-Atlantean rebel who had tried to seize power over the other planet decades before. To hear him mentioned again out of the blue was shocking. “I thought he was dead.”

      Nylotte chuckled and shook her head. “First, Rhazdon is a she. Second, I think she is, this time. But really, who the hell knows with that one?”

      “Okay. But how does that have anything to do with this?”

      She made a gesture of uncertainty. “The group attracted a significant following. Maybe word got back to New Atlantis and someone decided they could capitalize on it.”

      “So what you’re saying is that the gang’s taking its orders from there?”

      “That might be too cause-and-effect. If anything, perhaps they’re getting support—people, treasure, strategic advice. Does that sound plausible with what you’ve seen?”

      He ran the clues he’d already discovered through that filter. Money from outside would explain how they’ve been able to expand so rapidly. The numbers could come from legitimate immigrants or ones sent for that purpose. There’s no way to tell. But the last one seems likely. The boss didn’t seem all that bright and could be a figurehead. And someone from the homeland would have both the broad view and the power to have me locked up in Trevilsom. It sounds right.

      Tanyith nodded. “That lines up reasonably well. It would explain a lot.”

      “So, what will you do about it all?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it? I guess the same thing I’ve planned all along, plus some extra. Find out who sent me away and deliver a proper thank you for my involuntary vacation. Learn how to block these jerks from taking over the city while also trying to make sure a gang war doesn’t break out. Then I can focus on chipping away at the gang members and maybe get the group back to the way it used to be.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “With you in charge?”

      He grinned. “Why not? I’m probably as useful a choice as anyone. But perhaps a group of leaders, instead of a single leader, would keep things on the right track better.”

      The Drow lowered her chin in acknowledgment. “That’s a good plan. Most people who want power likely shouldn’t be allowed to have it.”

      He could tell she was getting impatient with the discussion by the way her legs bounced. “One more thing before you go, if you don’t mind. Do you have any idea who’s in charge of New Atlantis?”

      Her white hair swished as she shook her head. “I know it’s been a hereditary monarchy at times and a republic at others. What it is now, I have no idea.”

      Tanyith growled his frustration. “Damn. It’s not like we can simply wander past and find out, either.”

      Nylotte laughed as she rose. “First, there’s no we here, only you. But you mentioned immigrants. Surely there are still some arriving now and again. It could be that you simply need to get to them before the gang does.” She walked away and vanished quickly from sight as she headed down Decatur.

      He shook his head at his own stupidity. Of course that’s what I should do. At some point, my brain will start to work again and then, this town will be in trouble.

      A shock of red hair across the street caught his attention and he stood hastily. He earned himself several outraged honks from those driving past when he darted across the road and he grinned when he confirmed it was Cali. She was playing a game of balloon volleyball in slow motion with a tall, dark-skinned man who looked to be about her age. A top hat rested on the ground in front of them, and he joined the small crowd of observers.

      It didn’t take long to conclude she used magic to control the flight of the balloon, which floated away from them. The crowd laughed. It was slapstick at half speed, and he found himself chuckling as well. When they finished, she turned and pronounced, “The amazing Dasante will return after a short break to astound you with feats of close-up magic and sleight of hand. Don’t miss this once in a lifetime opportunity to see the ancient art of prestidigitation performed before your very eyes.”

      She smiled in recognition as he threw a dollar into the hat. Her greeting sounded happy as well. “Hey.”

      He laughed. Apparently, this is a running gag now. “Hey yourself. This is how you spend your free time?”

      “Some of it.”

      “Nice control on the balloon.”

      “Always practicing, you know?” She grinned. “It’s fun to get paid to improve your skills.” She stepped closer. “Any fallout from the other night?”

      Tanyith shook his head. “No, all good.”

      Cali’s happy tone turned to a growl. “The Zatoras came to my teacher’s dojo today and tried to shake him down. He kicked them out, of course.”

      That brought a scowl to his face. “They’re really being aggressive. I don’t know why, but it doesn’t bode well for things to come.”

      “Which is why we need to get to the bottom of this garbage and fast. Did you discover anything about the guns?”

      He nodded. “They are definitely in the possession of the boss of the Zatoras. Anything we do will put us in hot water with them.”

      “Damn it to hell. These people suck.”

      “Right?” He chuckled. “We’ll think of something. We still have four days before her deadline.”

      The man who’d busked with Cali slid up and stuck his hand out. “Dasante.”

      Tanyith gripped it and released it. “Tanyith.”

      “How do you know Cal?”

      He laughed. “Oh, from around. Anyway, I need to head out. I hope you both have a profitable afternoon.” He waved and wandered away, his brain ticking. How do I turn this play back on the gang? There has to be a way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali pulled the laces of her sneakers tight and groaned as she rose from the ground. She glared at Fyre in his boxer disguise. “You owe me for this.” The truth was that she’d come to really enjoy their early morning walks, which had lately become runs through the pre-dawn haze as she worked to keep up with him.

      He gave her the look that suggested he was laughing at her—his mouth open and tongue lolling out the side—and bolted. The leash in her hand pulled her forward, and she stumbled until she stabilized her feet beneath her. Some days, she took the lead but since she had no particular place to go until work that night, the Draksa was in charge. The streetlights overhead were still lit, with sunrise some time away. Before the creature had adopted her, this wasn’t an hour she’d seen with any regularity, and on those rare occasions when she had, it had been at the end of the day rather than the start.

      They pelted through fancy neighborhoods and curved toward the quarter. It took a few blocks before she realized they were only a couple of turns away from the dojo. “Hey, Fyre, do you want to take a look at where I study Aikido? Is that why you brought us this way?”

      He gave a bark that could have been a yes to either of her questions, so she guided him in the right direction. As they neared it, she imagined introducing him to Sensei Ikehara and smiled. The grin was wiped from her face when they came around the corner and she saw headlights turning into the alley alongside the dojo. She halted abruptly, forced her running partner to stop short, and knelt beside him. As she unclipped and dropped his leash, she whispered, “Something’s happening up there. Sensei doesn’t drive. I’m going to check it out. Keep yourself safe, okay?”

      Fyre bumped her with his muzzle, and she took that as an affirmative. She focused her mind and changed her hair to blonde and her features to as close to a Barbie doll’s as she could, then veiled herself for the approach. Even though the illusion would also muffle any sound she made, she was cautious as she advanced toward the alley. A wrong move in proximity to a magical could reveal her, and she had no idea what she’d discover.

      She stuck her head around the corner and studied the five men and a beat-up van. They were all tanned, their jeans, t-shirts, and work boots visible in the spotlight shining down from above. One was directing the other four, who retrieved matching plastic canisters out of the back of the vehicle. They sloshed with the movement, and it didn’t take a genius to conclude they were probably filled with gasoline. I guess the Zatoras decided it was time to make an example of someone. Boy, did they choose the wrong place.

      She let the veil fade, stepped forward into the alley, and shouted, “Hey, fellas. How about you go away?” She cringed at the sound of her voice, which she hadn’t disguised. Stupid, Cal. Most of her hoped they’d use the opportunity she’d given them to avoid any more trouble. The rest thought her commitment to giving them a chance to do so wasn’t justice but stupidity.

      The one closest to her—who had a really unattractive long mullet—swaggered in her direction. “Hey yourself, girl. How about you take your pretty little self on down the road? This doesn’t concern you.”

      “So, we’ll go with plan B, then.” She smiled, targeted the one nearest the line of gasoline cans, and hurled a force blast at his stomach a second before she charged the man in front of her. He backpedaled but didn’t panic as she’d hoped he would and merely set his feet and launched a strong punch at her face.

      Cali ducked under the blow and continued her approach. Her magical attack had felled its target, but the other three had begun to react. One dove behind the protection of the van and another surged toward her. The third focused on the gasoline, which made him her next priority. She caught the flicker of metal in the fist of the one nearest her and willed her bracelets to transform. Her right-hand stick intercepted the blade on its way down and smacked it away from her body. She threw the left stick at the man who had almost reached the containers, and he flinched. It gave her time to punch the air and deliver a force blast to his chest that drove him into the wall. He collapsed. Two down.

      She stuck her left hand out as she spun and her thrown weapon returned to it but immediately froze. The two men ahead of her both held pistols. From behind the van, a voice called, “Okay, put the weapons down and you’ll walk out of here alive. Maybe with two broken arms but still breathing.”

      Panting a little, she considered her options. The ones in front of her weren’t the problem and a shield would take care of any incoming shots. But her shields were directional, and the third thug could hit her while she dealt with the first two. She looked toward where she thought he was and caught a blur at the top of her vision. The blue-green-yellow-and-orange streak matched the glowing symbols on her arms. She grinned and attacked the foes ahead of her.

      As she moved, she threw both sticks and summoned a large curved shield with her right hand. The nearest man recoiled from the incoming projectile and his shots went wide and made loud metallic cracks as they struck the van. His partner kept his cool and fired four shots at her in two bursts of two. The bullets struck the curved force barrier and fell with a clatter. Cali drove the shield into the one who had missed. He had apparently also failed to realize that the woman with the snarl on her face also pushed a barrier of magic made physical in front of her. His nose broke, and he rebounded and fell.

      Yelps emanated from behind her, followed by a scream that was quickly stilled. The last enemy standing emptied his gun at her but none of the bullets were able to penetrate her shield. She let it fall as he tried to change magazines and used a force blast to knock the pistol out of his hand. When she rotated her wrists to bring her palms up, the sticks settled in them with a solid smack. She held the weapons at her sides as she closed on the man, who seemed too shocked to run. The blood drained from his face suddenly and she grinned when Fyre stepped up beside her. His heavy tail swished audibly and ice crystals formed in the air with each breath.

      She smiled at her foe. “So, I asked you to leave and instead, you thought it would be fun to attack me. The only reason I’ll let you all survive this experience is so you can carry word back to your boss. This block and the ones on every side of it are off-limits. If I see you again, we will come for you one by one until you’re all gone. Take your party somewhere else.”

      Cali raised her arms menacingly and summoned a fog that filled the alley. When she allowed it to clear, she and Fyre were already on the roof of the building he’d jumped from, watching carefully as the damaged hoodlums piled into their van. She patted the Draksa on the back. “Nice job of freezing that guy. I’m glad you didn’t kill him.”

      His snout lowered. “He wasn’t worth it.”

      Her head whipped around so fast she toppled to one knee. The Draksa stared at her with that damn grin on his face. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      Fyre extended a claw and flicked a piece of dirt from his chest. “He. Wasn’t. Worth. It.” His voice was regal, slightly haughty, and definitely playful.

      She frowned. “So, let me guess. You’ve been able to talk this whole time and have only been messing with me.”

      He nodded but didn’t stop grooming himself.

      “You know, you suck.”

      His laugh was a throaty sound but decidedly joyful. “I couldn’t help it. For what it’s worth, it wasn’t personal. I would have done it to anyone although it was much more fun than I thought it would be.”

      “I will have my revenge.” She shook her head. “Accept this as truth.”

      The Draksa laughed again. “Threatening me won’t work. I know where you live, remember? More importantly, I’m aware of how upset Mrs Jackson would be if she discovered you had a pet.” He raised a paw, put it over his chest, and imitated the woman’s high, screechy voice. “Caliste. You come out here right now and show me what’s in that room.”

      They laughed together as the van pulled away. Cali shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll get back at you.”

      He grinned, his sharp teeth plainly visible. “Anytime. But for now, maybe we could find food? I’m starving.”

      So far, she’d bought him mainly andouille sausages for his meals, not knowing what else he might like. “What do you want?”

      “A salad would be nice.”

      She frowned. “Really?”

      “Of course not.” He laughed at her again. “I’m a carnivore. Meat. Fish.”

      Cali groaned. “I think I dislike you. Can I take you back to the graveyard and leave you there?”

      Her life partner uttered the happiest laugh she’d heard thus far. “No chance. We’re stuck together. Trapped for all time. Or, at least, until you’re sleeping and I eat you.”

      “Great, thanks for that visual.”

      He leapt down, used his wings to slow his descent, and shifted into dog form as he landed. She climbed down the fire escape and jumped the last few feet, then clipped the leash to his collar. Cali shook her head and chuckled. “You suck, you really do.”

      Fyre gave her a doggy grin and barked. She had no idea if he couldn’t talk as a dog or if he was only screwing with her again. Life used to be so simple. This is all Jarten’s fault, and if I see him again, I’ll have Fyre chew his leg off. She sighed.
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      When she arrived for work that night, Cali told Zeb the whole story and he agreed she’d handled it well. He seemed preoccupied and moved about his tasks with efficiency but without his normal positive spirit. After a couple of hours, she couldn’t take it anymore.

      She set her tray down loudly on the bar and startled the nearest wizard, who inadvertently plunged the wand he was gesturing with into his drink. Carefully keeping the laughter off her face and out of her voice, she apologized and nodded at the dwarf, who handed over a rag from the stack that was always present at both ends of the bar. The hint of a smile hiding inside his copious facial hair eased her.

      Once she’d mopped the spill, she stood on the foot rail and leaned over the wooden surface. “What is up with you tonight? You’re like Superman, only instead of being made of steel, you’re made of angst. Have you been listening to too much emo music again? I told you My Chemical Romance wouldn’t do you any good.”

      He shook his head but couldn’t hide his widening grin. “I have stuff on my mind is all. It happens sometimes. I’m sure you’ll experience it someday.”

      “When my mind is big enough to hold more than one thought at a time, yeah, I heard it before,” she finished for him with a smile of her own. Someone called her name from behind, and she raised a hand and yelled, “Shut it,” at them without turning, to the laughter of the other customers.

      The familiar creak of the entry door opening drew both their gazes to it and they sighed in unison. Zeb said, “Word travels fast. Best go do a round of the room since I assume you’re the reason she’s here.”

      Cali kept an ear on their conversation as she made her circuit of the customers while Detective Kendra Barton chatted amiably with Zeb. After fifteen minutes or so, she had things stable enough to return to the bar. In many ways, being the only server at the tavern was a nightly battle that required shifting strategies and tactics based upon the actions of an unpredictable opponent. Fortunately, there was goodwill on both sides otherwise, they’d have to add a second person which would severely diminish her income.

      The dark-haired woman nodded as Cali arrived. “Caliste.”

      “Detective Barton. Always nice to see you. Would you prefer to sit in the common area or will you stay here at the bar? I recommend Zeb’s cask selection.” Which will blow your too-smart skull off your shoulders for a while.

      Their visitor gave a thin smile. “Actually, I’m here to talk to you. There was an incident earlier today that I’d like your perspective on.”

      She exchanged glances with Zeb, who tilted his head. “The small rooms are filled, so use the basement. It’ll be quieter.” She nodded and gestured for Barton to follow. The stairs were hidden behind the room’s visible side wall and were both narrow and steep. She skipped down them with the ease of long experience and the other woman followed more slowly. After a moment’s consideration of how evil she wanted to be, she warned the detective of the sudden low headroom at the bottom.

      As she sat on the crate Tanyith had used a couple of nights before, she momentarily diverted into amazement over how much had happened since then. Strong-armed by a gang boss, fought off pyromaniacs, learned that Fyre is a deceptive dragon who can talk. Busy weekend. Barton studied the room as she walked through the small space. “It’s not much of a basement.”

      Cali shrugged. “It’s New Orleans. It’s probably actually underwater.” She’d asked, back when she’d been new at the job, and Zeb had simply replied, “Magic.”

      The detective chuckled. “Well, that makes me feel so much better about it. Thanks for that. So, do you know why I’m here?”

      She put an innocent expression on her face and mimicked the vacant Barbie doll one she’d worn earlier. “I have no idea, officer. Parking tickets? Charity softball game sponsorship?”

      Barton sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You know, I’ve arrested people who were more helpful than you are.”

      “Take me away, officer.” She held out her wrists. “I could use the rest.”

      The other woman chuckled darkly. “Yeah, that’s why I’m here. Do you want to tell me what happened in the alley beside Ikehara Goro’s place?”

      “Sensei Ikehara,” she corrected automatically like she always did when a potential customer asked for him by his full name. I wonder where they’re getting it, though. Maybe I should have a look at his website. She put it at the end of her mental to-do list, which meant that at the current rate of accomplishment, it would probably be three and a half years before she got to it. Longer, if Barton has her way.

      “So, what’s the story?”

      Cali shook her head. Zeb had agreed she shouldn’t directly implicate herself if anyone ever asked. “Well, I did hear about something from my friends on the Square. I’m not sure where they got it from.”

      “I don’t know what I disbelieve more—that you weren’t involved or that you have friends.”

      “One point to the detective.” She laughed and raised her index finger. “Anyway, my friends told me some firebugs who weren’t in their right minds had gasoline and planned to use it on one of the buildings around there. I didn’t hear which. Apparently, other people showed up and kicked their asses.”

      “Not people, person,” Barton said crisply. “One. A woman from what my friends are saying.”

      “If you’re as pushy with them as you are with me, they probably only tell you what you want to hear.”

      “Caliste…” She paused and seemed frustrated. “Look. I don’t want to do this dance with you. We have a very real threat and you’re in the middle of it. I don’t know why, but I do know you’ve put yourself in danger and you’ll put your boss in danger, and it’s not a huge jump from there to find your grandmother or whatever in her psychic shop.”

      Cali’s body stilled and the magic inside her signaled its readiness to fight. “Detective, threatening my family is not the way to get what you want.”

      The other woman shoved her hands in her leather jacket and started to pace. “I’m warning, not threatening. I have no reason to go after you or anyone you care about unless you give me one. But you’re in a unique position and you seem to be digging yourself in deeper every day.” She opened her mouth to protest and Barton talked over her. “Whatever. Please listen. I know you can do magic and there is zero doubt in my mind that it was you in the alley. The disguise was a good idea and it might trick them. It didn’t fool the traffic cameras that spotted you headed in that direction. You have a nice-looking dog, by the way.”

      She heaved a sigh. “I won’t confirm or deny, but those scumbags got much less than they deserved.”

      Barton nodded. “You’ll have no argument from me. It’s part of my job to keep gang stuff from spilling onto innocents, so whoever stopped them did me a favor. But magic doesn’t make you a superhero these days, and criminal organizations have money to buy information on those who thwart them.”

      “Lucky we don’t know anyone who does that.”

      The detective sighed and sat on a crate across from her. “Yeah, lucky. So, do you have anything that might be useful or did I waste my time coming here?”

      Cali took a moment to think. It all comes down to trust. Can I trust her? The voice of caution that always appeared at moments like this told her no, but she’d learned to filter its warnings through other lenses. “Okay, here’s what I have. There are two big groups who’ve both apparently decided it’s time to take on the other.”

      Her visitor nodded. “The Zatoras and the Atlanteans.”

      “Right. They’re working the streets to extort protection, and loyalty, I guess?”

      Barton shook her head. “It’s less about loyalty than ownership. The people they exploit would turn on them in an instant if the boot on their necks got any lighter.”

      The image made her angry. “But I have it on good authority that they’re escalating the battle. That direct attacks aren’t far away.”

      A slow frown slid over the detective’s expression. “That’s bad. I presume your sources are reliable?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “Damn. And you’re right in the middle of it all, I bet.”

      She shrugged. “I seem to attract trouble. I’m guessing pheromones.”

      “It’s not something to joke about.”

      “Everything is something to joke about. Otherwise, I’d sit in my room all day overwhelmed by it all.”

      Barton rose again. “Do your people know they’re in danger because of you?”

      Ouch. “I’ll make sure they’re all on the lookout, Detective.”

      “I have one more question for you, and you should really think about answering it honestly. Do you have backup?”

      She thought of Tanyith and his hipster pompadour, and then of Fyre waiting for her at home. Of Zeb and Valerie and of Emalia and her own subtle magics. Warmth accompanied each remembrance. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Good. I have a feeling you’ll need it. Now, one other thing. Do I get to meet your mystery man at some point?”

      Cali blinked and failed to keep the surprise off her face, which made the other woman grin. “All those cameras, remember, and once we know who to look for, it’s easy to track.”

      “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.” She frowned.

      The detective shrugged. “Whether or not it should exist is above my pay grade. But using it to avoid bloodshed on the streets? Yeah. I don’t have a huge problem with that.”

      “And tracking me accomplishes that?”

      “I didn’t put you into this, Caliste. That was all you. If you’d wanted to stay off the radar, you could have simply let Jarten go.”

      Her lips twisted in a grin. “Jarten who?”

      The other woman laughed. “Well, I’m glad we had this talk. You should consider letting me meet your backup, though. I have good instincts about people.”

      Cali rose and raised an arm to indicate the stairs. “As fun as this conversation has been, I should probably get back to work.” She followed the detective up to the main floor, grabbed a tray, and headed over to take care of her charges. Her glance strayed to the bar as Barton said her goodbyes to Zeb and departed.

      After the urgent needs were addressed, she found a moment to chat with the bartender. He still looked preoccupied. In fact, more so than before she’d headed to the basement with the detective. She frowned. “What’s going on with you today?”

      He shook his head. “I liked the city fine the way she was. The idiots trying to change her are too concerned with their own needs and fail to understand that they’re part of a whole.”

      “They know they’re part of a whole. It’s only that their definition of who that includes is far smaller than ours.”

      “Yes. Which is a recipe for trouble.” The dwarf shook his head. “You be careful. Don’t let the man with the inferior beard get you hurt.”

      “No worries.” She laughed. “I already told him I’ll leave him behind at a moment’s notice.”

      “Good girl.” He grinned but it didn’t reach his eyes. “See that you do.”

      She knew that he knew she wasn’t capable of such a thing, but she nodded and smiled anyway. “Right on, boss.”
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      Zeb locked the door behind Cali and threw the extra bolts that would keep it secure against most humans. A Kilomea might get through but would regret doing so when the defensive wards reacted to the intrusion. Years of practice and exploration had taught him how to craft spells sensitive to the nature of an invader. This allowed him to use deterrents strong enough to affect a larger creature without worrying that they would accidentally kill a smaller one.

      He invoked the tavern’s normal defenses, which glowed in his sight as they came to life. As he always did, he traced them with his eyes to ensure that none had been broken or compromised. They were fine, as expected. A wave extinguished the lights and turned off the warming oven. He carried the heavy half-full pot of stew to the basement and set it down in the middle of the floor. With a two-handed gesture, he telekinetically lifted the crates piled against one wall and floated them out of the way to expose a bare brick surface.

      Unhurried, he placed his hands on two particular protrusions and pushed his magic into them. The wall shifted inward and slid aside. Lights warmed slowly around the large rectangular room beyond as he carried the stew forward and hung it on a hook inside a stone fireplace. A flick of his fingers darted a fireball into the wood beneath, and the resulting blaze immediately started to banish the damp chill.

      It took a great deal of magic to protect this hidden space from a variety of threats. First, from the elements that battered constantly against its boundaries. Second, from magical intrusions by those allies who knew of its existence. And third, from those enemies who might seek to discover it. A complex spell threaded through the walls of the common room above siphoned minuscule traces of arcane power from his patrons to keep the room’s defenses active.

      A round table dominated the center of the chamber, with a couple of feet of clearance all around except at the far end. That portion of the area, a square the width of the room, was reserved for portals. A shimmering barrier that only he knew how to lower enclosed it in all directions to ensure no one could get out of the landing area without his participation. A cupboard stood tall on the wall opposite the fireplace, and he used magic to move bowls, utensils, and cups from it to the places at the table.

      It was large enough to fit ten comfortably but tonight, there were only seven chairs. The representative of the Atlantean gang had declined his invitation as she always did. It was likely for the best this evening, given that her organization, along with the human criminal group, would be the main topics of discussion.

      The Light Elf was the first to arrive. Everything about him was pale, from his light hair to his suede boots. He was the newest member of the gathering, appointed after the previous designee made the decision to return to Oriceran. Zeb waited until his portal vanished, parted the barrier so his guest could step into the main part of the room, and snapped it into place again as soon as he cleared the boundary.

      “Malonne. Thank you for coming.”

      The elf inclined his sharp chin. “Of course. It’s a pleasure to be invited.”

      The dwarf pointed at four casks resting on a deep shelf on the room’s entry wall, which had slid closed again. “Red wine, white wine, hard cider, and soft cider.” His guest took a cup from the table and headed over. His host’s attention was pulled away from watching his selection by the opening of the next portal.

      Ten minutes later, everyone had arrived, filled cups and bowls, and taken their seats. The most senior of them, an elderly white-haired wizard who could often be found holding court in the common room above, nodded toward him. “I’d like to thank Zeb for hosting us, as always.” The others murmured agreement to the formality.

      He continued, “Our main topic of conversation today is, of course, the growing influences of the Zatora and Atlantean gangs in town. They have refused all entreaties to desist. As a collective, we must choose a path forward in the face of this escalating situation.”

      The rules of the group awarded speaking priority by circling the table clockwise. To the wizard’s left was the Light Elf, who declined to speak. The witch beside him, a brunette in a Tulane sweatshirt and faded blue jeans gave her opinion in an unexpectedly raspy voice. “We should band together and wipe them both out. If they’re not with us, we should get them out of our lives.”

      Zeb laughed, as did several others at the table. Delia was always one to pursue the aggressive path. It had long served her well, usually to the benefit of those who followed her. Those who survived the battles she started, anyway.

      The Kilomean male who was next in line shook his giant head. Brukirot’s people tended toward physical labor when in the city but spent the majority of their time in the swamps, surviving off the land. “While we shouldn’t permit them to encroach on those areas we consider ours, as long as they are fighting over human territory, why should we care?”

      Nods and head shakes were offered in response. It was a common question, and those on either side were generally unwilling to cross the line. Zeb took his turn and simply reminded the others that all their livelihoods were tied to those of the humans in the city, however much they might prefer to deny it.

      Next was the Drow, Invel. He walked the boundary between legal and illegal activities with impressive grace and procured and sold items of questionable providence without concern for anything other than the profit to be made. His long straight hair was the color of cold ashes, and his skin was mottled with patches of light among the dark. Zeb suspected he’d faced discrimination from his own kind over that—or over something anyway—because he tended toward open-mindedness where the other species were concerned. His voice was the opposite of Delia’s, smooth and unchallenging. “It seems to me that in the face of these bold moves, we can’t remain neutral. We need to act to maintain stability.” Unspoken but understood was the knowledge that his business flourished best when things were stable and predictable.

      The last person at the table was a gnome. Scoppic was energetic and almost frenetic. His job required him to be quiet, as he was in charge of maintaining the collections and organizations for all the libraries in the city. Zeb often imagined that his constant motion at the gatherings was the yang to his occupation’s yin. He bounced slightly in his chair and took a deep drink of his cider before he spoke. “We surely must take action of some kind. But to do so requires more information than we possess. We have to gather intelligence on them both. Is there any reason we might not have time to do that before deciding?”

      The wizard, Vizidus, shrugged. “We have far more unknowns than knowns. I believe we must act to deter their expansion, but my friend here is right. We need to find out more, also. I suggest we do both. We can make small moves to corral the spread of their territories while seeking information to guide us in the question of greater involvement. Is this agreeable?”

      There were grumbles, especially from Delia, but ultimately, everyone acquiesced to the plan. The conversation turned to other matters and after an hour, his guests departed, all save Invel, who was wont to stay and chat. Zeb liked the Drow personally and moreover appreciated his thoughtful stance on the various issues the group debated. The Dark Elf tended to view things in economic terms, but that was a useful perspective for many decisions. He limped slightly as he brought two mugs of hard cider back to the table and sat down beside Zeb with a sigh. “So, that went about as well as one could have expected.”

      The dwarf nodded and drank half the cup. “Agreed. Some people simply will never change.”

      “Do you think this situation can end without us all being drawn into the fight?”

      Zeb shrugged. “Only if we choose to hide and let the humans deal with it on their own. And if we do that, which of us is next to be abandoned? The city will only be strong if we are prepared to come together. Talking about ‘they’ and ‘them’ doesn’t make us safer or more stable.”

      Invel nodded and sighed into his drink. “It was easier before the human gangs consolidated and the Atlanteans changed.”

      He laughed. “Well, sure. But remember, chaos is invariably good for people like us, who provide specialized tools for protection and alcohol for celebration or regret.”

      “So declares the most peace-loving of us all.”

      “Always look on the bright side of life, isn’t that what the movie says?”

      The Drow groaned as he rose. “Fantastic. That’s the earworm I needed to make my day complete.” He tapped his feet together and made a small bow. “Until next time, my friend.”

      As he mounted the stage and portaled away, Zeb gave him a wave. Once he was gone, the dwarf sighed. “It’ll get worse before it improves, I think,” he announced to the empty room. “I guess I’d better make sure the wards are topped off.”
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      Now that Fyre had revealed his ability to speak, he wouldn’t shut up. Cali growled irritably. “Would you let me think for a moment, please?” He had expounded on the fact that her apartment was really too small for them and they should spend more time out walking together.

      After a half-hour of wandering, she faced a difficult decision as his nattering had caused her to lose track of time. She could either run home, drop him off, and dash to the dojo for her morning tasks, or bring him along and trust him to behave. They’d agreed she didn’t need to see his dog illusion, so where others saw the boxer, she perceived the Draksa in his natural form. She stopped and stared at him. “Look, if I leave you tied up outside the door of the Aikido studio, can you hang out without causing trouble for a few hours? Otherwise, I’ll have to take you home.”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Can do, will do, happy to do, most definitely want to do.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re deliberately trying to wreck my sanity, aren’t you? Why would you be like this?”

      His laugh was a strange sound but conveyed the idea of “laughing at” versus “laughing with” really effectively.  He was doing the former at the moment but stopped and sat primly. “I would never, ever, do such a thing. You wound me.”

      I swear to heaven, he’s a cat in a dragon’s body. She shook her head and jogged toward the dojo.
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        * * *

      

      Ikehara Goro was already there when she arrived, seemingly lost in thought as he walked a slow square around the mat. When the door swung shut behind her, he broke from his reverie and smiled. “Caliste, I have been waiting for you.”

      She looked at her watch. “Am I late?”

      He shook his head. “No. As ever, you are on time. Please, come into my office.”

      Cali had never been in the small room at the back of the studio before. It was always closed and presumably locked, although she’d never tried it. Her tasks were clear and specifically did not involve that area. He opened the door and ushered her inside, where an exact copy of his front table filled most of the space and the metal chairs and file cabinets occupied the rest. In silence, he sat behind the open laptop that rested on the table and motioned her to the chair across from him.

      “So, I have not asked too many questions about you before, which makes this somewhat awkward. But I believe this was you. Am I correct?”

      He spun the computer to reveal a high-angle view of her battle with the men in the van outside the dojo. Cold fear swept through her at the sight and the realization that someone she considered one of the rocks in her life might react badly to her actions. They watched the video in silence. When it paused at the end, she swallowed hard against the dryness in her throat. Lying wasn’t an option, not to him. “Yes. It was me. How did you know?”

      The sensei chuckled, spun the laptop into its original position, and lowered the lid. “We have trained together for some time. Did you think I wouldn’t recognize the way you move and the way you fight? Even if I had doubts, how you used the sticks would have eliminated them.”

      She nodded. “I should have realized that. Although I didn’t know you had a camera. Not that it would have made a difference.”

      He gave her a soft smile. “With the increasing pressure from all sides, a security system seemed a smart idea. However, it only comes to me and will be automatically deleted shortly—unless you’d like a copy.”

      Cali laughed and his joke eased her tension somewhat. “No, Sensei. I’m good, thanks.”

      “That’s quite the partner you have.” He raised an eyebrow. “And you are yourself skilled in magic if I followed the battle correctly.”

      “I’m learning. My teacher would say slowly but surely.”

      “The sticks—are they magical? Or do you simply use magic on them?”

      “They have their own magic—transformation and the ability to return to my hand if I will them to.”

      He nodded as if he’d expected the answer. “May I see them?”

      She wasn’t capable of distrusting Ikehara so she stood, pushed the sleeves of her sweatshirt up to show the bracelets, and willed them to turn into weapons. They flowed over her hands and assumed their proper shape. His eyes widened at the sight but he didn’t respond. She flipped the right one and held it out to him, then did the same with the left. He examined them closely and peered along each etched groove as if it had secrets to reveal.

      After several moments, he shook his head. “These are beautiful and weighted perfectly. What are the rings for?”

      Cali smiled. “Touch those ends together.” He complied but nothing happened. She frowned. “Hmm. Maybe they don’t have enough magic.” She touched one with her finger. “Try again.” Once more, the sticks refused to perform. “Huh. I guess when Zeb said they were mine, he really meant they were mine.” She grasped them and pressed the ends together, and they snapped into place and became a single jo staff.

      “Wonderful,” Ikehara whispered and spun it carefully overhead. “Let’s go out onto the mat.” He returned the weapon with a smile that showed no envy, only joy for her good fortune. Her teacher crossed to the wall that held the school’s weapons display and selected his own escrima sticks, then nodded to her. “If you intend to take an active role in the doings of this city, you must train harder, Caliste.”

      She split her weapon, the process happening automatically at her will, and barked a short laugh. “Yes, that seems to be the general consensus, Sensei.”

      “Excellent. Practice blocking.” He shuffled in and brought his weapons around for slow strikes from every angle. Soon, the speed tripled and she sweated to keep up. He paused, and she recovered her balance. “Good basics but room for improvement. Now, hit me.”

      There was no chance of her meeting that demand, but that wasn’t the point of the exercise. She attacked conservatively and guarded against a counter. At first, he simply deflected the blows. Then, he changed strategies and used blocks angled to impede her following attack. He launched an occasional riposte that required her to dodge out of the way but mainly, he seemed to be testing her. Finally, he stepped back and lowered his sticks to his sides to signal a stop. She panted as sweat dripped from her face.

      “From now on, you come thirty minutes earlier to prepare the space. Then, we spend an hour with the sticks before class begins. Your skills are good, but you have the potential to be far better. When you show progress with them, we’ll add the staff and the sword.”

      She bowed with deep respect. “Thank you, Sensei.”

      He grinned as her gaze lifted. “Wipe your sweat from the mat and prepare for class. You’ll need to eat more and drink more from now on in order to maintain your energy.”

      Cali sighed and decided she needed to make sure Ikehara and Emalia never met one another, or her to-do list would stretch to infinity.
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        * * *

      

      Given the success of their time at the dojo, she decided she could probably bring the Draksa to the tavern without any undue ruckus. She checked first for the usual issues—could he handle being indoors that long, could he deal with the noise and people, and could he avoid eating the dwarf behind the bar except on command? He grinned throughout, sat primly on her bed, and replied, “I would like nothing more. Your room is boring. Perhaps we can discuss a better one with your owner.”

      She frowned. “I don’t have an owner.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “You don’t do work for this dwarf?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “So, owner.”

      Exasperated, she put her hands on her hips. “He pays me and I use the money for things like food for you and to rent a roof over our heads.”

      Fyre raised a paw and examined the claws at the end of it. “So, you have someone who provides you with food and shelter but not an owner?”

      She scowled. “Indirectly provides that stuff.”

      “An indirect owner.”

      “Okay, shut it, you.” Mist came out of his nose as he snorted at her, and something obvious smacked her in the brain. “Holy hell. You and I need to train together.”

      The look he gave her was mixed interest and condescension in equal parts. “Well, of course. I wondered when you’d get around to that.”

      “I’ve been busy, and I’m sorry I haven’t found out more about your kind yet. But clearly, you’re equipped for fighting. Is that something you enjoy?”

      His grin was pure evil. “Definitely.”

      “How does it normally work?”

      He twitched his tail. “I presume you mean in partnership with someone like you?”

      “No, as the sidekick to Aquaman. Of course that’s what I mean.”

      His body rippled in what she’d come to recognize was his version of a shrug. “It depends on the partners. We are usually the close-up fighters, while the more breakable one attacks from range. You seem to prefer to charge in without concern for safety, so we might choose to fight side by side.”

      She laughed. “Yeah. You got me there. Let’s do this the easy way.” She summoned a portal that connected the room to the basement of the tavern and led him through. As it closed behind them, she noticed that the crates were stacked differently than they had been and muttered, “Bartender magic.” She pointed at the Draksa. “You stay here. I want Zeb to give the okay before you pretend to be a dog upstairs.”

      He hopped up onto two crates that lay beside each other and sat with an aloof expression. She shook her head and mounted the stairs. As she was early, Janice was still there, wiping the mostly empty tables in preparation for the night crowd. Her gritted teeth hurt as she waved at the other woman and crossed to the bar. “Uh, could you come downstairs for a second? There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

      Zeb gave her a confused look, shrugged, and slipped out under one of the pass-throughs. She led him down without a word, stepped beside the Draksa, and waited for his response.

      In all her time at the Drunken Dragons Tavern, she had never seen awe on her boss’ face. Serenity, amusement, condescension a couple of times, and fury only once, but never something approaching reverence. It transformed him and made him look young as he approached the creature slowly. He raised a hand cautiously, and the dragon lowered his snout to sniff and push against it. Again, like a cat. How is that even possible?

      The dwarf ran his fingers along his flank, his eyes still wide and feasting on the vision in front of him. She sighed. “You’ll give him delusions of grandeur. Cut it out. Zeb, this is Fyre. Fyre, Zeb. We hoped he could stay upstairs while I work tonight. He’s good at staying out of the way and can disguise himself really well. He could hang out at the top of the stairs and not cause any trouble.”

      The proprietor stepped back and let his hand drop with clear reluctance. “Show me,” he demanded roughly. The Draksa shimmered and in a moment, was replaced by a handsome brown and white boxer with a collar and tag. He managed to find his usual gruff tone and said. “Yes. He can stay behind the bar with me. Let’s go, beastie.”

      Fyre was up the stairs in a flash with Zeb marching after him. She was fairly sure she hadn’t imagined the haughty expression on the dog’s face as he went past, and she shook her head. Great, upstaged by a dog. Dragon. Lizard. Thing. The only way tonight could be any better is if he decided to have Janice stay and help bartend.
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      Cali drummed her fingers on the table while she waited for Tanyith to arrive. She’d chosen a random bar for the meeting, simply another tourist trap in the quarter, as she felt the need to keep tonight’s business away from the Dragons. A cranberry and tonic, her drink of choice for nights out when she wasn’t surrounded by people she trusted, sat before her untouched. Her shift had gone well, and Zeb had seemed more his usual self, but she had the looming sense that walls were closing in to constrain her choices and didn’t like it.

      In fact, she disliked it so much that she’d felt the need to meet with Tanyith in person. A series of texts had arranged the time and place and now, she waited, having arrived early. Her phone buzzed with a text from Dasante, who played lookout between sessions of three-card monte with a couple of his friends as assistants on the street outside. Her gaze was on the opening that replaced the bar’s front wall when the man walked through it.

      He looked freshly showered with his hair pulled back into a ponytail. Black jeans and boots were worn with a white button-down, the long sleeves rolled below the elbows. His beard and mustache showed signs of having finally been attended to by a professional. All in all, if she was ten years older and had a crush on Thor, he might have landed in her pool of potential dates. She laughed to herself. Damn shallow pool, Cal.

      Her partner stopped at the bar for a glass of his own, something involving clear liquid from a bottle and a stream from the soda gun. Lime slices suggested a gin and tonic, which was a drink she could respect. She didn’t think highly of people who ordered fruity drinks based on long experience at the Dragons. Pina Coladas were also out, given their popularity on Bourbon Street. He slid into the seat across from her. “Hey.”

      She rolled her eyes with a small smile and tried to force some positivity into her words. “Thanks for coming.”

      The way his face went blank signaled his protective walls snapping into position, and he leaned in closer. “What’s going on?”

      Cali shook her head. “I got into a ruckus the other day with some of the Zatoras. They planned to burn down my Aikido school, and I happened to be in the right place at the right time. I disguised myself, but both Detective Barton and my teacher figured out it was me.”

      “How?”

      “Traffic cameras for her, the way I fight for him. It turns out he had a security camera on the alley.”

      “Is everything okay with your Sensei?”

      She nodded. “Better than. I have to show up early to get the place ready, but he’ll spend time training me to use the sticks before class.”

      “Why sticks?”

      She realized he hadn’t been let in on that secret yet and raised her wrists to display the bracelets. “Magic weapons from Zeb.”

      He whistled softly. “You have solid people in your corner, Cali. I’ve never even seen a magical weapon, much less used one.”

      “That’s not true. I’m positive that Valerie is magical, too.”

      “What’s up with that guy?” He frowned a little. “A Dwarf with a magic ax? Shouldn’t he be out there mixing it up with the bad guys instead of you?”

      Cali chuckled. “You’ll have to discuss that with him. All I’ll say is that he claims to have a philosophical objection to violence.”

      “And owns a battleax.”

      “Yes.”

      “So, is that all you wanted to talk about?” He’d dropped the flirting attempts, mostly, which she welcomed.

      “No. We need to get our plans together. The deadline is only two days away for the heist.”

      He laughed. “You’ve been watching too many detective movies. Next up, you’ll be saying ‘gumshoe’ and ‘caper.’”

      Her phone buzzed with three texts in a row, and she sighed as she read the warning. “How about copper?” She tilted her head toward the window and he turned in time to watch Kendra Barton come through the entrance.

      The representative of the NOPD was in street clothes—jeans, and a t-shirt plus her standard boots. She declined to visit the bar and instead, came to their table, snagged an unused chair from a different one, spun it, and sat reversed on it. She folded her arms on the top. “So, Caliste, who’s your friend?”

      “So, Detective Barton, how did you find me here? I’m fairly sure there are no traffic cameras here in the quarter.”

      She grinned unashamedly. “Foot surveillance. You really need to pay more attention to what’s going on around you.” She extended a hand to Tanyith. “Since she doesn’t seem interested in introducing us, I’m Kendra.”

      He shook it and nodded. “John. John Doe.”

      The detective laughed. “Okay, John. Pleased to meet you.” She leaned back to regard them both. “So, what are you up to tonight? Also, not to be rude, but he’s a little old for you.”

      Cali rolled her eyes and Tanyith shook his head. She said, “We’re merely friends having a drink.”

      “You could have done that at the Dragons.”

      “You don’t seem to spend much time at your workplace. What makes you think I want to be at mine during my rare free moments?”

      She didn’t answer but turned to Tanyith. “Where do you work, John?”

      His lips twitched. “Here and there.”

      Barton frowned. “I feel like I should know you.” She drummed her fingers on the table, then snapped them. “You were part of the Atlantean gang a couple of years ago, right?”

      Cali burst into laughter and patted him on the shoulder. “She does that—tries to make it seem as if she didn’t have the information ahead of time. The truth is she probably saw you with me at some point and looked you up.”

      The woman nodded. “Guilty as charged. So, back with your old crew?”

      He scowled and his voice rasped. “No. I’m nothing like them.”

      She shrugged. “If you say so. I’m not sure the sight of you two together does much for my state of mind, though. You’re an allegedly former gang member, and she’s targeted by at least one gang, maybe more.” Barton looked at her. “Are you safe? I can take you out of here and into protective custody. You only need to say the word.”

      “I’m great. Feel free to run along now.”

      “I don’t think so. How about, instead, you tell me what you two are up to? In return, you won’t have to spend the night in separate cells.”

      Cali knew it was an empty threat, but her instincts told her to trust the woman, at least a little. “Fine. We’re trying to find a way to protect our places from the expanding gangs.”

      The detective nodded. “Ikehara’s.”

      Tanyith added, “And the Dragons.” At Cali’s gesture, he continued, “We’ve watched some low-level people and seen where they go and who they talk to. It let us determine the headquarters for the Atlanteans—The Shark Nightclub.”

      “Interesting. We’ve had that on our radar for some time, but they’ve never stepped out of line enough to go in and take a look.”

      Cali barked a laugh. “You have someone follow me but you can’t manage one of those trucks outside with a huddle of sweaty policemen listening in? You may not be using your resources well, lady.”

      Barton clapped sharply. “Is that all you have? Because it’s not really weighting the scales all the way to the side that keeps you out of jail tonight.”

      He nodded. “Abuse of power never changes, I see.”

      She gave him a thin grin. “Only a little one. It’s more like stretching the rules a teensy bit. Does that sound familiar to you two?”

      Ouch. Yeah, maybe. Especially with what’s coming in a couple of days. Cali sighed. “We’ve told you everything that’s relevant to your area. You know about the Atlanteans. You know that the guys outside the dojo were Zotaras. You know we’ve been watching. What more do you want?”

      “Tell me why you’re here tonight. And don’t say it’s social.”

      “Okay. I asked him to meet me to tell him I’d been found out by you and my teacher for the alley thing, and to think of a way how to avoid being noticed in the future. It seems to be going really well, by the way.”

      Barton chuckled. “Your secret’s safe with me. But this is the place where I tell you to back off and leave it to the professionals.”

      Cali growled with real annoyance. “You told me to do this. You wanted to ‘use me,’ remember?” She ignored Tanyith’s head whipping around in reaction to her words.

      “No.” The detective’s voice had lowered but was no less forceful. “I asked you to keep your ears open. I definitely didn’t tell you to start fights with gang members. That’s a little beyond minimal rule abuse and into active malfeasance.”

      Tanyith jumped into the conversational gap. “Okay, let’s back down a little. We all want the same thing. There’s no need to get spiky on one another.” He leaned forward. “If we hear anything useful, we’ll share it with you. Let’s keep the lines of communication open.” He gave her his cell number, and she recorded it on her phone.

      Cali was a little less growly but not completely so. “‘Quid pro quo, Clarice,’ remember?” Her Hannibal Lecter impersonation was lacking but the meaning was there.

      Barton nodded. “I remember. I don’t have much you don’t already know. The only information that borders on your area of interest is already obvious. Territories are in flux.”

      “Do you have any people on the docks?” he asked,

      She shrugged. “Some. Petty crooks on a leash, mainly, and not too trustworthy.”

      “We wouldn’t need much. Only when a boat with Atlanteans was coming in. I imagine the innocent ones use the cruise ships. The criminals probably get portaled in.”

      “What do you need with them?”

      “Some questions and answers about New Atlantis.”

      Her brow narrowed. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I won’t know until I have the conversation.”

      The detective tapped her fingers on the table, then stood abruptly. “Okay. I’ll get you what I can. But you’d better have something to trade for it.” She left without another word and threaded through the crowd with only the occasional shoulder-bump to clear the way.

      Cali looked at Tanyith. “Nice redirection.”

      He shrugged. “I’m often the peacemaker.”

      “You don’t seem like the type.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You look distracted. Are you thinking about Kendra?”

      “Who?” He sounded startled.

      “Detective Barton. Kendra. Don’t think I missed the heavy eye contact between you two. I can’t wait to tell Dasante you have a crush on a cop.” She rose and headed to the front, relishing the stunned expression on her partner’s face. Maybe it’s time to add matchmaker to my resume.
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      She had dodged to one side at the sight of the limousine on the street outside. It wasn’t the right part of town for such a ride, much less the right nightspot. Cali caught Dasante’s eye and gave him the signal to bail using a modified version of the buskers’ secret language. He and his friends made some noise about the lame customers and ambled away.

      Tanyith whispered in her ear from behind. “Trouble?”

      “Who brings a limo here?”

      “Bachelor party?”

      “Nah, they’d be up on Bourbon. Do you think this place has a back way out?”

      She kept her eyes forward and sighed as he confirmed her fears. “Yeah. But there’s a guy in a suit standing in the doorway to the restrooms, which is where it probably is.”

      “Damn. That is not good.”

      “Can you illusion us out of here?”

      Irritated, she turned to him. “I could, but if they were able to locate us here, they could doubtless trace us back, which would put others in danger. They might only be after me because of the alley.” The conclusion that it was the human gang was the only thing that fit the visible pieces of the puzzle. “I’ll head out and go right. You go left. If they only grab me, it’s up to you to find me. I’m sure Barton will help.”

      He nodded. “And if they take both of us?”

      “Dasante and I have a code. If he doesn’t hear from me by morning, he’ll create some noise about it. At least that’s something.”

      “It’s nice to have friends.”

      Cali slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll make a friend eventually. Maybe Kendra can introduce you to some of hers.” She turned, took a deep breath, and made her move.

      Her right turn led her into the chest of a tall, muscular man in a suit that seemed a size too small for him. She looked up. “Um, excuse me?”

      He grumbled, “Into the car, miss. No trouble. We wouldn’t want any bystanders to get hurt.”

      She sighed. Yeah, unless you’re heartless or Captain Marvel, that threat will usually work. “Okay. You’ll drop me here after?”

      His only response was a thin smirk as he gestured back the way she’d come. She turned and saw Tanyith escorted into the limousine. Damn. She’d no sooner climbed into the rear beside him when the two who had intercepted them piled in and sat on the opposite side with their backs to the driver. The seats were white leather, with tinted windows all around, including behind the guards. There was a short delay she attributed to waiting for the one who’d been positioned to block their exit in the other direction before the car lurched into motion.

      Tanyith buckled his seatbelt, leaned back, and closed his eyes. “So, that went great, I think.”

      She did the same. “Yep. Where do you think we’re headed?”

      “Well, these guys certainly aren’t the brains of the outfit, so I assume we’re on the way to wherever he or she is.”

      “I wonder if the cop who tracked me is on their payroll. If not, at least someone knows where we went. Hell, I guess a whole bar full of people knows where we went.”

      A growl came from the seat opposite. “Shut up you two. Another word and we start breaking fingers.”

      The fear crawling up her back threatened to emerge in laughter, and she threw it in the corner of her mind and wrapped a double portion of crime scene tape around it. She forced herself to think rather than react and had a dozen potential ideas for escape put together by the time the car finally stopped half an hour later. The door opened from the outside, and a mansion appeared in front of them. It was lit by spotlights on the ground and roof and surrounded by opulent greenery with its own illumination. It was an absolutely beautiful piece of real estate and an important part of New Orleans history that she recognized instantly.

      Inside it was the thing they’d been ordered to steal. They were outside the home base of the Zatora crime syndicate.
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        * * *

      

      The obligatory preliminaries had been taken care of quickly and effectively, depriving Tanyith of his pocketknife and both of them of their cell phones. Her bracelets remained on her wrists, which at least meant that piece of information hadn’t gotten back to the boss. Or they think they can handle it if I decide to use them, which is definitely the scarier proposition.

      Beyond the foyer was a massive room, easily eight times the size of hers at the boarding house. A large sweeping staircase dominated the view, with elegant chandeliers hanging down from the ceiling two stories above. To the right were two couches that looked more comfortable than her bed and to the left, a pool table and several dark wood tables to complement it. Men in suits wandered freely, some clearly working and others with drinks in their hands and smiles on their faces. Well, it is one-thirty in the morning. It stands to reason that only the revelers are still up.

      She snuck a look at Tanyith and received a quick shake of his head in return. All she could do was trust he’d find a way to let her know if he was about to make a move, and she planned to not need his help if she chose to act. They were escorted along the short hallway that ran to the right of the staircase, past a powder room and to a set of stairs leading downward. Their guards were smart. One preceded them to watch them from the bottom, while the other kept his distance at the top.

      In the basement, another short hallway led to a door. The faint sound of motors suggested equipment keeping the lower level free from the moisture that had to surround it. I bet that’s expensive. The first man knocked softly, his ear to the wood panel. He twisted the handle and stepped through the opening. A comfortable living room lay within, and a man with a laptop sat on one of the two couches set at a right angle to one another. The guards guided them with surprisingly gentle touches to sit on the unused couch, as far from him as possible. One guard took a seat on the couch next to the man, his posture rigid and alert, and the other stood at the opposite corner of the arrangement.

      The laptop snapped closed, and its owner set it aside. The man crossed his legs and the expensive fabric of his grey pinstripe custom suit aligned perfectly. He wore a white button-down with the top button undone. Intelligence and determination radiated from him. Brad Pitt will look like this guy in a decade or two. His speech was smooth and clear. “I’m Rion Grisham. Thank you both for coming.”

      Cali laughed. “You didn’t leave us much of a choice.”

      “Indeed. I did not. Let that be an initial lesson to you. I always get what I want. It’s merely a matter of the amount of pain required to achieve it.”

      Tanyith asked, “So, what is it that you want with us?”

      Their host nodded. “I appreciate directness and will return it in kind. We have noticed you both at the Drunken Dragons Tavern. You more than him, naturally, Ms Leblanc.”

      She refused to give him the pleasure of seeing her react to the use of her name. “Yes, I work there. That’s not a state secret or anything.”

      He tilted his head and his eyes burned into hers to communicate his view of her attitude. She swallowed hard but didn’t flinch. “Of course not. It’s easily discovered. But what is immediately relevant is your influence on the owner, one Zarden. You could convince him to agree to our proposal. We would be willing to reduce the payment to a nominal fee in order to have the establishment clearly on our side of the line.”

      To control the instinctive rebuttal, she cleared her throat. “Have you…uh, discussed this with him?”

      The man sighed. “The representative I sent mentioned something about an ax—a large ax, I believe.”

      Cali shook her head. “If Zeb isn’t into it, it probably won’t happen.”

      “I imagine you could convince him if you were properly motivated. Surely I don’t need to explain the reasons you should be interested in helping us.” The threat to her, to Tanyith, and likely to her friends and family had been understood from the moment she’d seen the limo.

      “No, I get it. What if I can’t convince him to agree?”

      “Then I’ll have to take a more difficult path and you shall reap the rewards of your failure. Or, I should say, others will.”

      The surge of magic that flowed to her hands at the second bald threat to her loved ones required a moment of focus to control. While she pushed it back, she realized that hers was not the only magic in the room. If felt like an echo, something barely sensed. She tried to catch hold of it but failed. Her frown from the threat covered her reaction to the revelation, fortunately. “Understood. I’ll do what I can.”

      He nodded. “Do more.” His attention shifted to Tanyith. “And you. If you fail to accomplish this with her, you’ll be back in Trevilsom. This time, underground. Don’t doubt that I know people who can make that happen.”

      Her partner stiffened and she put a hand on his arm. He shrugged it off reflexively but maintained his position. The trembling in his fingers was the only outward sign of his internal struggle. He managed to respond roughly. “Gotcha.”

      The man smiled, the kind of aggravating grin that only those who knew others were powerless to hurt them were capable of. It hovered in her vision during the walk back to the car and the drive to the quarter and infuriated her more with each passing minute.

      When they were released from the limo, she lifted a finger to her lips, held her phone out, and pointed at him. He handed his over, and she put them both next to the jukebox that belted out Jimmy Buffett before she pulled him to the other side of the room. With her mouth beside his ear, she whispered, “They could have bugged them while they had them. Your knife too.”

      He nodded.

      “Did you notice the magical?” He gave her a quizzical look and shook his head. “There was something or someone in the room. I sensed it when my magic tried to escape to separate that bastard’s skull from the rest of him.” Her body took that statement as a cue to drop the adrenaline that had sustained her, and she sat quickly before she fell.

      “Are you okay?”

      She waved his concern away and motioned him down so she could whisper. “I will be. But Zeb would only agree to this for me and I can’t let him do that. We need to find a way to beat them at their own game.”

      His frown was immediate, and he put his mouth at her ear. “So, it’s not enough to double-cross one of the two biggest gangs in New Orleans, your plan is to do it to both?”

      It sounded better in my head. She shrugged. “Yeah, basically.”

      “This should be stupendous.” He laughed. “We might as well get some sleep and start early, right?”

      Her grin was almost mechanical. “Seriously, dude, find someone your own age to hit on.”

      He waved as he retrieved his phone and headed to the exit. Maybe someday, we’ll both have time to find someone to date. But that sure as hell isn’t this day.
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      Cali had lucked out in the timing of her late night, as she wasn’t scheduled at the dojo the next day. Sleeping in had been blissful, and she’d stayed that way into the early afternoon. Fyre had tried to rouse her, but she was wise to his tricks and put a force barrier around herself without coming more than half awake. There was no doubt in her mind that he could have banished it if he’d wanted to but fortunately, he must have understood her need for some solid rest.

      The Draksa hung out behind the bar again during the evening shift at the tavern and was still there when Tanyith appeared moments before closing for their strategy session. She had decided not to explain all the details but rather to simply inform Zeb they needed a solution immediately to ensure the tavern’s safety. When she’d told him, he’d nodded and agreed to talk about it later.

      And now, later had arrived. She locked the door and he drew three ciders and placed them on the bar. He said briskly, “Fyre,” and the Draksa, in his normal form, raised his snout in time to catch the stream of soda water Zeb shot at him. The dwarf had quickly discovered his bar’s mascot loved the stuff and that it caused him to belch frost breath, which for no apparent reason was hilarious to her boss. Truth be told, she was barely able to keep a straight face. The sight of the two of them playing together filled her soul with sunshine.

      She sipped and approved of his choice of soft versions of the drink for them all. They had a little over two days left to fulfill the demands of the Atlanteans, and although a timetable hadn’t been placed on the other demand, every plan she’d come up with put that action in the same timeframe.

      A short silence had settled in so she cleared her throat. “Okay, the only way I can see this working is if we somehow pit them against one another. Make it so they have to back off or lose face. Barton said that the leaders are both fairly new, so they won’t be able to afford to look bad.”

      The men both nodded, seemingly content to let her lay out the situation. “The Atlanteans told us to steal a pair of pistols from the Zatoras. Clearly, that’s a shot at the human gang with complete deniability on their part.” More nods greeted this statement. “And the humans want the tavern on their side. The problem is if we do that, this place becomes a battleground. We have to find a solution that gives them both a win or an equal loss but doesn’t sacrifice our ability to stay the hell out of their mess.”

      Zeb nodded. “I have friends around who speak for certain magical groups. They are agreed that we need to try to control the spread of their influence where we can but not so much that we risk all-out war between them. It would suck everyone in, which would not be good for anyone.”

      Cali stared at the Dwarf. That sounds like it was an interesting conversation. I wonder what else I don’t know about him. He met her gaze with a small smile that suggested he knew what she was thinking and enjoyed being mysterious. She sighed. “I have an idea, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

      Tanyith chuckled. “Bad might be the best we can get, at this point. Spill.”

      “If we steal the pistols, we make Rion Grisham look bad. If we sign on with them, we tick the Atlanteans off. What we need to do is make them both look equally bad and be the middle people to help them save face in exchange for leaving us alone.”

      Zeb shrugged and lit his pipe before he spoke. Between puffs, he asked, “What can you do to mess up the Atlanteans’ image?”

      She turned to the ex-member of that gang. “What would do it?”

      He thought about it for a second, then smiled. “It would all have to be even. Since we’ll go into the Zatora headquarters, I guess we’ll need to make a return appearance at The Shark Nightclub.”

      “There’s something there that would work?”

      His shrug was offhand. “I couldn’t tell you for sure, but it stands to reason there’d be valuables in that nice office, doesn’t it?”

      A slow grin grew on her face. “I think I’ll enjoy this.” His expression matched hers as he nodded, and they both turned to the dwarf. Cali said, “So, Zeb, do you see any problems?”

      He blew several smoke rings. “Obviously, you’ll need to go in disguised, even though it won’t hold up for long. Maybe you’ll get lucky and the boss won’t be there. I wonder if there’s a way to turn that to our advantage too.”

      “Anything that causes confusion to our enemies is a good thing,” Tanyith agreed. “But if the goal is to find someone specific to impersonate, we’re definitely running out of time.”

      “Maybe that’s where we loop Barton in. I bet she has intelligence on both groups,” she added quickly.

      Zeb nodded. “So, if you masquerade as the opposite side and make sure you’re seen, they’ll automatically have somewhere to place the blame. That’s good. But it puts those people in danger, which isn’t so good.”

      Cali took another sip and held her glass out for a refill. “I thought the same thing.” Her boss took the glass and twisted to the cask as she continued. “What if Barton picked them up while it was all going down or even beforehand if she could? She could put them in protection or something. They might be inclined to give evidence in that case, too. At worst, they’ll at least have to leave town.”

      Tanyith looked uncomfortable when he spoke. “That’s fairly harsh for them.”

      The dwarf set the glass down in front of Cali a little louder than required and took the man’s to top it off. “Then you’ll need to make sure the ones who get that treatment deserve it.”

      She nodded. “Again, I think the detective can help us there. So, any other issues?”

      Neither of her companions spoke, and she smiled. “Okay. First thing tomorrow, I’ll connect with her, and Tanyith can take a look at the places and pull together any gear needed for the jobs. They’re expecting us to move on Friday, so we’ll do it on Thursday instead and defuse the situation the next day. Does that sound good?”

      They nodded simultaneously, and she smiled, remembering the days of watching old television shows with her father. “I love it when a plan comes together.”
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      Kendra Barton had been less happy to see her than Cali had expected. When she’d sauntered through the police station and into the office, the other woman had been ensconced behind her desk, typing angrily on the black keyboard that failed to coordinate with the beige monitor above it. At the sight of her, the detective thumped a final key with more force than necessary and leaned back in her chair.

      “It’s too early for your nonsense, Caliste. What do you want?”

      She raised an eyebrow as she slid into the seat next to the desk, fully aware that making it obvious she was staying would irritate her even more. “I thought we could have a chat. A little this-for-that, right?” She leaned forward and stage-whispered, “I don’t know the words you use. Am I an informant? Are you going to put me in the hoosegow?”

      “You’re an annoying brat, and I’ll put you in the street on your ass if you keep it up.” The slight twitch of her lips suggested she wasn’t completely serious.

      Cali grinned and hoped it looked suitably provocative. “Okay, first, if you haven’t had enough coffee, you should definitely find more. If you have had a few, you should think about cutting back. This is not how you make friends. Maybe you and Tanyith could join some kind of support group to learn how to interact with other humans.”

      Barton folded her arms, stared, and growled her irritation. “Get to the point.”

      “I need something from you and in return, I have something for you. An opportunity. But you’ll want to ask questions, and I won’t be able to answer them as fully as you’d like. Are you okay with that?”

      “Keep talking.”

      “First, I need to know if you have surveillance on the gangs in town. I’m sure you do, but I need to confirm it.”

      The woman nodded.

      “So you’re the strong, silent type. Okay, now I get the picture. Speaking of pictures, I need some. I’m looking for two people in the human gang who are basically on the lower end of things but who you’d like to get off the streets. The same for the Atlanteans.”

      The detective let her arms drop to the desktop as she leaned forward. “Why do you need them?”

      Cali shook her head. “That’s one of the subjects I can’t answer fully.”

      “And by fully you mean at all? That won’t fly, Caliste.”

      She forced herself to relax and to trust. “Okay, look. I’m in a little deeper than I’d like to be and I have to do something about it. In order to do that, I need a disguise. It makes sense to use someone who’s already a scumbag since this will mess up their lives. In fact, you’ll probably want to pick them up while the…” She paused as her protective instincts caught up. “While stuff is going down. For their protection.”

      Barton frowned. “So you’re planning to impersonate these people and do something that will tick the gangs off.”

      “It doesn’t sound as good when you say it. But yeah, that’s the plan.”

      The woman lowered her forehead to the desk and a tapping noise accompanied the bone meeting the wood. Her expression was hidden by the angle and the dark hair that fell across the point of impact. After four times, she raised it and met her visitor’s eyes. “You’ll get yourself hurt. Or killed. And worse, you’ll get me fired for going along with it.”

      Cali shrugged. “We have to do what we have to do, with or without your help. It’s safer with it, but I’ll understand if you don’t think you can. Tell me now rather than waste time I can use to adapt.”

      Barton frowned. “You said ‘we.’ Who’s we? You and the blonde guy with the beard?”

      “You know his name. Why do you do that?”

      The detective laughed. “I learned it from watching Columbo. Answer the question.”

      “Yes, Tanyith.”

      “Okay. Let’s say I agree to help with this insanity. What’s in it for me?”

      She’d discussed this detail with the other two briefly the night before prior to their leaving and going their separate ways. They’d added to her initial idea and agreed it should be persuasive. I guess we’ll find out. “You get gang members off the street who ideally might give you information but who will definitely want to leave town afterward. So, immediate cleanup. People care about statistics, right? That’s a cop thing? Mark down four for you.”

      Barton shook her head. “I could do that without you. We generally let the small ones run until they can bring us bigger fish, and this is a fairly tiny catch.”

      Cali sighed. “Okay, also, what we’ll do will set both gangs back, at least for a while. It’ll be safer out there for everyone.”

      “So you say. Do you care to offer proof? Evidence? Details of what you’re planning, maybe?”

      “No, that’s not an option.”

      “You’re not planning to kill anyone, are you?” The detective frowned.

      “Holy mother of Megazon, what the hell, woman?” The yelped words were out before her brain knew they were coming. She lowered her voice. “No. Definitely not.”

      Barton’s lips twitched. “I’d say that’s a wholly honest answer. It could be the first you’ve given me. Ever.” She frowned. “What else?”

      Cali exhaled an exasperated breath. “I’m not sure if you’re already aware of this because I wasn’t until last night. Apparently, there’s a group of magical beings that gathers as kind of a team, or committee, or something. They want to see action taken. I’m told your support will be noticed and appreciated, which could mean better information flow in the future.”

      “That’s all fairly vague.”

      “Four losers off the streets is reason enough, and you know it. Anything else is merely a bonus.”

      The detective stared, probably hoping for more from her, but she was fresh out of items to offer. Her backup plan was not nearly as good. She was perilously close to convincing herself to plead for the woman’s assistance when she finally spoke.

      “Okay. I’ll help you. But I’ll need the details on when and where things are going down so I can have people ready to roll in case it all goes to hell.”

      “Yeah, promise first. And no takebacks.”

      Barton rolled her eyes. “You have my word.”

      She extended a hand. “Shake on it.” The other woman’s palm slid into hers, and she tasted the familiar pineapple-banana flavor that told her the detective was suspicious but being honest. The hint of anise at the edges suggested she wouldn’t respond well to being deceived, however.

      When she released the woman’s hand, she smiled. “The Shark Nightclub and the Zatora mansion. Tonight.”

      The officer leaned back with a sigh. “No offense, but you’re crazy, and I kind of wish I’d never met you.”

      Cali laughed. “No takebacks.”

      “Just so I’m completely clear, there’s no way I can talk you out of this?”

      She shook her head and turned serious. “No. It’s necessary to protect the people I care about. We’ve gone through the options and this is the only one with a decent chance to accomplish that.”

      “I could lock you up for your own protection.”

      “Sure. But then Tanyith and Zeb would have to do it without me, and they aren’t as good at disguise. And before you say it, if I don’t text them a code by a certain time, they’ll both fade so you can’t find them.”

      Barton ran her hands through her hair. “You’ve certainly thought this through. Fine. So be it. When do you need the pictures?”

      “Now would be helpful.”

      “Whoever made you this annoying should be slapped.” She sighed and pressed keys on her keyboard. “All right, let’s get ourselves some scumbags.”
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      Emalia shook her head. “No, you need to concentrate more.”

      Cali rubbed her arm where the older woman had smacked her with a cane she occasionally used for show. Fyre was asleep on the floor, and the illusion she’d placed to make him look like the man Tanyith would be impersonating wavered into solidity in the afternoon sunlight coming through the window.  Damn it. If I can’t hold the image in my guardian’s living room against the dire threat of her walking stick, how will I do it and fight at the same time? “I hear you. It was only a slip. It won’t happen again.”

      The other woman folded her arms and nodded primly. “We’ll see. Maybe you should consider a backup plan.” It wasn’t intended as an insult, surely, but it registered as one.

      She gritted her teeth and locked the illusions that masked her and the Draksa safely away in compartments of her mind, doubled the barriers that held them in place, and pictured a constant flow of magic trickling to them. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      Her mentor raised her hand and targets appeared in the air around her, small spinning vortexes of energy.

      The student pointed her finger and dispatched a bolt of force at each. They were consumed on impact and the target spun into nothingness. She eliminated all of them, only to face another group, larger and more plentiful than the first. With two fingers, she fired more powerful bolts. Her teacher often criticized her need for physical gauges of power and called it a bad habit. One more thing to add to the to-do list, right?

      While she was distracted, the cane rapped her on the cheek. She growled and held her focus to remove targets one after the other as Emalia smacked the wooden rod into her legs, arms, and ultimately, over the top of her head. Finally, both the attacks and targets vanished, and she glanced at the Draksa. The illusion of a man sleeping on the floor, while certainly strange, was intact and believable. It brought a smile to her face.

      She looked back to find Emalia wearing the same grin. “Good work, child. You’re ready. There’s only one thing left to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The front door was latched, the closed sign in place, and Cali sat across the small table from her teacher. Fyre was curled under the ebony tablecloth that reached almost all the way to the floor. The crystal ball was put away, replaced by an ornate box Emalia had retrieved from a locked and warded chest in the corner. It was black-lacquered and had watercolor flowers painted on the top and sides. She lifted the lid and withdrew a black silk parcel. Setting the box to the side, she unfolded the protective fabric to reveal her tarot cards. They were unlike any set Cali had ever seen, aquatic-themed and dark except for neon flourishes visible in the black light from above. Her mind wandered as Emalia spread them out and shuffled them in a ritual only she understood.

      Dasante had asked once if she always knew what was going to happen because her guardian was a real fortune-teller. She’d laughed and said the woman refused to read her, and the discussion had faded under other topics. The truth was more complicated. Her mentor had explained that there was danger inherent for both parties involved in repeated full readings, and so they’d agreed to limit their sessions. Her last had been before accepting the job at the Dragons and had resulted in one of the best decisions of her life.

      Without a doubt, tonight rose to that level of importance. Emalia closed her eyes and intoned, “Focus your mind on your question.” She pictured the plans for the night’s activities and imagined the actions like examining a crystal for flaws, turning it this way and that to expose each facet to the light.

      The fortune-teller’s voice took over, deeper and more resonant than her guardian’s normal speaking tone. “We beseech the universe for knowledge from the Clouds,” She placed a card face-down. “Knowledge from the Land.” Another card found its place, and Cali recognized the Compass pattern. “Knowledge from the Heavens.” North, East, and South were now in position. “Knowledge from the Depths.” As she spoke the final words, she set the last card face-down in the center. “Knowledge from the waters, the essence of life itself.” Her eyes fluttered open and met her student’s. “Let us see what the future has in store for you.”

      She flipped the rectangle furthest from her. It showed a man seated on a throne, a trident grasped in his hand. The weapon pointed away from Cali. “Your situation is represented by the emperor, inverted. From what you’ve told me, this is almost certainly the leader of the humans challenging you.”

      “That makes sense.”

      The next card, down and to the right, revealed a woman on a divan in a gown resembling waves and coral and who held an orb-topped scepter in her hand. Again, the object pointed away. “Empress, inverted, is your challenge.” Emalia gazed at the image for a half-minute before she raised her eyes. “It could be the leader of the other faction. Or it could be something inside yourself that needs to be overcome.”

      The Draksa snorted, and Cali kicked him. “I’m sure it’s the former. I’m clearly perfect.”

      There was a hint of a smile on her guardian’s lips as she leaned forward again to the cards. “Guidance is next.” She flipped the card on the west point of the Compass to discover Justice upright and chuckled. “Well, that one’s clear.”

      A wave of confidence rolled through her, and she nodded in grateful agreement.

      The next card, in the last cardinal direction, showed a man in robes wielding a wand to draw an infinity symbol in the air. Behind him appeared to be a city with a glimmering that might have been a dome above, through which dark sapphire ripples were visible. “The Magician, again inverted. You have the skills you need but may have to become more proficient in using them to succeed.” Cali had nothing to say to that, so her mentor flipped the one in the center.

      The High Priestess stared upward, draped in blue and wearing a hat consisting of a large pearl with fins to either side. It was upright, always a good sign. Emalia turned the positive into something less welcome with the reminder that while the High Priestess always signified growth, “Sometimes, the most effective growth comes from failure.”

      She sighed. “Thanks for ending on such an up note. Seriously, any more optimism and I might not be able to control myself.”

      The older woman smiled at her. “Perhaps it is not a night for control but for trusting instinct to see you through.”

      “Did you read that?” She frowned.

      Emalia laughed. “No, I simply know you well, child. Please be reasonably careful.” She lifted the cloth and looked under the table. “You keep her safe for me.”

      Fyre was still pretending not to speak when others were around, so he merely offered a nod with his snout. Cali rolled her eyes at him, gave her guardian a hug, and created a portal to take them to the tavern.
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        * * *

      

      She and Fyre had availed themselves of the day’s stew—turkey, she thought, with tons of root vegetables and a spice she didn’t recognize—and managed to nap on some crates in the basement while afternoon turned into evening. She, Zeb, and Tanyith agreed that midnight was the best time to start at the first location, and they should strike the other immediately after.

      Which had been an open question prior to her reading. Now, she had decided to take them in order. She gave the sleeping Draksa a pat and yawned as she climbed the stairs. Janice was her usual annoying self in the common room, and Zeb maintained his usual serene presence behind the bar. The tavern was extra full tonight, more like a Friday crowd than a Thursday one, and an air of anticipation permeated the building. Or maybe that’s only me. Whatever. The Dwarf slid a soft cider to her, and she drained it in a long draught and felt instantly better.

      He looked at the door and she followed his gaze, so when Tanyith opened it and stepped inside, she saw his entrance. He’d slicked his hair into a ponytail, and his beard was tightly confined by a series of elastics. It was an entirely different and far more martial look for the man. The theme extended to his thick boots, tactical-style pants with big side pockets, and the tight black athletic shirt he wore. He carried a heavy-looking canvas sack over his shoulder. Zeb nodded and said, “You two can head to the basement. I’ll be down shortly.”

      Cali followed him and at the bottom, he shrugged the bag onto a crate. A metallic clank sounded from it. She grinned. “Is that a sword in your pack or are you simply happy to see me?”

      “Not quite.” He laughed and shook his head as he loosened the drawstring and reached inside to withdraw two ornate hilts. He handed one of the sheaths to her, and she pulled the sai from it. The martial arts weapon looked like a spread trident in miniature—a steel blade with a sharp point in the middle and a curved prong to each side. She’d only seen practice versions before, and the wicked tips on all the ends proved that these were something else entirely. The blue leather of the grip was worn but otherwise, the weapon seemed well cared for.

      “Nice. Did someone keep an eye on it for you while you were gone?”

      “Kinda. They were buried in one of my treasure caches. My life wasn’t really stable enough to settle down anywhere.” He exhumed a brown leather belt from the bag and secured it around his waist, then attached the sheaths for the sai.

      “No guns? I assumed you’d have guns too.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not smart to get caught by the police with firearms. We always stuck to magic as our main weapon and hand to hand either for defense or to make a point.”

      “Which is it tonight?”

      “Both.” He smiled and retrieved a medium-sized wooden box from the bag. He set it on the crate and lifted the lid. Inside were two vials, one red and one blue. Above them, set at a right angle, was a folded piece of black fabric. He withdrew that first and showed how it unzipped to reveal a strip of gold coins, then pulled his shirt untucked to strap it around his stomach. “Backup plan one, in case we have to run.”

      Once he returned his outfit to its proper tucked arrangement, he held up the red flask. “Health potion. Exhausting, but a literal lifesaver.” He slid it into a loop on the side of his belt, then did the same with the other. “And an energy potion for when magic is running low.”

      She frowned. “Aren’t they a little fragile to carry openly like that?”

      “Nah. It’s the same material bulletproof glass is made of.”

      Zeb’s voice was unexpected. “You fancy young people. The old ways worked fine.” He stepped off the bottom stair and headed to a corner of the room. She could barely make out his muttered, “Which crate is it in? Ah, right.” He gestured and two of the boxes floated into the air so the bottommost could slide out from under them. Another motion removed the top from it. He pulled out a belt similar to Tanyith’s in style but of black leather and far more broken-in. The dwarf handed it to her. “Your sticks should fit in the sheaths where my throwing axes went. They tie down to the legs.”

      She secured it and fastened the leg straps. “Nice. It feels good. Thank you.”

      He nodded and pulled a metal vial from each pocket. “I had a friend get these for you. They are specifically brewed for Atlanteans and should pack quite a kick.” One had a cross engraved on the flip top and the other a star. She put the healing potion on her right hip in the loop that appeared custom made for that purpose, and the energy draught on her left.

      “Thanks, Zeb. You know, for this and all the other stuff.”

      The dwarf waved dismissively. “Yeah, well, I can’t send my best worker out unprepared. I’d let you take Valerie, but she doesn’t like anyone other than me.” The idea of her carrying a battleax, much less swinging it, made her laugh. She presumed that was the cause of Tanyith’s snort and scowled at him, which only caused his grin to grow wider.

      Zeb gazed at them both without speaking for several seconds, then nodded. “You’ll do. Be careful, and remember, if it gets hairy, come back here. I’ll wait with the wards up but make sure no enemies follow you. I don’t want to have to get Valerie dirty.”

      Cali resisted the urge to give him a hug. She’d save it for later when it was over. He stomped up the stairs, and she turned to her partner. “All right, Tay, are we ready for this?”

      He nodded. “You know it.”

      She looked at her watch. They had twenty minutes until midnight. She grinned at him. “I hate waiting.” She swung her attention to the Draksa, who had sat quietly in the corner as they finished gearing up. “You be prepared to eat anyone who follows us through.”

      He rose and extended his front paws as far forward as they could go with his rear end in the air. When he was done, he stretched his back legs one at a time. “I will if any get into our portals when we’re leaving.”

      In her peripheral vision, Tanyith’s head whipped around in surprise at the dragon’s words. Cali frowned. “Come again?”

      He sat in the center of the room. “I’m going with you, of course.”

      The man looked at her with an expression that clearly communicated, “This is your problem.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t disguise you too. Maybe after I practice more or something….” Her words trailed off as Fyre vanished slowly from the ground up, the last thing to disappear his Cheshire cat grin. Cali put a hand over her face. “So. You can veil.”

      He reappeared wearing that “laughing at not laughing with” smile. Despite her love for the creature, she wanted nothing more than to slap him silly at that moment. She sighed. “You suck, you know that?”

      “The two of you against entire gangs, pretending to be skilled thieves? You won’t need me. Anyone can see that.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Fine. Be careful. I don’t have a healing potion for you.”

      When she looked up, Tanyith was checking the draw on his weapons. She summoned her own and held them for a few extra seconds so they’d be ready to transform again before she slid them into their holders. The sticks fit perfectly. She concentrated on the pictures she’d spent the day memorizing and let her power reach toward her partner. His tanned skin darkened, his hair changed to black, and his beard became a goatee. The standard uniform of the Atlantean gang followed as his clothes transformed into jeans and a hoodie. “Move around,” she commanded, and he jumped and waved his arms a few times. The illusion held, and she pushed it into a corner of her mind and willed magic to continue to flow to it.

      Cali repeated the process on herself and became a tall, pale man with a ratty t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Long dreadlocks hung over the image’s chest and back. “Check me.” She moved around, and he nodded before she locked that spell down in her brain as well.

      After a deep breath, she looked first at the Draska and then at Tanyith. “Let’s get this nonsense over with, shall we?”

      He opened a portal to a dark patch of grass, and they all stepped through together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The mansion that served as the home base of the Zatora syndicate was uncomfortably bright, exactly as it had been during their involuntary reconnaissance a few nights before. The portal had deposited them about a hundred and fifty yards away from the front door, which was on a diagonal from their position. She manipulated the surrounding air to muffle their sounds and cast a veil in a small semicircle to keep them unseen.

      A movement from below revealed that Fyre wore the body of a rottweiler. “Will you vanish or something?”

      He offered her a doggy smile. “I’m letting you two see my disguise. No one else can. It’s only in case there are problems with the veil.”

      She nodded and looked at Tanyith. “So, last chance to take Barton’s offer and choose the safety of a jail cell.”

      He shook his head, and his game face gave her no indication whether he’d appreciated the joke. “Been there, done that. It’s completely overrated. Let’s mess up some gangsters instead.”

      “Okay. Your lead.” It hadn’t taken long to determine that he had skills and knowledge about breaking and entering she lacked.

      “When I set up the portal earlier, I managed to look all the way around the house. There’s a back door we can use.” He walked in that direction and crouched behind cover where it was present despite the illusion masking them from sight. “Always over-prepare,” he’d said during the planning sessions, and Zeb had agreed heartily.

      “So, did you get a better sense of where the pistols are?”

      His response sounded annoyed. “No, I didn’t. There were no windows into the basement and too much traffic upstairs to see anything. But my guess is that he’d want them close, so we’ll start with the office and maybe his bedroom.”

      “Okay. I don’t suppose you have skills in mind reading or mind control or mind manipulation or something useful?”

      He released a short laugh. It, too, sounded annoyed. “No. Is it possible for you to be quiet? We’re on enemy territory here.”

      Fyre replied, “Not that I’ve seen. The greater the danger, the more words she has.”

      Cali growled a protest. “Shut it, both of you. There’s a guard ahead.”

      In fact, there were two, roving outdoor patrols that had briefly come together mid-circuit from opposite directions. Tanyith said, “They’ll do the same in the front. There are four guards. We’ll have to sneak in quickly enough that they don’t walk into us.”

      She closed her eyes for an instant and pulled the sight and sound shields in tighter. They needed to get in unseen. At the right moment, they darted ahead, and she watched over Tanyith’s shoulder as he stuck some kind of device into the lock. The Draksa pressed against her leg. A couple of seconds later, it clicked and he repeated the process with the deadbolt before they stepped hastily inside. He closed the door quietly behind them with no time to spare.

      They’d anticipated seeing the same or fewer people milling about and so far, their luck was holding. Sounds of a billiards game came from the front, reduced mainly to impressions by the size of the home. Tanyith pointed to the left, and they advanced through a storage area before arriving at the junction with the hallway they’d traveled previously. He peeked around the corner and waved them forward, and they made it to the basement without incident.

      He checked his blades again. “It’s time.”

      She nodded and let the veil fall so their disguises would show. If the plan worked, they’d be seen on security cameras and the blame would fall on the other gang. At all costs, they had to have deniability, and maintaining the cover was her primary responsibility. As soon as someone saw them, the time for stealth would be over, so they had to move fast. Tanyith led the way to the office door at a run, pushed it open, and thrust into the room.

      Rion Grisham was in there, again working at the couch. Two guards leaned against the walls and launched immediately in motion at the intrusion. She yelled, “Left,” and headed to the one closest to the entry wall. Tanyith turned toward the one on the right, raised his hands, and discharged a shimmering blast of power that lifted the guard and thumped him into the wall. Her own target clawed for the pistol under his armpit when she punched the air and her force fist connected with his solar plexus. He dropped to a knee but maintained enough composure to get the gun out. She kicked it from his hand and put him in a chokehold that stole the rest of his breath. When she released him, he slumped to the ground unconscious.

      Gunfire rang out as Grisham reacted slower than the others, but it was quickly silenced when the giant dog pounced on him. He cried out in fear, unable to see what was attacking him, which unexpectedly made her laugh. A burst of frost breath sealed the Zatora boss in a shimmering case of ice. She patted Fyre on the back. “Who’s a good dog? You are, that’s who.”

      He snorted with amusement, and she turned to help Tanyith search. Her partner ransacked the furniture in the room and opened every drawer and door. Locked ones received a blast of force magic that reduced them to splinters. She yanked paintings off the walls and moved the area rug that was under a table on the far side. Her partner emerged from the en suite bathroom shaking his head. “They aren’t here.”

      She sighed. “So, we have to go upstairs.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And there are probably many more of them between here and there, by now.”

      “Also yeah.”

      Cali was struck by a sudden thought. “Hey, Fyre, you haven’t mentioned being able to portal. I bet you can, though, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay. I have a plan. Tanyith, help me barricade the door.”
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        * * *

      

      They emerged from the rift in the same location where they’d arrived before. The house was awash in spotlights, but there was also clearly activity through the windows. The Draksa had been tasked with keeping up the appearance that they were trapped inside the office, and Cali had little doubt he would do an excellent job of it.

      They ran under cover of a veil again, headed toward the side of the mansion, and stopped before the pool of light that covered the last dozen yards. Several upstairs windows were illuminated from within, but there was no visible activity in them. Getting to the house was the easy part, though. When they arrived, it was time for the hard part. She turned to Tanyith. “How good are you with force magic?”

      “Extremely.”

      Damn. Why does he have to be so confident about it? “Then you’ll have to do the throwing unless you can jump that high.”

      He stared at it. “No, I can’t make that. Half that, tops.”

      “I couldn’t even get that far. And I’d probably throw you into a wall.”

      “Okay, I see your point. How will you pull me up after you?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find an escape rope or something. Otherwise, wait here and be prepared to save me if things go wrong. If you’re in danger, bail and I can portal away. If I’m not out in ten minutes, same deal, and I’ll meet you at the Tavern.”

      “Zeb won’t let me leave the place alive if you get hurt. So don’t. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.” She took a deep breath. “As ready as I’m gonna be. Do it.”

      It was as if a giant hand took hold of her and hurled her upward. She was already casting as it started and summoned small shields of force on each palm which she held in front of her face and curled body as she impacted with the window. Glass shattered and the wooden braces splintered as she careened through. She bounded briefly on a bed but rolled off, landed on her side, and slid to a stop with a hard thump when she collided with the wall.

      Her body wanted to pause and recover, but Cali forced herself into motion. She was in a feminine bedroom and discarded it as the likeliest hiding place. A door led to a hallway with several other doors in it. She whispered a plea to fate as she yanked the next one open, only to discover it was a knitting room of some kind with an actual spinning wheel in the corner. The third door was a dressing chamber, and she cursed the gendered arrangement of the upstairs as she bolted across the landing toward the far side of the house. As she flashed past the stairs, there was a shout from below and she growled angrily and ran faster.

      She battered the door ahead with a force bolt and it catapulted into the area beyond. It was another bedroom, twice the size of the last, and painted in shades of dark-blue and brown with an enormous bed in the center. An open door on the left caught her eye, and she passed through it to discover a trophy room celebrating illegal activities. Glass cases with newspapers, books, clothes on mannequins, and old-time collector items of all kinds were on display, with small plaques explaining each. Her jaw dropped at the sight, so completely unlike anything she’d ever seen or imagined, before she shook her head with a jolt. Get moving, Caliste.

      The rear wall held a giant gun safe, taller than she was and heavy enough that she assumed they’d had to bring it in with a crane and rebuild the wall after. I certainly can’t unlock it. The large combination wheel had a hundred tiny numbers on it. Damn it. Think. Frustrated and very conscious that time was of the essence, she tapped on her sticks as she looked around for a solution. A flash of insight rocketed through her brain. She drew the weapons and told them to turn into bracelets. When they assumed liquid form to flow over her hands, she willed them to stop.

      With her fingers pressed along the tiny crack between the safe door and the frame, she marshaled her intent and sent it to the magical weapon, which pushed into the gap and expanded at her urging. She poured more power into it and backed away slowly until finally, the metal creaked and deformed under the strength of the magic. Holy hell, it worked. It had bent enough in the right place to give her access, and she silently thanked whatever fool had selected one with a single bar lock rather than the three a safe this size would normally have.

      She yanked the warped door open and reclaimed her sticks. There, in the middle of the safe, was the object of her search. She lifted the lid to ensure the pistols were in there and turned toward the doorway she’d entered through as two of the suited gangsters stuck their guns through it.

      Her instinctive scream caused one to flinch and miss. The other fired and the bullet burned its way into her flesh and embedded itself in her shoulder. She’d experienced pain before, but this was nastier than anything she could remember. The shock made her stumble as she bolted for the room’s other door, blasted it off its hinges, and leapt over the banister that separated the second floor from the first.

      Cali focused hard on maintaining her illusion and to lock that intent into a corner of her mind to avoid giving their game away. She used a force burst from her good hand to guide her path and landed awkwardly to trip when she reached the stairs. Her newly injured arm thankfully managed to hold onto the railing.

      At the bottom, two guards were as surprised to see her as she was to see them. She hurled them aside with another force blast but felt distinctly woozy from the pain—and, she realized, the loss of the blood that poured down her arm. One more full-strength force attack shredded the building’s front doors, and she sprinted to where she’d last seen Tanyith. Magic streaked past her toward her pursuers.  As soon as she was out of the light, a portal appeared before her with the tavern basement on the other side. She leapt through and her partner followed a moment later and closed it behind them.

      Fyre sat primly on a crate. She smiled to see he was safe and heard him say, “It took you long enough,” before her knees gave out and her eyes rolled back in her head.
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      “Easy now, there you go.” Cali heard Zeb’s words and felt the trickle of liquid between her lips. It was wonderfully delicious and she drank greedily as he poured the healing potion into her. It raced through her body and collected in her shoulder to cause new pain and draw a moan as it pushed the bullet out and healed the flesh behind it. When it was over, she was whole. Panting, bloody, and exhausted, but whole.

      The first potion had tasted of honey and cinnamon. The next one he put to her lips was ferocious mint, and with it came a blast of magical energy that had her up on her feet in an instant. He stopped her after a few sips with a shake of his head. “If you take too much, you’ll crash sooner. This counteracts the drain on your systems from the healing but eventually, that bill will come due, knocking you out whether you like it or not.” He gestured toward the untouched potions in her belt. “Use them with caution if you plan to be functional tomorrow.”

      She pointed at the Draksa. “You still suck. But thanks for keeping them busy.”

      He lowered his snout in acknowledgment and his scales glistened as his tail swiped from left to right. Tanyith said, “So, no emergency rope, huh?”

      Cali thought about lying but decided there was no point. “I kind of forgot and was…uh, swept up in the moment.”

      “Let’s stick together on the next one, shall we?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “I need you to step in front of those bullets for me. That bloody hurt.”

      “The important part is that you succeeded, and you made it back safely,” Zeb interjected. “Now, leave the case here and get the second half done. I’ll keep it safe, don’t you worry.”

      “Okay. Let’s switch up our looks, shall we?” She concentrated again on the other two pictures Barton had shared. Her magic slid over Tanyith and he grew paler, his hair lightened to a beach blonde, and his beard vanished. His clothes became an ill-fitting suit. She transformed herself into another man in a bad suit who was shorter than her partner, with a buzz cut and a pale scar on his cheek. Zeb and Tanyith both nodded in approval.

      Fyre barked and drew attention to the fact that he was now some kind of labrador. She grinned and said, “You know, I’ve always wanted a cat.”

      “No.” His opinion on that idea was clear in the frosty growl.

      “River otter?” He raised his chin and ignored her and she laughed. “Okay, then. Let’s hit it, Tanyith.”

      He retrieved a bag next to him on a crate she hadn’t noticed before and opened the portal, and they stepped through together.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike the mansion, The Shark Nightclub was dark except for a light over the front door. They crept down carefully from a rooftop across the street. As she was about to dash toward the building, Tanyith grabbed her arm. “Let’s try something first.” He took them a half-block away, where a large garage door and a smaller person-door nestled side by side. He used the lock tool again, and they entered without seeing any obvious indication that they’d been detected.

      The interior was empty, save for a dark luxury sedan. She watched her partner, who frowned as he prowled the space. He muttered, “Okay, they could have portaled from here, but if you’re going to portal anyway, why so close? It doesn’t make sense.” Finally, he seemed to notice something and pushed against one of the concrete blocks in the wall closest to the club. He scrambled aside as the floor beneath him—which had previously looked seamless—revealed a rectangle that descended and transformed into stairs.

      He grinned. “Now we’re talking. I knew it had to be there.” He scrabbled in the bag, withdrew two pistols, and handed one to her. She tilted her head in a question. “They’ll expect members of the Zatora gang to have guns. So, we fire them dry, manage not to hit anything, and drop them. Zeb added some magic to avoid fingerprints.”

      She nodded. “You had me worried there for a second.”

      “Remember, I was in the decent version of the group. Like, Robin Hood and the Merry Atlanteans.”

      Cali laughed. “Awesome. Now I picture you in tights. It’s not a good look, by the way.” Fyre snorted in agreement and banged against her legs. “I think someone wants to get moving.”

      “Yeah, me too. Sooner begun, sooner finished.”

      “And sooner to sleep." The effects of the energy potion were wearing off but given Zeb’s warning, she wasn’t ready to take more.

      He led them along the passage under the street. The magicals in New Orleans should get together and open a construction business. They’d make millions creating and maintaining basements. It ended in a heavy steel door with no handle and a security camera. He waved into the lens, then shot it with the pistol. “Stand back.” He threw a fireball and a force sphere one after the other at the door jamb and the barrier separated from it. “It looks more like an explosive device that way.” He answered the question before she asked it.

      They pulled the door wide and stepped inside. Tanyith destroyed another security camera, and they heard footsteps coming from the side of the room, where a staircase led upward. She positioned herself where they could see her in response to Fyre’s move to stand next to the stairs. The Draksa flicked his tail out and swiped the legs out from under the first men to descend.

      She fired wildly at the ones who remained upright, and when the gun clicked empty, threw it at the Atlanteans. There were five in total, two of them already on the ground. She yanked her sticks from their sheaths and willed them to be normal brown wood as she attacked the one closest. Her partner disabled the one on his side with a strike from the hilt of his sai, and Fyre tumbled the fallen thugs again as they tried to rise. The final enemy still on his feet dispatched a blast of ice at her, and she ducked and rolled away from it. I have to remember not to use magic where they can see it.

      Her partner made short work of the scumbag who’d attacked her and together, they finished the two remaining on the floor. She yanked their belts from their trousers and used them to bind their hands and feet. “Okay, so that’s the security squad. Do you think there will be more?”

      Tanyith nodded. “They wouldn’t want to spread the alarm if they thought they could handle it to avoid losing face in front of the others. We should still have the element of surprise. Let’s get upstairs.” The Draksa snaked up ahead of them, leading the way. They followed with more speed than caution. She recognized the end of the hallway they’d been down before and found the door. The man kicked it in without preamble and they discovered three people waiting inside. Usha the enemy leader looked casual in jeans and a pretty blouse with her red braids piled on her head. Her female subordinate Danna Cudon seemed as perfect as ever in her suit with a dark shirt and tie. A hulking bald man in gang street clothes had already blurred into motion.

      The brute swung a punch at Cali as she ran forward, and she redirected it past her, kicked his shin to compromise his balance, and continued her approach toward the boss. The Empress, my challenge. She caught golden fur out of the corner of her eye as Fyre became visible. The large dog bit and pulled at the leg of the woman in the suit. A shout of pain bellowed behind her, but whether from Tanyith or the big man she couldn’t be sure.

      Usha raised her hand and a blast of concentrated air lashed at Cali, halting her momentum. She spun away from the focused barrage and drew and hurled her right stick in a single motion. The woman batted it away with another air spell, accompanied by a whooshing sound. She tried again with the left stick, and it met the same result. Barely in time, she dove to the side to avoid the woman’s next magical attack, a thin line of force that sliced through the air like a blade.

      Fyre hurtled past her unexpectedly, his airborne trajectory clearly against his will as his limbs thrashed. She instinctively threw a buffer of air ahead of him to cushion his impact against the far wall, then growled at the fact that they were not only losing, they were taking too damn long to do it. Okay, time to play dirty. She yelled, “Get the witch in the suit,” and charged forward to launch a two-handed punch at the back of the big man’s head. Her momentum channeled through her fists drove him forward into the wall as Tanyith ducked out of the way.

      Her partner continued toward the woman and spun the weapons in his hands. She sneered at him and summoned a weapon of her own, a long spear of ice that trailed vapor as she swiped it through a complex pattern. She didn’t hesitate but stabbed it at him as soon as he was in range. He caught it on his sai and thrust the other one at her face but Cali lost track of their battle when the desk that separated her from the boss hurtled toward her.

      She rolled to the side, sure that a follow-up attack was imminent. A force blast battered the wall beside her, so fast that she couldn’t have reacted to it. She owed her continued existence to Fyre, who had shoved the enemy leader off balance. He darted away as Cali went on the offensive. She called her sticks to her hands and attacked. The woman threw a force burst at her face and she instinctively blocked it by raising the weapons in an X. The magic struck them and dissipated.

      Oh, hell yes. Now we’re talking. She grinned and saw doubt in the other woman’s eyes. She can’t believe what she sees, which means my illusions are still holding. She waded in with rapid strikes, and her opponent deflected them with her own small shields but backpedaled as she did so.

      Instinctively, she pursued and only realized she’d been played when the Draksa crashed into her from behind and thrust her out of the path of the spear that would have taken her head off. She twisted to find her enemies and saw them fleeing. “Damn. Reinforcements will be here soon. Let’s block the door again.” They shoved furniture up against it, and Fyre stood ready to bolster it with an ice blast as a last resort. “Where should we look?”

      Tanyith shrugged, already on the move toward a cabinet on the far side of the room. “I have no idea. Open everything.” By the time they found something that looked valuable, the desk was in pieces, all the art was down from the walls, and they’d broken several statues. The object was hidden in one of the pedestals, which they only discovered by luck while shattering the sculptures atop them. She eased the long shard of metal from inside its wooden concealment and immediately noticed the symbols engraved along it. Clearly, it had been part of a larger piece, and by the sharp edges on all sides, she imagined it was from a sword. Tanyith helped her wrap it in a section of fabric cut from a drape before they stepped into a portal without delay and closed it behind them.

      Cali dropped to the floor and began to laugh, and the others joined in. When she could breathe again, she pointed a finger at Tanyith. “What the hell, man? How did she get to throw a spear at me? What were you doing, dancing?”

      He had the decency to look embarrassed. “She made a wicked head strike that I blocked, then flipped the weapon to cut at my feet with the other end. It turns out both sides are sharp. I had to scramble away, and that’s when she did it.”

      “Uh-huh. Fortunately, the real hero of the day was there to save me.” She smoothed her hands along the Draksa’s scales, and he suddenly rolled over to allow her to rub his belly. Of course, that simply made her collapse into hysterics again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali had spent the entire Friday evening shift waiting for the other shoe to drop and for one or both gangs to invade the Drunken Dragons Tavern and take her away. She’d portaled rather than walked to work in an abundance of caution and had placed magical wards on her room at the boarding house for the first time the night before.

      When a tipsy witch dropped a glass to shatter on the floor with a loud crack, she almost jumped out of her skin. Zeb apparently noticed her reaction because he called her over to the bar a moment later.

      He mimed patting her like one would a horse. “Calm down, girl.”

      The dwarf was the only person allowed to call her “girl” without receiving a punch in return like Emalia was the only one permitted to call her “child.” “It’s easy for you to say. You have the safest part of this whole plan.”

      “It was your plan.”

      “That is not relevant. Shut up.” She grinned. “I think that somehow, you’re behind it all. Mind control maybe.”

      “Only the fermented kind.”

      The door opened to admit Tanyith, which meant it was midnight or thereabouts. Zeb nodded at her, and she shouted, “Okay, people, time to clear out. We’re closing early tonight.” There were grumbles from the customers but nothing serious. They’d been warned as they arrived, and the proprietor had offered a discount on a final drink when he’d announced the last call a half-hour before. No one had cause for complaint except her, and then only if they tipped less because of it.

      Always me getting the short end of the stick. She laughed at her own joke, knowing full well she was far luckier than she deserved with guardians, friends, magical weapons, additional training, and of course, Fyre. The illusory boxer stuck his head up from behind the bar and barked to encourage the patrons to depart faster.

      By twelve-fifteen, it was empty and she and Tanyith had been banished to the building’s attic. There was no ladder to access the space, so it had required a chair and a boost to get her up there, and she’d had to pull his heavy form up. The Draksa had flown around the room once to gain speed, then elevated and rocketed through the entrance with no problem. Once in place, they discovered small cracks and crevices that would permit them to watch and listen to the goings-on below.

      No sooner had Zeb slid the chair away from beneath the innocuous ceiling panel than his guests began to arrive. He hadn’t been willing to explain anything more about them, and she was shocked to see representatives from most of the magicals in the city come through the door. Dark and Light Elves, a wizard and a witch, a gnome, and even a Kilomea. Their host pulled a cup of his special cask brew for each, and they waited at the bar as the clock ticked the minutes off, discussing everything but the matter at hand.

      At ten to one, Zeb vanished to the basement and returned with the items they’d stolen. The wizard, clearly the eldest among them, set the open case containing the pistols and the broken blade on the midpoint of the center table, cast a spell over them, and shrouded them in force. Each of the other magicals added a layer of protection—ice, shadow, fire, a mist she couldn’t identify, and finally, another of force. The objects were still visible under the roiling magics but the statement was obvious—anyone dishonorable wouldn’t get their hands on the items without first contending with the combined might of the group. They took up positions throughout the common room.

      At one on the dot, the dwarf opened the door to admit the leadership of the Atlantean gang. The big bald man entered ahead of the others and looked irritated but unharmed. His tight white t-shirt emphasized his muscles, and his deliberate stride was a threat all on its own. Cali made a sound of disbelief, knowing she’d planted his face into the wall, and Tanyith kicked her leg from his prone position beside her. He whispered, “Scumbags can also use healing potions.”

      Her lips twisted in disgust, and she whispered in response, “They shouldn’t be allowed to.”

      Next to arrive was the androgynous Danna Cudon in her dark suit, similarly looking none the worse for wear. Her straight black hair fell over half her face, and her single visible eye scanned the room warily. Fyre puffed a small snort of cold mist into the air, apparently still irritated by the way she’d thrown him at a wall. Finally, the boss herself appeared. Usha wore a formal dark business suit with her braids bound into a long ponytail. Her flat expression concealed any emotions she might have felt.

      They didn’t speak and merely crossed to the far side of the bar and faced the assemblage. The humans arrived shortly after. Rion Grisham, predictably, wore an expensive suit and a red tie, while the two men accompanying him were dressed in less pricey but well-fitting business wear. Slight bulges suggested the presence of pistols in shoulder holsters. They took position on the opposite side of the room from the others near the door. Zeb moved to his usual place behind the bar facing the common room.

      The old wizard stepped forward. “Thank you for coming, Mr Grisham and Ms Usha.” Apparently, the man didn’t know the Atlantean leader’s last name either. “This may very well turn out to be a historic occasion, as the Atlanteans and the Zatora organizations meet in peace to talk.” He paused as if to allow the opposing leaders an opportunity to speak, but neither did. He shrugged and continued. “So. As the representatives of various interested parties present in the Crescent City, we wish to make a request. In exchange for your agreement to our proposal, we will return the symbolic items that have come into our possession.”

      Usha snarled disapproval. “Thieves.”

      Grisham nodded with his arms folded and added, “I’m not sure how you wound up getting my weapons from the Atlanteans, but it’s certainly suspicious.”

      His counterpart sputtered, “Or how you acquired the shard from the Zatora hoods who stole it. I concur, suspicious.”

      The wizard raised an eyebrow. “Coming from you two, that’s an interesting perspective. In any case, I do not know the provenance of these objects, only that they were delivered to my associate for sale and he recognized their unique importance.” He nodded at the Dark Elf, who returned the gesture. “If we do not come to terms, the items will be destroyed here before your eyes. It’s my understanding that this would cause you some significant…uh, public relations issues once word got out. Which it certainly would.” He gestured to indicate the others around the room.

      Rion Grisham’s voice was mild and all the more threatening because of it. “You could all be dead by sunrise at an order from either of us.” Now, it was the Atlantean who nodded over folded arms.

      “You could try.” The wizard shrugged again. “And the possible outcome would be that our people band together against you. How much would your ‘businesses,’ such as they are, suffer then? Instead, it is to everyone’s benefit that you agree to our terms, which are quite reasonable.”

      Usha huffed out a breath and unfolded her arms. “Get to the point, old man.”

      Zeb interrupted. “Simple rules, so no one’s confused. First, no retaliation against any of us or our people. Second, several businesses we will name are off-limits to you, including Ikehara Goro’s dojo. Third, the Drunken Dragons Tavern will be recognized neutral territory. No one will seek to claim it, and no one will cause trouble on the premises. As always, everyone will continue to be welcome here.”

      The opposing leaders stared at each other for almost a full minute in silence. Cali had no idea what they were doing—maybe seeking an advantage or maybe speaking telepathically. Finally, the human nodded and the Atlantean did the same.

      The wizard intoned, “Give your oath, and be bound by it.”

      With a sigh, Grisham said, “You have my solemn oath. Neither I nor mine shall retaliate against you or your people for this affront. We will accept the names of seven businesses, one for each of you, as off-limits, and the Zatora will respect this establishment as neutral ground.”

      The Atlantean repeated his words with more sincerity and more anger. Tanyith leaned over and whispered, “If I had to guess, I’d say the pistols are simply symbolic, not revered. The sword piece, though, means something much deeper to her. Taking it was a violation on a different scale than the other.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, but we’ll definitely have to find out.”

      Below, the shields were removed and the objects returned to their owners. The humans left first and after an interval, Zeb checked to be sure they weren’t lying in wait for the other faction and signaled that it was clear. The Atlanteans departed without a word, and the guests chatted amiably for several minutes before they, too, exited. He waved up at the ceiling, and they vaulted down, using magic to buffer their landings. Fyre flew another circuit of the room before he touched down near the locked door.

      Cali smiled at the Draksa. “So, that went well. You have some interesting friends, Zeb.”

      He chuckled from his seat on one of the high chairs at the bar. “True. They’re good people to have as allies.”

      Tanyith’s voice wasn’t as relieved as she would have expected. “I think allies is the right word. Because tonight, a new battle line was drawn.” The dwarf nodded.

      She ventured, “Everyone versus the gangs?”

      Another nod from her boss confirmed her fear. “Yeah. Even though both gangs will honor their pledge, they haven’t promised to accept any future actions from us without a response. They’ll watch for an opportunity to strike back within the rules.”

      “We should have come up with some more restrictive ones.”

      Zeb laughed. “Did you see their faces? We were lucky to get what we got.” He shook his head. “We all made some enemies tonight but it had to happen. They weren’t going to stop.”

      “Are you sure they’ll live up to their promises?”

      He nodded. “I can’t imagine they would want to add all of us to the gang that opposes them, so that should keep them each in check.”

      Tanyith’s words held the doubt she felt. “Let’s hope so.” Yeah. Hope for the best, but I’d better start preparing for the worst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The common room was mostly empty the next afternoon when Cali stopped in for lunch. Saturdays usually didn’t get busy until four or so, and she always enjoyed being there as a customer instead of a worker. The stew was a new recipe—andouille sausage, vegetables, and thick noodles in a dark gravy. It was delicious, and she was already on her second helping. Fyre, seated on the bench beside her, was finishing his third. It was entirely strange to watch him use magic to float pieces of food to his mouth, then lick the bowl clean with his long tongue.

      She easily maintained the veil that kept her dining companion hidden from everyone other than Zeb or Tanyith. There was no sign of the pendulum Emalia had mentioned swinging back, so she had begun to believe her current magical strength really might be permanent. It wouldn’t stop her from finding other options when she could, though. “Well rounded is well prepared,” like both her Mother and Father used to say. The familiar ache of their absence resurfaced.

      Tanyith took a seat across from her with his own bowl and mug in hand. His hair was again in its usual pompadour, and his beard was carefully groomed. “I have never slept better than I did last night.”

      She nodded. “Getting that task off our backs was a relief, especially after they agreed not to retaliate for it. Even more so since there’s no way the ones we faced would have failed to report our use of magic in the Shark. My sleep was mostly untroubled, except big, green, and scaly here snores.” The Draksa gave her a withering glare and went back to eating. Tanyith laughed and she pointed a spoon at him. “Don’t encourage him.” She shook her head. “So, what will you do now?”

      He shrugged. “I guess I need to get a job since my former ‘company’ is no longer a viable option.”

      “You can come busk with me.” The image of the other man performing for tips brought a grin. “You’d be a natural.” Not. But you would be hilarious.

      The door opened, and she flicked her gaze in that direction. The sight of Detective Kendra Barton elicited a groan. The woman exchanged words with Zeb before she strode across to sit beside Tanyith and across from the invisible Draksa. Cali pushed more energy into the veil.

      The new arrival gave her a grin that didn’t reach her eyes. They weren’t accusatory but they weren’t trusting either. “Cali.”

      “Kendra.”

      “He’s still too old for you.”

      It was Cali’s turn to grin. “You sound like someone with an agenda, Detective. He’s not too old for you.”

      The other woman shook her head. “I stopped by to check and make sure you were okay after whatever it was you were doing that you didn’t want me to know you were doing.”

      “Fine, thanks. It turns out the whole thing was a big misunderstanding. A short talk and it was all over. Easy Peasy.”

      Her lips stretched in a thin smile. “That’s not what I hear from the people I know. They say things have changed on the streets and that both the big gangs have pulled back to their own territories over the last day.”

      Tanyith matched her expression. “They gotta rest sometime. Maybe they’re getting ready to try out some new strategies. They probably won’t go legit, though.”

      “Kind of like you, huh?”

      He twisted to face her. “You seem to have a problem believing I’m not part of the gang. What’s your deal?”

      The detective shrugged. “I’ve seen too many people supposedly get out, only to be right back in line the moment things got tough.”

      “Trust me, lady, things would be way tougher for me in than they are out.”

      “So you say.”

      He shook his head, clearly exasperated. Cali interrupted. “So, you’ve checked in. It was lovely to see you. You can go now.”

      “One more thing.” Barton chuckled. “You did me a solid, and you were right. Those four were ready to leave town once they discovered they’d attacked the other gang without orders and gave us information in exchange for transport. There is a group of Atlanteans coming in on a cruise ship next week.” She tossed a card on the table with the normally blank side upward showing a name and date written on it.

      The woman gave them a dismissive wave as she walked back to the bar, shared a word and a laugh with Zeb, and aimed toward the door. Before she left, she turned and stared hard at Cali with her blank detective face. “I’ll have my eyes on you both.”

      She called, “Not if we see you first,” but the woman was already out of the tavern.

      Tanyith laughed. “Mature.”

      “I don’t need to be mature. You’re the old one. Well, you and Zeb.”

      The dwarf joined them at the table with three cups in his hands. Each was half full, and she recognized his cask special inside. “It’s the last of the batch so it’s fitting that we share it.” He raised his cup. “To the three of you. Because of your actions, New Orleans is a little more just than it was a week ago.”

      They clinked the glasses together and drank half of it. The liquid burned its way down into her stomach. It was cleansing, leaving a purity in its wake. She smiled at her friends, feeling freer than she had since the discovery of her parents’ secret restraint of her magic. Despite the drama of the notion, she knew in her soul a connection existed between the city’s need for champions and the revelation of her power. Perhaps Tanyith’s return was part of fulfilling that same need. In any case, this moment felt more like a beginning than an ending.

      She raised her own glass. “To all those who are willing to stand for what’s right.” They touched glasses in silence and finished their drinks.

      Zeb collected the empty glassware and frowned at her with mirth in his eyes. “All right, hop down off your fancy pedestal and get to work. Break time’s over. I’m not paying you to sit around.”

      Her scathing reply never reached her lips. The Draksa dispelled his veil and snorted icy mist over her, which made her yelp and fall off the bench in an attempt to avoid it. By the time she got back up, the others were laughing so hard they wouldn’t listen. She glared at Fyre, who gave her a completely innocent look. “Oh, you’ll pay for that, lizard breath. When you least expect it.”

      His fake scared look made them laugh more. Cali gave up and headed to the bar to prep for the dinner crowd. You’ll all pay. Wait and see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rion Grisham sat on the new couches that decorated his basement office. After the violation of the space by the Atlanteans several nights before, he’d had it ripped down to the frame, then fixed and redecorated. The teams had worked around the clock and overall, it was an improvement.

      On the couch arranged at a ninety-degree angle to his own were the two men who had accompanied him to the dwarf’s tavern. The one on the left was his second in command and clearly attempted to model himself after his boss—same clothes, same hair, and same shaven face. The one on the right was a highly paid wizard who had a personal grudge against the Atlanteans and had thus been willing to ally with the gang. He wore jeans and a sweatshirt, and there was no way to be certain that the face he saw was the mage’s real one. The disguise he’d worn at the meeting had been an entirely different person.

      Grisham asked, “What are your recommendations?”

      His lieutenant responded instantly. “Hit the streets harder. We’ve been gentler than we need to. Let’s put the screws to anyone who resists. If we move quickly, we can expand our territory so fast the Lants won’t be able to stop us. Then, we’ll have more resources to squash them like the bugs that they are.”

      The wizard had begun to shake his head from the first words. “That’s not enough. Yes, let’s do that. But we need to strike directly at those who oppose us now. We can’t wait until the situation improves. We must do both immediately. And not only the Atlanteans. Everyone.”

      The first man countered, “That adds considerable risk. We were here before them and can outlast them.”

      “No. You don’t understand. Right now, you picture a two-sided battle with spectators. But it’s not that at all. We have more than one set of enemies—the other gang and the allegedly neutral dwarf and his friends. They’ve joined the game and present a danger to us. You don’t really buy that the items somehow happened to come to the Dark Elf, I’m sure.”

      Grisham nodded thoughtfully. “Those are both valid points. But there’s one more thing. You need to track down the ones who were in here. You saw them on the security footage. We need to make a public example of them or no one will believe us when we threaten them.” He leaned forward and stared from one to the other. “Do it. Do it all. Locate them, put pressure on the streets, and find a way to strike at the dwarf and his people. I want results, and I want them now.”

      He leaned back as they filed from the room. Blood is the only thing that will cleanse the stain on this house.
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        * * *

      

      Across town, at the bar of the otherwise empty Shark Nightclub, Usha and Danna sat with short glasses of heavily spiced rum in front of them. She drained hers in one drink and set it down hard. Her subordinate did the same, then asked, “Ready?”

      She nodded. “As ready as anyone can be for this experience. Remember, you are present but silent. She will not take kindly to any interruption.”

      “Got it.” Danna stood and straightened the bright blue tie she wore over her black shirt. “Quiet as a mouse.”

      “Quieter.” The boss smoothed her dress, which was covered in a colorful pattern that resembled light shining through blue waves. With a deep breath, she strode deliberately through the back door. She turned into the room the Zatora intruders had wrecked and shook her head at the damage. It had been left in disarray to remind herself of what was at stake. She crossed to the right-hand wall and whispered a spell to reveal a hidden door. The large pearl ring on her finger fit perfectly into a small hole, and she rotated her wrist.

      The door unlocked with a click and swung outward. Inside was a cramped room, barely the size of a walk-in closet. They crowded in and the door closed, leaving them in darkness. The sound of waves filled the space as a glow appeared in the front of the room and the increased illumination revealed a sphere in the center of a basin of water that rested on a stone pedestal. A mist slowly gathered above it and undulated in place.

      After several minutes, the vapors suddenly coalesced into a face. It was clearly female, with high cheekbones, sculptured eyebrows, and piercing eyes. Her hair was made of thick tentacles that waved softly in the air as if it was water, and the hint of a thick necklace was present where the image ended in the middle of her throat. She sounded irritated and a palpable sense of dread filled the small chamber. “Yes? What do you have to report?”

      Usha locked her spine and raised her chin. “Our plans proceed apace, Your Highness. However, new players have entered the field.”

      “And this matters why?”

      “A former member of this group, Tanyith, is among them.”

      The image laughed. “Ah, there is a name from the past. I presume he is as troublesome now as he was then?”

      She raised an eyebrow in surprise as she’d expected anger, not amusement. “Indeed so.”

      The woman shrugged. “Then eliminate him. Eliminate them all. We must control this city if our plans are to succeed. You are the linchpin. Do you require assistance?”

      Pride warred with practicality, and the latter won. She bowed her head. “Yes. A couple of enforcers would be helpful.”

      “You shall have them within the day. But fail me, and they will be your doom.”

      “Understood.”

      “Do you have anything more?”

      “No, Your Highness. Thank you.”

      The image vanished without a response. Her subordinate exhaled noisily as the door swung open again and stepped quickly from the room. Usha followed and laughed inwardly at the effect of the audience on the other woman. It was much the same for me, once. “Are you well?”

      Danna sank to the floor and worked visibly to control her trembling. “She is…uh, overwhelming.”

      “Yes. That is only one of the reasons she is our empress. And we cannot—must not—fail her. There are indeed fates worse than death, and unless we claim this city for New Atlantis, we will experience all of them.”
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      Thank you for reading the first book in the Scions of Magic series! I hope you loved it as much as I loved writing it. I am grateful every day for the continued opportunity to connect with you through the stories we share.

      This novel was written at home, at my gym, in airports, on planes, at a conference in Florida, on the bus, in the hospital (not as a patient fortunately), and in Panera. It’s been a busy time, but the characters and story have made me eager to return to the page every day and provided a refuge from the stresses around me. I hope they’ve done the same for you!

      This tiny corner of the Oriceran Universe is a collaboration between me, Martha Carr, and Michael Anderle (who have written a ton of other works in the Oriceran timelines). It was just under a year ago that I wrote a short story for the Oriceran “Fans Write” anthology to try to convince Michael and Martha I had the chops to write in the fantastic world they’d created. Nine novels later, it’s going smashingly well (from my perspective, anyway. Their author notes are after mine, so perhaps there’s a conflicting view in there somewhere). I come up with a half-formed idea, and they bring their giant brains to bear and make it a trillion or so times better. I am exceedingly lucky to have such amazing people to work with.

      I came to this one with the idea of a Dwarf owning a bar, a desire to flesh out the Atlanteans who were a really cool feature of the Leira Chronicles series, and a main character who was just starting to grow into her powers. Several elements of the plot and characters came from my collaborators, including the trope-breaking pacifist Dwarf, the prison break from Trevilsom, and some other fun stuff that will appear in future books.

      New Orleans is my second favorite city in the United States, right after my hometown of Pittsburgh, so to write in that setting is truly a pleasure. It’s also the perfect melting pot for the Atlantean subculture to blend in and work their plans to establish a foothold on the continent from which to expand.

      I’m an avid gamer in my occasional spare time, and I’m playing Control at the moment, and waiting for Outer Worlds. I’m totally a sucker for story-based computer RPGs, and that one has some real promise. And I’m counting the days to season four of the Expanse. Plus, since I’m a Star Wars fan, December is going to be a big month, and as a Star Trek fan, January will be just as big!

      My eight-year-old daughter wants to write books with me, so that’s our current background project: figuring out where our interests meet to do it. She’s all about Minecraft and Spider-Man at the moment, and doesn’t understand licensing issues yet, so negotiations continue.

      If you’re looking for another new read until book 2 comes out and haven’t checked out my other series, you totally should! There’s the Federal Agents of Magic, also set in the Oriceran Universe, and the Chaos Shift Cycle, a military sci-fi space opera set in its own universe. They share a focus on action, sharp banter, and imperfect heroes taking on powerful enemies. Plus, of course, there’s the incredible library of collected works from Martha Carr and Michael Anderle!

      Until next time, joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      It was a lively week in New York City hanging out with my godchild, Janine. We were there for my friend David’s birthday and we came a little early to do some shopping and take in the 911 memorial, maybe walk through Central Park.

      The day of the guided tour for the memorial was as clear and blue as the day it happened over 18 years ago. If you go, take the guided walking tour because there is so much to find out about how carefully they laid out the trees and how the names are arranged on the memorials, and more. It adds something even deeper and richer when you walk into the museum, which by the way is so much bigger than it looks from the outside.

      Here and there, tucked into an occasional name was a white rose placed there by a volunteer to signify that person’s birthday.

      Over thirty-five years ago when I was in my early 20’s and living in New York City I used to travel through the Twin Towers (the North building I think) picking up a few groceries as I caught the subway. There were a lot of stores inside the very big building. One of those times I stopped in a small grocery store and went up to the counter and held up the last bit of money I had for a month.

      “I have eight dollars. What will that buy me?” I asked.

      The older store owner who looked like someone’s dad picked up a full-size brown paper bag and wrote $8.00 on the outside and handed it to me, saying, “Fill it.”

      “With anything?” I asked, doing my best not to cry. I hated crying in public, but it was tough. He nodded his head and repeated himself. “Fill it up.” I’ve never forgotten his kindness and as I looked over the edge at the memorial I wondered where his shop had once stood and hoped he had long since retired.

      The museum is deep and winds around and around with a carefully curated display that starts with the 1993 bombing and moves to just before the planes hit and includes the Pentagon and the crash in rural Pennsylvania. All of the lighting is lowered giving a solemn air and everyone moves through the different displays quietly and respectfully. One small room is on a continuous loop announcing the name of someone who died, a brief memory and their photo. Another room shows things donated by the families and plays a voicemail from someone on an upper level of the North Tower, which means he didn’t survive. A destroyed fire truck and the cement stairs from inside the building that were used by some to successfully escape were in there. Some of the items stretch for two stories and some are small enough to hold in the palm of your hand. There’s so much and it’s apparent that so much thought and care went into everything.

      By the time we emerged into the sunlight we were exhausted and had walked over ten thousand steps. It all seemed a little surreal and spoke to the courage, resilience and in the end, the hope of the American people. As someone said in one of the recorded voices, “Hold your grief gently.” And then we get up and rebuild and go forward and believe in the possibilities again, changed by our experience. More adventures to follow.
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      Caliste Leblanc thrust a vicious jab at the throat of the tall, dark-skinned man across from her. It traveled toward him at a snail’s pace and the muscles in her arm trembled visibly. His block was equally slow, and a look of dramatic horror spread over his face at the realization that it wouldn’t be in time to block the punch.

      The crowd chuckled, then laughed harder at her theatrical expression of triumph. Bills and coins landed in Dasante’s black top hat, which rested on the ground between them and the audience. The scene ended with her fist an inch from his throat and his eyes closed in defeat before they turned together, clasped hands, and bowed.

      Frozen fighting was one of her favorite acts, and in the week or so of normalcy that had followed her adventures with the gangs and the uneasy truce that resulted from them, she’d spent time teaching Dasante how to be her partner. Before, she’d always included whoever was available, but D had learned enough of her secrets that he had become something more to her than he had been. He’d always been a friend but now was a confidant.

      He sat on the ground beside the hat, wiped the sweat from his brow, and pushed his wavy black hair away from his face. Even in cargo shorts and a t-shirt, the blazing sun and the under-appreciated level of effort necessary to move so slowly had clearly drained him. Her t-shirt—advertising a David Bowie album cover—was noticeably damp as well above cut-off jean shorts.

      She turned her head at a series of barks nearby and stared at the illusion-veiled Draksa, who appeared to be a Rottweiler rather than the similar-sized Dragon Lizard he truly was. Apparently, a bird nesting in one of the trees on the opposite side of the Jackson Square fence had done something to offend him. “Knock it off, Fyre.”

      He gave her one of his looks—the kind where she could see the mocking expression of his true form shining through the illusion—and continued to bark. Dasante laughed. “I don’t think he’s interested in listening to what you have to say.”

      Cali shook her head. “No one is, really. And it’s sad because I’m so damn smart.”

      Her busking partner chuckled at her self-aggrandizing tone and retrieved the hat. He split the take equally and handed her coins and folded bills. “It wasn’t a bad crowd today.”

      “It was decent. Where are Jen and Jax?” The duo usually performed on this side of the square facing Decatur but was conspicuously absent.

      He shrugged. “They haven’t been around for a few days but didn’t say they were going anywhere. No news has come to my ears.”

      She frowned. Ever since her discovery of the battle for territory taking place in the city, every strange fact that entered her radar made her wonder if it was a symptom of the conflict. It was still slow-moving enough that it hadn’t registered with most people. If they noticed, it was only to cross the street to avoid the occasional tough-looking group acting like wherever they might be at a given moment belonged to them.

      “It’s probably nothing but still, it’s worth keeping an eye out. Maybe ask around if you see any of their friends.” Buskers looked out for each other. She’d always pictured the community as a giant team with individual members constantly trying to one-up each other. Overly competitive folks usually didn’t last long among them. “Let me know if you do.”

      His head swiveled sharply toward her. “Do you think it means something?”

      Cali sighed and stretched her legs out in front of her. The morning session with Sensei Ikehara had been a little more intense than usual, and she definitely felt it. “There’s no way to tell. I’m probably only paranoid.”

      When he grinned, his white teeth were a notable contrast to his dark skin. “It doesn’t mean they’re not after you.”

      The easy comfort they had with each other was never better expressed than in the fact that they could tell one another the dumbest jokes and be assured of a positive result. “Who wouldn’t want to be after this, really?” She gestured at her tanned skin and entirely average figure, which drew a laugh from her companion. Cali wouldn’t win any beauty contests but she was fully comfortable in her own flesh, which was made for running, fighting, and working. Speaking of which…. She pushed to her feet with a groan. “I’ve gotta head back and get ready for work.”

      Fyre barked again and ran to her side, clearly in support of the idea. He’d joined her at the tavern during her shifts, hanging out quietly behind the bar with her boss, Zeb. She was fairly sure the dwarf was feeding him stuff he shouldn’t eat while she was busy serving the customers. It didn’t seem to harm him, though, so she wasn’t about to object. Anything that made two of her favorite people—well, beings—happy couldn’t be bad.

      Dasante laughed at the illusory dog. “I guess he gets bored easily, huh?”

      She grinned. “Maybe we should include him in the next performance. He can chew on your foot.”

      “Good plan, as long as it’s your foot instead.”

      As she moved toward him for the secret handshake they’d adopted, two shouts from farther down the sidewalk stopped her in her tracks. A busker painted gold and wearing a matching wedding dress stood over her partner, who sported the same colors on his skin and tuxedo and lay in an awkward position on the ground.

      The woman yelled, “Hey, get back here, thief!” A bald man in a ratty t-shirt and jeans scrambled across the traffic with a gold purse in his hand.

      Cali ran to the downed golden groom with Fyre at her heels and reached him as he regained his feet. “Rip and run?”

      He nodded, and his partner said, “It’s not a big deal. I was surprised but there is only a couple of days’ worth in there.” Her face suggested it was a bigger thing than her words described.

      She growled annoyance. “I’ll get him.”

      They both shook their heads. “You don’t need to. We’ll be fine.”

      Her glance slid to Fyre, who stared after the running thief with his muscles trembling. As always, she was glad to see they were of like mind. “I know you will. Right after we teach that jerk a lesson. No one gets away with that kind of nonsense when I’m around.” The Draksa dashed forward toward where the man had disappeared into the trees near Café du Monde, and she pounded after him.
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        * * *

      

      The moment they rounded the corner into the parking area behind the restaurant, Fyre launched himself up to the roof of the long building. She muttered and increased her pace. Without him to lead her, she’d have to get into the visual range of the thief, who was currently halfway down the row of cars. Damn, he’s fast. I wonder if he’s using magic? Discovering whether her own powers could be used to increase her speed or strength was on her magical to-do list, but it was fairly far down in the ranked priorities.  When he vaulted a low wall and scrambled back toward the city, she lost sight of him again. She lowered her head and pushed forward at her top velocity.

      Cali skidded around the corner on Dumaine Street and narrowly avoided a collision with a group of laughing pedestrians who made their way from the nearby trolley stop. The flash of her quarry’s red shirt on the other side of the road and to the right caught her eye in the same moment that Fyre glided over her head toward the rooftop diagonally across the intersection. She assumed he had veiled himself since most of the passersby stared at her rather than the small dragon or Rottweiler that soared over them.

      Her path was blocked by a tall iron gate when she entered the narrow alley. Three-story-high buildings lined it to the left, and a two-story wall made up the right side. She caught hold of the bars and yanked, knowing it would be locked but needing to try anyway. With a sigh, she climbed and used force blasts to carry her the final foot over the sharp points on the top and prevent her from major impact with the ground below. She landed hard, rolled, and came up running again. Irritation surged through her at the new tear in her t-shirt.

      An opening yawned ahead on the right, and she was about to curl into it when Fyre roared a warning. She slid instead, unable to arrest her momentum, and heard the staccato barks of a pistol and the sound of the bullets whistling over her head. Her momentum careened her past the gap and she bounced up again, her bare legs scraped from the grinding contact with the rough asphalt of the alley. Counting on the unlikelihood of a street tough having the expensive ammunition that could ignore magic, she summoned a full-body force shield and held it before her as she darted around the corner.

      He immediately unloaded several more shots into the barrier, then seemed panicked as he turned again to run. The building ahead appeared to have been an industrial space before it was converted to apartments, and clothes hung on lines on the porches that covered the back wall. He disappeared into a door at the bottom, and she stalked carefully toward it. Fyre landed on the roof high above. She looked up and gave him a nod of approval. He’ll watch the outside so the jerk can’t escape. They’d decided that was the best strategy to avoid revealing his true nature if his veil slipped. She didn’t want to play that card until it was truly essential. It’s time to explain to the idiot that stealing is bad.

      She pushed through the scratched metal barrier into a narrow hallway that ran to another door on the opposite wall. An opening between took up the middle of the building, and she crept warily forward to discover a staircase leading up on each side. She jogged partially up the one to the right, stuck her head out to peer upward, and caught a flash of red on the top floor. With another sigh, she followed carefully, speed no longer essential. At times like this, I wish I had a radio to coordinate with Fyre. He could go in a window and chase the jerk out for me.

      Cali cleared the second level without incident but noticed a strange shimmer near the switchback halfway up toward the third. She slid her hands behind her back and commanded her red-etched black bracelets to become her magical Escrima sticks. They vibrated as energy flowed into them after the grips slipped into her palms, sipping her power to refuel for the next transformation. She kept her eyes defocused and her attention wide and detected the attack before it could strike. A blast of shadow magic met her crossed weapons and dissipated. She threw the left-hand stick at the source and an illusion dropped to reveal a man casting another spell at her.

      She ducked and rolled forward under the burst of force magic that rippled the air over her head. Her body straightened in time to block the shadow knife he stabbed at her with a frantic swipe of her stick. The quarters were too close for planning and too close for anything other than immediate action. She planted her left fist in his stomach and the breath whooshed from him. A step back gave her room to kick, and she drove her foot up toward his groin.

      He blocked it with a downward punch that hurt more than it should have—force shield around the hand, ow—and launched a back fist at her nose. With stairs behind her, all she could do was drop to the floor, and his follow-up knee strike connected with her shoulder and dislodged her right-hand stick. Unfortunately for him, her Aikido training emphasized groundwork.

      Her hand snaked out to grasp his shin and she used it as a lever to pull herself around him, lock both his legs, and bring him down with one quick yank. Before he could react, his neck was trapped between her crossed calves and his air supply cut off. He battered at her, but his punches lacked power. When he managed enough brainpower to summon his magical blade again, she blocked it with a force shield. He passed out, and it was only when she released him that the true import of the short battle hit her mind.

      This isn’t the guy I was chasing. Which means he has friends, which means this is an ambush. A clatter as doors banged open above and below her position on the stairs confirmed her realization.
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      On the assumption that there were two floors’ worth of potential adversaries behind her but only one above, Cali raced up the remaining half-flight of stairs and called her sticks back to her hands. She raised them in an X as she cleared the stairwell and intercepted an arc of lightning that coalesced around them before it vanished. “Nice trick.”

      The hoodie-wearing caster made no reply and merely launched another electrical barrage, this one aimed at the floor beneath her. She leapt to avoid the possibility of the boards collapsing beneath her feet and her trajectory took her toward her attacker. His magic crackled ominously but she cleared it easily it to land a short distance away from him. She broke into an immediate run and stabbed her left stick at his solar plexus as a feint before she swung the right one in a hard, lateral strike from outside.

      He blocked the first with a downward swipe of his free hand and managed to place his opposite forearm in the way of the second. A loud crack signaled at least a fracture, and he howled in immediate pain. She used the moment of distraction to dispatch him with a front kick to the center of his body that stole his breath and dropped him into a crumpled heap. Damn. I need to carry rope or a tranquilizer or something. One more thing on the to-do list.

      Her brief concern over how to ensure his non-participation in the rest of the fight was blown away by the force blast that caught her squarely in the back. She catapulted down the hallway but managed to raise her hands and twist her body in time to take the impact with the far wall—originally twenty feet distant—on her side rather than her face.

      Cali fought against the continued pressure of the spell to position her sticks in the way, and as they crossed, the assault faltered. She slid down the wall to the floor, held her defense before her, and identified three attackers. The woman in the front wore a hoodie that was apparently the Atlantean gang’s uniform, and her hair and skin were both dusky in the minimal light provided by the pair of bare bulbs hanging overhead. The defeat of her attack had brought a snarl to her face.

      The other two both looked like men, although the cowls hiding most of their faces made it impossible to be sure. One of them held a baseball bat in a confident grasp and the other, dual long knives formed of shadow power. So, they want it to be personal to send a message or some garbage. I’m down. She lurched into motion, hurled her sticks forward at the woman to distract her, and summoned a force shield as she pounded down the hallway toward her foes.

      Damn it. I really need magic that will make me faster. She was more a marathoner than a sprinter when it came down to it. The memory of Zeb telling her she had to pursue people who tried to dine and ditch at the tavern because dwarves were short-distance runners brought a grin that doubtless confused her opponents. Her force shield—a curved barrier that covered her from head to toe and wrapped around both sides—absorbed the woman’s successive attacks. A subtle shift in positioning redirected them without fully absorbing their power, which allowed Cali to maintain her momentum and resulted in the destruction of several pieces of drywall from the deflected bursts.

      She discarded potential attack possibilities one after the other during her charge and kept her options open until the last minute. When the other woman stepped back into a weak defensive stance, the choice was clear. Cali summoned a final burst of speed and drove the shield into her to thrust her foe toward the man with the knives. She shrank the magical defense to normal shield size and envisioned it attaching itself to her left forearm. Her right stick returned to her hand as she slid low toward the one holding the bat.

      He grinned as he swung his arm back and adjusted his aim. The weapon descended in a powerful arc. Her trained eyes noted the balanced stance and how he pivoted from his hips and channeled the momentum into his swing. It was essentially an optimal strike with the club, and when her force shield met it, the energy of the blow traveled up her arm and made her shoulder ache. The problem with committing to the attack the way he had, though, was that it allowed no opportunity for defense. Her slide brought her heels in contact with his feet, compromised his balance, and forced him to lock his knees. She struck the outside of his left knee with her right-hand Escrima stick backed by enough force to dislocate it. He fell with a shriek as she rolled away.

      As she stood, she darted a hasty glance down the stairs and saw four attackers charging upward. She growled in annoyance. “Sorry about this, buddy,” she muttered and used her force magic to hurl her latest casualty toward them at chest height. He barreled into the oncoming enemies and they all tumbled back to the landing. Another force blast from the woman caught Cali in the left shoulder and thrust her to the side as the man with the daggers attacked. She swung her shield in front of the first blow but felt a line of fire across her stomach as the other blade sliced through her t-shirt and into the flesh beneath.

      “Ow—bastard,” she shouted and released the force shield as her second stick returned to her grasp. Her practice sessions with Ikehara had increased her speed dramatically, and she numbed his left wrist with a carefully aimed blow to the bone. The blade vanished, his concentration compromised. He brought the other one back in a reverse strike at her stomach, but she stepped away long enough to let it pass and drilled a sidekick into his ribs. She heard a crack, and he stumbled away with a gasp. Cali grinned at the woman, who had been reduced to a spectator during the close-quarters exchange, unable to attack without risking her own ally. “Bring it, witch.” It works on two levels, see, because you’re a total jerk and also a female who can cast magic. I’m hilarious.

      Her opponent apparently didn’t understand or appreciate the joke. When she attacked, it was with an enormous ball of fire that Cali barely managed to raise her sticks in time to intercept. The flames were momentarily sucked toward the weapons but immediately blew out in a wide arc. Heat washed over her bare legs but missed the rest of her. The pain didn’t register immediately, but she knew it was only a matter of time. She’d been burned at work too many times to count—stupid stew pot—and knew that even a simple burn produced an agony far out of proportion to the damage. Grimly, she realized she was on the clock, as the potential for the impending pain to overwhelm her when it arrived was all too real.

      The woman had followed the blast with a cone of fire that the sticks absorbed, and Cali walked forward against its pressure to narrow the distance between them. The throbbing in her legs grew more intense and drew a small whine from deep in her lungs. Shut up. There’s no time. Later. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to ignore the sensation. Her foe trembled visibly as she poured her power into the attack, but it wasn’t sufficient to stop her advance. The woman seemed shocked when the distance was finally short enough to allow a front kick to the groin to shatter her focus followed by a blow to the temple from one of her sticks that rendered her unconscious.

      She realized belatedly that the sprinkler system had activated and she was drenched. Irritated, she pushed wet hair out of her eyes and looked for more opponents, but none were visible. She willed her sticks to return to their bracelet form, extended her hands, and ejected a cone of frost that reached toward the flames on the far wall to smother them. Her ears rang from the violence and the rushing water, but she could still make out the sound of oncoming sirens. She considered heading down the stairs but thought better of it when one of her legs buckled and she staggered.

      Okay, then, if I can’t go down, I guess it’s up. It occurred to her that she was out of time to find the thief, so she took the money from the wallet of the woman in front of her. At least I can give them something. She limped toward the nearest door and blasted it apart with a ball of force. Her movements stiff and pained, she climbed through the hole she’d made and headed to the window opposite, down a hallway, and through the living room. She stuck her head out to discover that it wasn’t the one she’d hoped for but saw the fire escape one room over. Well, I got the correct side of the building. She hurried into the bedroom and out through the window, taking the metal stairs slowly to the roof.

      Fyre met her at the top with a smug expression. Two unconscious enemies near him revealed that they’d been prepared for her to go up and he’d dealt with them, presumably without betraying his true nature since they weren’t covered in ice.

      She asked, “Any problems?” He laughed and swayed his head from left to right.

      The Draksa led her to the corner of the building. His always deeper than expected voice was concerned. “Can you make the jump?”

      Cali peered over the edge to see the roof of the next structure a story below. The lateral distance wasn’t an issue, but the drop might hurt. Of course, the alternative was to wait where she was and hope to not be discovered, which was totally unlikely. Her legs shook beneath her and she sighed. “No chance. We’ll have to risk a portal.”

      He nodded and his snout lowered once. A rift appeared in the air beside her as she sagged from the strain of her burns, and she crawled through to safety in the tavern basement.
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        * * *

      

      The stone floor beneath her cheek was comforting after the blazing heat of the apartment building, and the pain in her legs was powerful enough that she couldn’t even think of moving. Fyre wasted no time and raced up the stairs. Moments later, her boss grumbled loudly, “What’s she gone and done to herself now?”

      The Draksa didn’t answer, having decided for whatever reason his lizard brain thought important that he’d only speak to her and Tanyith. A rustling followed as if Zeb was rooting through one of the crates that were stacked all over the space before he eased her into a seated position. She groaned at the flood of pain, but when he tilted the healing potion to her lips, she drank greedily. In moments, the agony had abated, and she watched the scarlet skin and giant blisters fade from her legs. A strange tingle lingered as the slash on her stomach sealed itself and left her trembling again, this time with relief.

      She sagged back against the dwarf. “Oh, that’s so much better. Thank you.”

      His head shake was felt rather than seen. “You have to be more careful, girl. What happened?”

      “Ambush. Atlanteans. I think I’ll take a nap now.” The effects of the healing potion came at a price, and exhaustion washed over her.

      He chuckled, guided her to the floor, and shoved a folded cloth of some kind under her head. “You have four hours until your shift starts. Enjoy your rest.”

      Cali managed to mumble “Brutal…taskmaster…jerk…” before her consciousness slipped away.
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      Tanyith chuckled quietly. “I spend way too much time on this roof.” He looked around at the barren surface and leaned back in the folding canvas chair he’d brought with him. A paper cup of cold coffee was half-full in its holder, and he grimaced at the thought of drinking any more. Across the street and several stories below, the Saturday night crowd flowed into the Shark Nightclub. There had been no sign of important members of the Atlantean gang so far, but he doubted they’d let the evening pass without someone making the rounds. He’d spent a large part of the previous week surveilling them, and patterns had emerged.

      He sighed. “And now, I’m talking to myself. Great.” The sight and sound shield around his perch would ensure that no one heard him, but it still wasn’t a particularly good sign that his internal monologue had become external. Further consideration of the topic was forestalled by the opening of the garage door a block away. The fact that he and Cali had invaded the club by that route hadn’t stopped them from employing the space. The dark sedan pulled out and he cursed as he ran to the back of the building.

      Without hesitation, he jumped and used force magic to control his speed and land lightly beside the motorcycle parked there. This one wasn’t “borrowed” as his previous ride had been but rather purchased secondhand. Even though he’d stashed money and supplies away before his involuntary trip to Trevilsom prison, he hadn’t been willing to pay for a new one. The Yamaha SR was adequate and didn’t stand out in the streets of New Orleans. He yanked on the black helmet and gunned the engine. Casually, he paralleled the car for a while and assumed it was on its way to the Quarter. When they neared that destination, he swung over and moved into position behind it, close enough to detect any turns or stops but sufficiently far back to avoid revealing himself.

      It took twenty minutes of winding through pedestrians and traffic before the other vehicle stopped outside one of the other nightclubs in town that catered primarily to the magical crowd. The Witch’s Cauldron looked like a tourist trap with its costumed servers and year-round Halloween decorations. But there were always people with real power scattered among them, and he’d heard tell of a VIP room somewhere inside. Of course, if it held a portal, the actual space for the elite could be an entire planet away.

      He steered the bike to the side and as the rear doors of the car opened, he whispered a spell that would allow him to see the scene as if from only a few feet away. He nodded in a mixture of surprise and confirmation as the leader of the Atlantean gang, Usha, emerged from the back passenger seat. She wore a bright red dress that shimmered in the neon lights from the surrounding bars. It reached to her calves and obscured the tops of the black boots she wore. Her hair was pulled away from her face in a narrow braid that hung in a queue down her spine. She stopped to await the two other figures who climbed out of the opposite side of the vehicle.

      The first was someone he hadn’t seen before. He was stocky and a short beard darkened his tanned skin. His tight black t-shirt and matching jeans put his impressive muscles on display, and his gaze cast about warily. I guess he’s a bodyguard of some kind. He looks too tough to be local. So, he’s imported from somewhere. The woman who followed was instantly recognizable.

      Danna Cudon was the second in command to the Atlantean leader. She was a formidable presence despite the distance between them. Her eyes were protected by stylish sunglasses, and her dark suit, shirt, and tie were perfect, as they always were. Even during battle, the woman’s wardrobe had remained almost entirely unruffled. He shook his head at the memory of the wicked spear she’d created out of nothing and almost gutted him with. If she’s the backup, the leader must be something much more dangerous than she appears, he thought, not for the first time.

      It was a pleasure to watch her move as she strode after the bodyguard, who had reached his ward. They walked in a line into the club and vanished from view. Tanyith climbed off the bike and straightened his outfit. While a suit wasn’t his primary choice for either surveillance or riding, the need to look the part of an appropriately formal carouser was something he’d anticipated after trailing people from the Shark on previous outings.

      The bouncer stopped him at the door, but a smoothly transferred twenty-dollar bill got him through without any further restriction. Inside, loud music thumped at twice the rate of his heart, and flashing lights in every color of the rainbow whirled their beams through the fog of dry ice that floated around. The bar was to the left, a shining piece of metal that stretched from front to rear and reflected light in all directions. To the right was a doorway that presumably led to restrooms and back of house, and the rest of that wall was taken up by semicircular booths facing the interior. The remainder of the space, which seemed to be about four storefronts wide and at least half a block deep, was filled with a throng of dancers in varying states of visible drunkenness.

      He caught sight of his prey in the distance, already most of the way through the crowd. With muttered apologies, he pushed through the people separating him from the Atlanteans. He lost ground with each passing moment as the bodyguard appeared to use his bulk to create space for the women. When he was almost sure they were headed to a VIP door he didn’t know about, they made an unexpected turn to the right and stopped in front of one of the booths.

      Tanyith stopped too, barely in time to avoid detection by the big man as he swept his gaze across the crowd. He chose a nearby woman at random and danced toward her. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care, but it made him look identical to all the other men striking out on the dance floor. He kept the disguise up through the end of one song and into the next and moved casually but consistently closer to the group. When he was about ten feet away, he saw the strange positioning of the people involved. The boss was talking to a man in the center of the curved booth, who was surrounded on both sides by women in sparkling cocktail dresses. The arrangement screamed “important person,” but he didn’t recognize anyone.

      Of course, I’ve been out of commission for a while. There’s no way to know who might have risen or fallen during my enforced absence. While the boss talked and the bodyguard scanned the crowd, motion from Danna Cudon caught his eye. The woman flicked her wrist strangely, and he was virtually positive he saw a flash of white in her fingers before she grasped the extended hand of the woman closest to her. She maintained the grip for longer than necessary, and first interest and then trepidation flashed across the sparkling woman’s face. He noted in passing the pointed ears that betrayed her Oriceran ancestry. Then, her hand was free and the Atlantean second repeated the process with each of the women at the table.

      Her last shake was with the man, and it finished with a dip of her hand into her inside jacket pocket, which sealed the deal for Tanyith. She’d provided something to the women, at least, and had received payment from the man. What could it be? Secrets? Stolen goods? Drugs? His mind latched onto the last as the most likely option. It was one of the things he’d argued against when he was part of the group. Two of the things, actually, as there had been a plan to deal drugs that only affected humans and another to provide ones to the magical community. If he was right, the latter was definitely in play. Time would tell regarding the former.

      The Atlanteans suddenly lurched into motion, turned, and plunged into the crowd. Tanyith danced toward the bar and did his best to look like a man seeking a drink, then followed at a discreet distance. When he saw the dark car pull away, he darted out of the entrance and ran to his bike. It was only dumb luck that let him catch up to them, thanks to a drunken reveler in the middle of the street who had slowed traffic to a crawl.

      He tracked them to several more bars, but only Danna got out so he didn’t risk following her inside. At the end of the night, the car returned to the Shark and Usha exited, followed immediately by her burly, bearded guardian. The sedan pulled away, and his expectations proved inaccurate as it continued past the garage. What are you up to now? He trailed it again, paranoid that the strange trip was a trap of some kind. His quarry took a direct route through the city that ending at a luxurious apartment building on the opposite side.

      A block away, he watched as she left the car and entered the structure. He made a note of the location on his phone while he tried and failed to suppress a yawn. Half his instincts told him to stay and watch and the other half replied that doing so would be stupid, as she was almost certainly in for the night. He finally settled on the side of the latter and turned his motorcycle toward the cheap by-the-week apartment he currently called home.

      Thoughts flitted across his mind as he rode—his worries about the gang, discovering what was going on in New Atlantis, and finding a job before his money ran out were sufficient to keep him awake during the long trip back to his bed.
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      Sunday morning dawned cloudy and rainy, a rare occurrence in the Crescent City. Fyre made the area around the bed increasingly cold until Cali climbed grumblingly out of the sheets and agreed to go for a run with him. She changed and opened the door to confirm that her path down the stairs was clear.

      Her relief lasted only until the moment when Mrs Jackson stepped out of nowhere to appear at the bottom. “Caliste.” Her voice was filled with disapproval.

      She kept the sigh from reaching her lips. “Yes, Mrs. J?”

      The boarding house’s owner was a woman from another era. She had never seen her in anything but a dress, usually with far too many fasteners up the front to be practical. Today, it was a black one with white buttons and a small hat covered her grey hair. That’s right, it’s Sunday. She wasn’t sure what church her landlady belonged to, but the woman never missed a week. The old lady folded her arms. “You were out awfully late. I heard you come in.”

      Since I portaled in, there’s no damn way you heard me. Isn’t lying a sin? She plastered a regretful smile on her face. “I had to work until closing at the restaurant.” Mrs J disapproved of the word “tavern” and all its assorted connotations. It was easier to simply not bring it up.

      She felt cold against her leg as Fyre snorted almost silently behind her. The older woman suggested, “Maybe you should find a less…late-night kind of job.” It was as close as she came to outright accusing her of being a person of loose morals, but the subtext was there and not buried particularly deep.

      “You know that the owner’s a friend of my family.” Mentioning her loss never failed to put her landlady off track.

      “Oh, yes, your poor parents. I can’t imagine what they’d make of you now.” There was a pause and like she had many times before, Cali considered letting it stretch to see how long it could last. The impatient Draksa at her heels made that a bad idea on this occasion, at least, so she simply walked forward with a wave. Mrs Jackson called after her, “Don’t forget to lock up behind you. I keep hearing strange things in the house and it makes me nervous.”

      “Yes, Mrs J,” she yelled in reply and after she’d closed the door behind her, she whispered, “I think she’s talking about you.”

      Fyre’s voice didn’t contain the mischievousness she’d expected. “I am not strange.”

      She chuckled. “Only a little, maybe.” He failed to rise to the bait, and she shrugged and broke into a jog. He trotted beside her as she warmed up, then pushed her to go faster by racing ahead. They remained in the neighborhood and zig-zagged along each street, then turned in the opposite direction to return. In fifteen minutes, her legs hurt and after thirty, her muscles burned. She found a grassy island on one of the nicer streets and sank into the wet grass, willing to endure a little damp in return for a chance to rest her muscles.

      Fyre sat primly and seemed to stare at her. She tilted her head to one side. “What’s up with you?”

      She’d never seen confusion on his face before, and it was momentarily shocking. His voice was pensive. “Have you ever felt like there was something you needed to remember—something fundamental—that simply wouldn’t come?”

      It was easy to forget he wasn’t an ordinary animal companion from time to time. He liked to act the pet and hung out behind the bar, napped curled up near her when she was at home, and even played when the mood struck him. But there was no question that the Draksa was far more than that.

      Cali nodded. “Yeah, I have. After my parents were killed, I woke up every night for half a year thinking that if I could remember some key thing, I could undo it. Like it was all a dream simply awaiting my revelation to avoid it becoming a part of the real world. Of course, it wasn’t true, but it felt like it was. It still does, sometimes.”

      He nodded. His scales were even more metallic and reflective than they had been when she’d met him, which indicated that he had moved closer to the male end of the Draksa gender spectrum. At least she thought that was what it meant. The dragon was a mystery to her, most days. And maybe that’s part of the problem. He spoke with a continued lack of confidence that sounded wrong coming from him. “I don’t really remember anything before the graveyard. Do you think that’s weird?”

      She frowned. “I guess I’m not sure. Emalia said Draksa hatch from eggs, so it’s certainly possible that someone put your egg in the graveyard. It doesn’t seem likely, though. She gave me the impression that your species was rare and special, and simply leaving an egg in a random place wouldn’t make much sense. You are, of course, the proof of the rare specialness of the Draksa.”

      His tongue hung out momentarily in what she’d come to understand as a sarcastic grin, but he soon resumed his troubled look. “I doubt we emerge from the egg at this size. So, what happened between the one and the other? Why can’t I remember?”

      In a gesture of companionship, she ran her hand down his flank and marveled at the feel of his scales beneath her fingertips. The ones that looked metallic felt like it, too, and the others were similar to a lizard’s skin, soft and mostly smooth. Fyre pressed into her palm like a cat, and she was silent while she considered what to say. He seemed comfortable with the delay or at least soothed by the attention. Finally, her thoughts coalesced into something useful. “Zeb told me, after my parents were gone, that I couldn’t live my life worrying about what had happened, or what might have been, or what could occur in the future. The past no longer matters, he said, except as the path we took to the present. Its echoes linger but shouldn’t be allowed to change the now. Today is all we can really be sure we have.”

      Fyre snorted. “That sounds like something he’d say.”

      She laughed. “I think he gets most of his wisdom from watching the kung fu channel, but every now and again, he makes sense.” With a groan, she stretched, grabbed her feet, and pulled her head down to her knees. Without looking at him, she added quietly, “If hanging out with me doesn’t make you happy, you should find something that does.”

      “It’s definitely not that. If anything is lacking, it can’t be filled from outside. I only wish I could remember. At least then I’d know if it was really something or if I’m worrying about nothing.”

      She shook her head in sympathy. “I’ve been there, my friend. You simply need to keep moving forward. Everything will turn out as it should.”

      “Zeb?”

      “No. Caliste.” She groaned again as she pushed herself to her feet. “While we’re talking about important things, it’s time we started putting all that talking about training together into action. I discussed it with Emalia, and a couple of days a week, she’ll shorten the magic lessons so you and I can put some practice in. You need to teach me how to fight properly beside a Draksa.”

      “I can share what I remember.”

      “How much is that? What do you think is missing?”

      He paused to scratch his pointed ears with a back paw before he replied. “I remember the big things. Fighting. Hunting. Mating.”

      She raised a hand, palm out. “Too much information. Stick to the first two.”

      His laugh emerged as something between a sibilant human laugh and a bark in his native form. “But I recall so much about the third.” His snout wrinkled as he shook his head. “We will definitely need to fight side by side, rather than front and back. Your instincts appear to drive you directly into the teeth of the enemy.”

      Cali nodded. “Yeah. There’s some truth to that. So at least we have a rough plan.” Something he’d said triggered a thought. “How old are you, anyway?”

      A frown replaced his neutral expression. “I don’t know. I’m not a youngling but not an elder. Somewhere in between.”

      She started to jog again, and he loped into position beside her. She kept the pace slow enough that she could still talk. “It does seem like you’re missing some important memories. We could ask Emalia what she knows about Draksa.”

      “Or Zeb.”

      “Hey, now there’s an idea. Let’s ask Zeb.”
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        * * *

      

      After a rare afternoon spent indoors doing homework for her Criminal Behavior Theory class, Cali and Fyre reported for work early via portal. Well, I’m reporting for work. He’s reporting for sleeping behind the bar and being spoiled. They climbed the stairs from the basement to discover Zeb cleaning and prepping for the evening crowd. His movements were quick and sure as he polished furniture and arranged items on the tables according to his standards of perfection. The scent of the night’s stew wafted up from the cook pot, and the heavy peppery smell made her eyes water. Fyre sneezed and announced their presence.

      Zeb smiled at them from the middle of the tavern. “Feel free to grab a rag and work on those muscles. The bar could use a polish.”

      She shook her head. “No thanks. I have to save my energy for my actual job.” She hopped up on one of the high seats along the already gleaming bar. “What do you know about Draksa?”

      He paused and looked from her to Fyre. “Am I really the right person to ask?”

      “Humor me.”

      “They are Atlantean,” he said with a shrug. “Part dragon, part lizard. The females lay eggs, which lie dormant for a long time. If you’re dumb enough to get in a fight with one and you’re super lucky, it might bond with you rather than killing you.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “You’re truly a wealth of knowledge. Do you have anything else?”

      The dwarf adjusted a final item and strode toward the bar. She often wondered how he managed his effortless speed with such short legs but had long since decided that asking would either get her made fun of or ignored. So, naturally, she merely waited for the right moment to ask, the one that would cause him the most irritation—probably when the place was filled with customers. “Okay, let’s see. They have the ability to change genders during their lives, but not all do. And they’re accomplished hunters. They have different magics—some use frost, some fire, and there’s even been a rumor or two of shadow Draksa out there somewhere. Their personality runs along the same continuum as yours or mine, as do ethical stances. Some are good and some less good.”

      He scratched his beard once he’d stepped beyond the pass-through and behind the bar, then started to arrange glasses. “Some people say that the bonding changes each member and adds the other’s positive qualities.” He looked at her with a twinkle in his eye. “For instance, you’ve seemed smarter after meeting Fyre. Perhaps he’s rubbing off on you.”

      She made a stupid face and stuck her tongue out to the side. “Ha, ha, ha.” She shook her head. “So you know nothing about how they grow or anything?”

      He shrugged. “I assume it’s the same as all of us. They start smaller and get bigger.”

      “But they live a long time, right?”

      “Longer than some but shorter than others. About the same as a human is what I’ve read.”

      “There are books?”

      The dwarf laughed. “Of course there are books.” He shook his head. “It took you long enough to ask. I’ve waited…what is it, eight months now? I assumed Emalia would have sent you to the library long ago.”

      She folded her arms. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve been to the library. My school has one too, you know.”

      Zeb sighed. “The magical library, doofus.” He looked at his ornate watch—which reminded her of a steampunk Halloween costume accessory she’d seen in the Quarter—and changed the subject. “Right. You’re on the clock, girl. Get to work.”

      Cali groaned and crossed to the front door, threw the locks, and opened it to reveal a gaggle of wizards, each of whom carried a small bag. With another groan, she realized that tonight must be the monthly game night, which always resulted in nothing but chaos. She pointed at her boss as she headed to the stew pot. “Magic toys and alcohol don’t mix. Why do you keep doing this to us?”

      “Because it’s fun.” He grinned. “Embrace the moment, Caliste.” He retrieved his own bag from under the bar and went to join his early arrivals for a game.
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      Usha Serris lay back on the new couch in her redecorated office and closed her eyes. She was in a decidedly good mood. Despite the setbacks of a week before, everything was once again in its proper place. The broken piece of the legendary artifact sword was in a better hiding place, the demand for their newest product was high, and her people were working on a version that would appeal to—and quickly addict—humans as well. All in all, the Atlanteans in New Orleans were moving in the right direction.

      Except for a few and most notably, Tanyith and his young partner, Cali. Their use of magic to infiltrate the club had invalidated their human gang disguises and left little doubt that they were the ones responsible. The sometimes-invisible dog at their side had been a different breed than the one the girl had been seen with before, but that could easily have been an illusion too. She chuckled quietly. A stupid one. It would have been better not to bring the animal at all. But they must have known we’d see through the disguise.

      She gave them credit, though, for such a bold move. It was surely only dumb luck that had revealed the shard to them, but it had provided enough leverage to protect several businesses in addition to the dwarf’s tavern. For now. She wouldn’t go back on her word until the human leader of the Zatoras broke the truce since it would be unproductive to have the city’s other magicals ranged in opposition to her. But she certainly wasn’t above pushing to make him crack first.

      That was the big picture, and it was all rosy. The small picture was the duo of meddlers, and that needed to be addressed. Ambushing the girl hadn’t been well planned, and the underlings who had decided not to seek permission before they acted were now in the human penal system, arrested by the detective who’d been seen frequenting the tavern. Nothing happened around that building anymore without her knowledge, thanks to a rotating set of watchers. They also disabled the surveillance cameras that constantly appeared nearby, presumably placed by the Zatora syndicate.

      A small chime sounded over the speakers hidden in the walls, and she opened her eyes and rose to her feet in a smooth motion. The room had been repainted in blues and greens and the shading suggested waves and light filtering through water. The couches were new leather and still smelled wonderful. New paintings, new statues, and new pedestals were arranged at pleasing intervals. She circled her new desk, half again the size of the previous one. It was old wood polished to a high sheen, the lighter accents in the natural grain again reminiscent of waves. She had barely settled in the expensive chair behind it—ergonomically perfect and made of a bulletproof weave—when her subordinate opened the door.

      Danna Cudon had been with her since her first days in the gang. Usha had seen something in her at their initial meeting, a blend of determination and intensity that called to her. When the other woman had killed the leader of the Atlantean gang at her order without so much as flinching, she’d known they would be a team forever. The two killings that followed had cemented their bond. They were twin souls, one dark and the other darker, taking what they wanted from life. The woman seemed content to let her lead and never did a single thing to suggest she wanted the chair behind the desk.

      Today, she was dressed in a charcoal pinstripe suit and shiny leather boots with laces peeking out from under her cuffs. Her tie was emerald over a black shirt. A splash of color. She’s happy today. I wonder what I missed. A small smile spread over her lips. Happy is good. The men who entered behind her second did not look happy, however. The enforcers had arrived a few days before, and she had taken to using one of them as a bodyguard at all times. Their skills were far superior to standard muscle, however. They were a step down from New Atlantis’ fighting elite, who were all directly in service to the Empress. The two would be motivated to serve, as a positive recommendation could earn them a place in the next contest for advancement to that select group.

      They were negative twins with similar physiques and identical faces, one seemingly carved from dark stone and the other from light. Each sported a beard and mustache in Atlantean style, a mix of shaggy free portions and narrow braids, different enough from their skin tone to be noticeable. Tight black t-shirts, jeans, and boots were their standard uniform to allow freedom of movement and hide blood loss easily. It was impossible not to recognize them as members of the warrior culture that had bred them.

      Danna spoke in a casual tone. “We are reporting as ordered, Ms Serris.” That was for the benefit of the newcomers. They were never that formal one-on-one.

      She nodded. “Thank you for coming. How are things?”

      Her subordinate grinned. “Very good. All signs point in the right direction.” There were no chairs except her own, so the other woman stopped across the desk to her right and the new additions stood side by side to her left.

      Usha turned to regard them. “You have both done well so far.”

      They nodded in unison, and the dark one answered, “It is our honor to serve.”

      She leaned back and grinned. “But doubtless, you feel your talents are wasted watching over Ms Cudon and I. Speak freely.”

      The light man shrugged. “We are capable of much more, of course, but our purpose is to meet your needs. The nature of them doesn’t matter.”

      “You see?” She turned her head to face Danna. “That’s exactly how it should be. Ready, willing, and oh, so able.” The flirty tone was intended only to tease her second. Easily caught prey lacked spice, and the obedient warriors would refuse her nothing, which made them uninteresting for anything other than work. But for that, they’ll be quite useful.

      She shifted to seriousness. “So. Report.” Usha saw herself as an ideas person and as the force that was applied at pivotal moments to transform a situation. The day-to-day was handled by others under Danna’s watchful eye.

      Her second clasped her hands behind her back. Her pale skin was offset by the lush dark hair that fell straight to the middle of her back, and her cheekbones were sharp enough to cut. “We are expanding our presence in all the nightspots at the expected rate. The upper echelon has been difficult to penetrate, as you know, and many of those have required my personal attention.”

      A nod indicated her approval. “I will continue to assist you where needed. You have only to ask.” She couldn’t resist another tweak of her second, who disliked asking for help as much as she herself did.

      Danna’s small smile acknowledged the dig. “Our researchers have almost finalized the formula to use on the humans. It will be far more effective and addictive than any non-magical drug.” The original plan had been also to make it fatal over time but first, Danna and then the Empress had counseled her against going so far, so fast. Her second had been concerned about putting the human gang in a corner prematurely while they were still strong enough to strike back. Her ruler had simply suggested that having a steady supply of workers would always be useful, all the more so when you were the sole source of what they desired.

      “Excellent. That will provide us the funds we need while weakening our enemies. What of the nuisances who broke in?”

      “Almost certainly they are the two you believe them to be. Our watchers have seen them both at the tavern, together and separately. Of course, we cannot find out what’s happening inside.” Even though the rules would permit either group to spend time within the walls, there was an unspoken agreement to treat the establishment as sanctified ground for official meetings. The dwarf had been correct on that matter, at least. It was useful to know that if talking was required, there was an easy way to accomplish it. Not that there’ll ever be a need.

      “And the ill-advised attack on the girl?”

      A barely perceptible wince flickered across Danna’s face. Her second was the only person other than the Empress who Usha felt was as offended by unprofessional behavior as she was. “Those who were involved but not arrested have had their errors explained to them. Forcefully. What do you wish to do with those in jail?”

      She shrugged. “Let them stay there for a while. This is a good time to build a channel into the prison system and find out who we can turn to our purposes. Threats, money, drugs, whatever.” Danna was well-versed in all the possibilities. “If they try to relocate our people out of the area, though, we’ll need to move.”

      The suited woman replied with a single nod. “Consider it done.”

      “So, what do you think we should do about Tanyith and the girl?” Asking questions for which she already had her own answers was a technique she had learned from the Empress.

      “We should kill them, of course. Their transgression can only be answered by blood.”

      Usha nodded. “How?”

      “I would be more than happy to do it myself.”

      “You are too valuable to risk on such menial tasks.” Usha shook her head firmly. “Fortunately, the Empress has seen fit to grant us some assistance.” She turned to face the men. “Which of you is the better fighter?”

      Each replied simultaneously, “I am.” It was what she’d expected.

      “Which of you has more wins in the arena?”

      The dark man smiled and revealed a mouth full of perfectly white pointed teeth. “I have one more.”

      His pale twin raised his chin. “Because we were dispatched on the day of my matching bout, which I doubtless would have won. But my brother is correct.”

      Usha nodded. “Then he shall have the honor of going first. Find the girl and kill her within the week. You will do this outside the hours when I require you as a bodyguard.”

      He inclined his head in acceptance. She waved the men to the door and beckoned for her second in command to join her on the couches. When they were gone, she asked, “So, do you think he’ll succeed?”

      Danna shrugged. “She has proven formidable so far, but I can only believe it’s luck. There’s no way she has the skills or experience to withstand an enforcer.”

      Usha shook her head. “It will be interesting to see. Her lineage requires us to tread more carefully than I’d prefer. If the Empress were to discover her before we have eliminated her like we did her parents, it would be a problem. Her guardians did a fine job hiding her from us. However, now that she’s resurfaced, we must follow the rules appropriate to her station but move quickly enough to avoid notice from above.”

      Her second nodded. “Battles of increasing difficulty until she proves her worth or dies. Although you’re starting her with a fairly hefty challenge.”

      “It is our way.”

      The other woman rose, sensing the dismissal in her tone. “Hers as well.”

      “Indeed. I wonder, do you think there’s a chance we could turn her?”

      Danna chuckled and shook her head. “Not a single one.”

      She sighed. “She might have been a useful puppet but you’re right. She needs to die.” She stood and returned to her desk as the other woman made her way out of the room. Now to consider how best to remove the Tanyith-sized thorn in my side.
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      Rion Grisham sat alone in his office and reflected upon the fact that he was not a happy man. His tenure as head of the Zatora Crime Syndicate was fresh enough that success was far from guaranteed, and each effort he made to lock down new territories or businesses seemed to be mired in tar. Between the Atlantean gang and the suddenly vocal minority magical communities in the Crescent City, every two steps forward were accompanied by at least one in the wrong direction.

      At the same time, however, there was light at the end of this particular tunnel. By declaring themselves, his hidden enemies had become visible. The meeting at the tavern had trebled his suspicion that not all had been as it seemed with the break-in at the Zatora mansion. It was inconceivable that the culprits would try to fence the items so quickly. From there, it was a short jump to assume that someone else had been responsible, someone playing against both sides. Like the duo he’d met prior to the evening in question. It’s unfortunate Ozahl wasn’t here on the night of the theft. He probably would have seen through their magic and we could have caught them in the act.

      The mage was paid enough that he didn’t doubt his loyalty, especially since he’d pledged to outbid any other offer the man received. He was the leader’s secret ace in the hole, as the organization’s public image made the idea of hiring magicals or accepting them into the group inconceivable. Occasionally, he worried that word might get out, but there were plans in place for that eventuality. Other plans were ready should the wizard try to betray him. Overall, it was an arrangement that, so far, had worked well and promised to do so into the future.

      He rose from the couch and turned toward the door at a vibration on his wrist. His people had been ordered not to bother him until the wizard returned, so he didn’t have to look to know that the event had occurred. He rolled the sleeves of his button-down shirt to his elbows as he walked toward the hidden room in the basement which the intruders had missed during their theft. A guard stood outside the door, and he gave him a nod as he brushed past. Inside, a man thrashed in a reclining metal chair that would have seemed more appropriate in a dentist’s office, his wrists and ankles shackled to the furniture. A cloth gag prevented speech, but there were shouts behind it.

      The wizard stood nearby and gazed silently at the prisoner. He looked different again today—thinner and with a beard and short hair. Rion had demanded a way to always know it was him, so he had presented him with a ring that cooled whenever he was nearby. “Evening, my friend. What have you brought me?” He’d asked for several things—four, to be exact. The intruders and his own freelancing gang members.

      “This is one of the men who broke in according to the camera footage from the hallway and upstairs.” There were no recording devices in his office, of course. “An acquaintance of mine saw him in a bar in Dallas, of all places, and was kind enough to give him up. For a fee, naturally.”

      Rion nodded. “We’ll make it good. Has he said anything?”

      “Nothing useful. Some protests and some screams, that’s all. He didn’t come quietly, even though I asked him to politely.”

      “Imagine that.” He approached the bound man. “So you thought you’d steal from me, huh? Well, we’ll settle that score before the night is out. But first, how about you tell me everything you know about the Atlantean gang, working backward from why you broke in here.”

      He nodded and the mage gestured. The knot in the gag untied itself and it levitated away. The prisoner coughed and took a few moments to simply breathe. He had long braids and dark eyes and was dressed in ratty jeans and a rattier t-shirt. Finally, he collected himself enough to look up. “I didn’t do it.”

      He sighed. “You showed him the video, right?”

      “Of course,” Ozhal’s said beside him.

      “So, I’ll ask you again. Why?”

      Their captive looked close to tears. “I’m telling you, it wasn’t me. I was already at the police station when it happened.”

      Rion frowned. “It looks like you.” He turned to the mage. “It does, right? Look like him?”

      “It does indeed.”

      He turned back in feigned confusion. “See, it looks like you. How can it not be you? This is your last chance to say something useful before I break a bone or two.”

      The prisoner’s words tumbled out in a panic. “It wasn’t me. The witch detective—Baron or whatever—picked me and my buddy up on the street. She showed us pictures of us doing things we didn’t do and told us to get out of town. It was a frame-up. I’m telling you it wasn’t me.” The last word changed into a shriek as the mage did something to him.

      The gang leader turned to his employee. “Now, now, let the man speak. You can play later.” One more gesture drew another squeal before Ozhal nodded. Rion regarded the soon-to-be-broken man in the chair. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. What will you give me so I convince my friend here not to spend an entire day breaking pieces off you?”

      “I don’t have much of anything.” The man gulped. “The policewoman wanted to hear all about the gang and what we’re doing. But I’m a street soldier, man, and only ran a little protection. I’ve heard rumors but I don’t know anything.” There was an unmistakable plea in his voice for acceptance or mercy or some other thing he wouldn’t receive.

      “Tell me the rumors, then.”

      “Drugs. Special merchandise for people from Oriceran and not for humans. Lining up businesses to pay tribute. Some folks coming off the boat owing the gang money. That kind of thing.”

      Rion glanced at the wizard, who responded with a noncommittal shrug. Some help you are. I need a mind reader or a truth-teller or something. Heh. Someone who can see the future would be nice. But I suppose if the magic aliens had one of those, I’d already have lost. “Do you have anything else useful to share?”

      “No, man, I’ve told you everything. The detective said to get out of town before my own side came after me, so I did. That’s all.”

      He nodded and motioned for the mage to follow him into the hallway. The gag flew into place over the man’s mouth and drew renewed screams from him. Once outside, he asked, “So, my read is that the detective was working with the dwarf’s people on this if she knew to scoop him up ahead of time. It’s probably the same with my guys.”

      “Illusions, almost certainly. It explains a lot.”

      “Did they really think we’d be dumb enough to fall for it?”

      The other man shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. It could be that they didn’t believe it would hold but simply needed to throw us off the scent for a short time. They haven’t shown themselves to be stupid yet, so I assume they expected we’d see through it before too long.”

      “That group is a problem.”

      Ozahl nodded. “But your plan to bide your time is a good one. Eventually, we’ll find a way to separate some from the rest or to strike directly at the ones who dared to break in here.”

      “It’s the two we picked up at the club.”

      “Very likely. But that doesn’t change anything. If we have the chance, sure, we kill them. But there’s no point in facing all the magicals at once, which would probably be the result. No, we need to do it in a way that gives us deniability.”

      Rion clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll think about that. Enjoy yourself, but how about some soundproofing, huh?” The mage grinned, nodded, and entered the room again. The prisoner’s shrieks quickly went silent. He wandered back to his office, thinking hard. There has to be a way to get at those two and blame it on the Atlanteans. I merely have to find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      After he’d noticed Fyre lurking outside the week before, Sensei Ikehara had insisted that the Draksa—who he saw as a dark brown Rottweiler—join them in the dojo. He wasn’t allowed on the mat, naturally, but was permitted in the front of the studio before it opened. Cali hadn’t minded at first, but as her teacher threw her effortlessly to the canvas for the seventh or eighth time in a row, she was sure the little beast was laughing at her.

      Of course, the assumption that Fyre found his amusement at her expense was usually fairly reliable. She scrambled to her feet, ignored the ache in her muscles, and regarded the man across from her. He was dressed in a white uniform top secured by a black belt over a hakama in the same shade. The dark scruff that always shadowed his face and upper lip was slightly thicker than usual, and his dark eyes watched her carefully. His voice was gruff and focused, as it often was during their one-on-one training sessions. “Again. This time, try to keep yourself upright.”

      She groaned and moved in again, trying to anticipate his reaction so she could use it against him. When she shifted to her left and thrust her right hand out in a feint, he flowed smoothly out of the way. His palm grasped her wrist, but she twisted to avoid his lock and scuttled to the right. He pursued—another change from the group classes where a single escape was usually instructionally adequate—and attempted to put her in a chokehold. She met it with force, an inappropriate block in Aikido, but it opened him for a kick.

      Cali snapped her leg forward and the idea that she would finally connect with one of her attacks brought a wide grin to her face. The realization that it was a setup struck her a moment before he slipped to the right and locked his arms on her shoulder, then used the leverage to push her to the mat over his extended leg. As her spine struck the canvas surface, she was sure she heard a snort from the front of the room.

      With a sigh, she pushed herself to her feet once more. Ikehara grinned. “Again.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the sparring had reached the point where her teacher apparently felt she’d suffered enough, they changed to weapons. He’d demanded that she use her magical sticks so she could continue to improve her feel for them, and she’d happily obliged. In previous sessions, he had attacked her with his own sticks, a wooden bokken, and both a bo and a jo staff. Today, he two-handed the sword. It sliced at her from above, and she raised her weapons in an X to catch it, then guided it to the side with a spin.

      Her stick whistled toward his head, and he barely managed to get the block up in time. She doubled down and launched successive blows he struggled to intercept with the larger weapon. Her nimbleness gave her an advantage, and she pressed forward. Finally, he stumbled unexpectedly and provided an opening. She stabbed forward and tapped him lightly on the temple.

      A surge of pleasure washed through her at her success, banished instantly by his belligerent response. “No. If you continue to behave this way, we will have to end your training.”

      Her hands lowered in shock. “What?” The fact that she’d forgotten to use his title or show any other form of respect was a clear indication of her surprise.

      He gestured with the sword. “You had me. Why did you stop?”

      “What?” Her confusion was complete.

      Ikehara signaled for her to kneel, lowered himself to his knees opposite her, and placed the bokken carefully beside him. “You have developed a fear and are afraid to hurt me. On the one hand, this is good because you acknowledge your own power and abilities.” He raised a palm. “On the other, it caused you to practice in an unrealistic fashion.”

      “So, you’re saying I should have struck you with my full strength?”

      He nodded. “If you do not trust me to take care of myself, how can we train together? If you fail to trust your partners, how can you fight together?”

      Fyre snorted again from the front of the room, clearly in agreement with her instructor. She shook her head. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He shrugged. “That is a risk we must both accept for you to reach your highest potential. But it seems as if this may be a bigger question for you than our sparring would suggest.”

      Cali looked at the mat and let her hair fall in front of her face. She disliked all the thoughts that ran through her head and the remembered snatches of dreams where she was forced to hurt her friends that surfaced in her mind. She didn’t want to answer but knew he wouldn’t let her off the hook. None of the people she cared for ever did. “I’m more powerful than I was. I’m dangerous.”

      His voice was calm and inquisitive—the “teacher’s” tone he used in class with new students. “Every person who gets behind the wheel of a car is dangerous. What makes you different?”

      She shrugged. “I’m training to hurt people. On purpose, not like a car accident.”

      “So you’re dangerous and working to increase your abilities. That will give you more control as well as more ability to do damage. It seems as if those are in balance.”

      “Who am I to decide?” she asked and sighed.

      He chuckled. “You are you, Caliste. You are a born warrior. A crusader. A champion. This is clear to all who know you if it is not yet obvious to you.”

      She blinked, unable to fathom his meaning. Me? Some kind of hero? I can barely get my homework done on time. Her body trembled and she fought to still it. Don’t freak out, Cali. Settle down.  She pushed out the words stuck in her throat and they emerged in a whisper. “I make mistakes—so many mistakes. Now, they might hurt people and maybe even kill them.”

      The tip of the bokken tapped her chin as Ikehara forced her to raise her head. She mustered her will and met his gaze. “So. To quote one of the most important texts of the last hundred years, ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’ You cannot give up the power so you must accept the responsibility.”

      “Do you think I’m strong enough?” She vehemently disliked the part of her that craved his reassurance but pushed that worry aside.

      Ikehara gave a sharp nod. “I do. But only if you fully accept yourself.” A small smile appeared at the corner of his mouth. “Mistakes and all.”

      His words filled the hole inside her that had slowly expanded throughout their training session. She answered his nod with one of her own. “Okay. I don’t have any idea how to do that.”

      He laughed, a joyful sound in the seriousness of the moment. “Knowing your own ignorance is the first step toward enlightenment.”

      She chuckled. “More Spiderman?”

      His smile fully materialized. “Patrick Rothfuss. Have you read him?”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes.

      He rose smoothly to his full height. “You should. He has much to say but needs to write faster, though.”

      Cali stood. “All right, I think I’m ready.”

      Her instructor took several steps back and raised his blade in a defensive posture. “Then hit me if you can.”

      She surged into the attack, intent on making his order a reality.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The session sufficiently exhausted Cali that she fell asleep the moment they returned to the apartment. As soon as she was resting deeply enough not to notice, Fyre climbed to his feet from where he lay on the rug beside her bed. The conversation they’d had earlier had left him uncomfortable and reminded him of something he simply couldn’t remember.

      He felt confined, cooped up, and like a part of him was missing. The apartment was too small. He padded to the window and nudged it open with his magic. A simple veil protected him from sight as he launched himself into the air. He spread his wings wider than he had in a week, caught the breeze, and pushed himself upward with strong strokes. As he climbed higher and higher, he spiraled to catch a full view of the city. From above, it was a collection of shapes rather than structures, and the blue river called to him.

      The Draksa flew to it, dove, and flashed into the water with a giant splash. His wings were as effective underwater as above, and he glided gracefully along the bottom, disturbing the silt as he passed. He summoned a shield above him to keep it from rising to betray his position. All his kind breathed in water as easily as in air—part of their innate magical nature—and were completely at home beneath the surface. He coasted to a stop and settled into the cool alluvium. The quiet allowed him to think.

      He had no regrets over his choice of partner. Cali was definitely his kind of human. He wasn’t sure why that was, but he was happy it was. Maybe it was instinct. Lately, he’d wished his memory was clearer and that he had more than only urges to lead him. Fortunately, he was adaptable and didn’t spend too much time fretting. It would be nice to remember more, though.

      Two fish whipped past overhead, and he entertained the idea of chasing and eating them for a moment. An odd sound distracted him, and he spent several seconds trying to discern what it might have been before it was warped by distance and waves. A scream, maybe. Or a shout, but not a happy one.

      Fyre pushed up with his powerful legs and whipped his wings to gain speed. Sunlight greeted him as he broke the surface with water trailing from his body. He called in his veil again as he curved in the direction the sound had most likely come from. There were large buildings on the opposite shore, and he focused on them. Another sound surged through the air, definitely a scream this time. He turned toward it and headed to an abandoned-looking warehouse. When he reached it, he pulled up short and hovered in place with strong sweeps of his wings to peer through the broken places in the dirty windows.

      Inside, a group of four men in jeans and matching leather vests over t-shirts stood in a loose circle around a fifth, who clambered slowly off the floor. His face was bloody and he whimpered as he moved. As soon as he gained his feet, one of the men darted in and punched him in the nose to fell him again with another scream.

      Fyre growled quietly. While some three-on-one battles might be fair, this one clearly was not. Still, he waited, not sure what was going on. Perhaps these humans were playing a strange game? He couldn’t recall seeing anything like it but with his spotty memory, he wasn’t positive.

      The man on the far left—bald-headed, muscular, and sporting a chain that hung down the right-hand side of his dirty jeans—dispelled his concerns. “Well, now, Jimmy, it’s too bad you decided to open your mouth to the wrong people. We can’t have that.”

      The man on the ground shook his head and spoke fast. “No, I didn’t. The police sweated me but I didn’t say nothinʼ. I wouldn’t say nothinʼ never.”

      His accuser knelt to meet his gaze. “We all know you have no spine, Jimmy. Lying is all you’re good for. And now that we’ve had our fun, it’s time for you to go bye-bye.”

      The speaker rose and drew a gun from behind his back. Fyre launched himself forward and shattered the glass panes as he entered, already breathing frost at the man with the weapon. The cone caught the one nearest him as well and froze them both in place. He dropped the veil so the remaining man and his intended victim could see him, and both yelled and retreated to the far corner of the room.

      The remaining attacker produced a gun from somewhere and managed to squeeze off an impotent round before Fyre’s tail whipped in a vicious ark and broke his hand. He whimpered and cradled it. The Draksa shook his head slowly. Since Cali wasn’t with him and no one had seen him with her in his true form, there was no need to keep his abilities secret. He hissed, “Tell me who you are. Jimmy first.”

      The brown-haired and bearded man was wide-eyed and stammering. “Jimmy. I’m Jimmy.”

      Sigh. Fyre managed not to roll his eyes and instead, produced a threatening growl. “We’ve covered that. Tell me more.”

      “Uh, I’m with this gang. These guys. The Coypus.”

      The stupidity here is overwhelming. “Your group is named after giant rodents?”

      “Yeah, ʼcause we’re everywhere, you know?”

      “What I know is that you all clearly share only a single ill-working brain among you.” He turned to regard the other man. “If you wish to avoid finding yourself frozen like your friends, now would be a good time to add something useful to the conversation.”

      The man whimpered and shook his head. Jimmy blurted, “He’s Johnny. We were a team once. Jimmy and Johnny. But I messed up, I guess. I got caught. Now, I’m out.” He turned to the other man with a question on his face and received a nod. “Yeah, I’m out. The new boss doesn’t give second chances.”

      “What happened to the old boss?”

      The man laughed. “He’s dead. He tried to refuse the Zatoras and it didn’t work out for him. The rest of us didn’t care. As long as the money flows, it’s all good.” He frowned suddenly and turned to the other man. “Until it’s not. You were going to help them kill me!” Fyre blasted them both with ice to cover them and lock them in place before Jimmy’s punch could reach the head of his former friend.

      The Draksa sighed and spoke to the room full of statues. “This is when I could really use fingers. And one of those phones everyone carries.” He moved to a position outside the sightlines of the frozen gangmembers and cast a portal to take him to Cali’s room. Fortunately, she had both fingers and a phone. Now, I simply have to find a way to wake her without getting attacked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      At a loud crash, Cali whirled on the four Kilomea in the back corner of the tavern. “That’s the third one so far. Quit breaking things.” One of them looked sheepish and held the pieces of a stew bowl in his hands. She shook her head and stormed over to them. “Listen. You all need to either accept that you have to use wooden or metal bowls or start paying for the ones you break. Make a damn choice.”

      The giant she liked best, who had a wide face and soft eyes to balance his oversized muscular body, laughed in his unnaturally deep voice. “Little one, we apologize. You know that each new person we bring with us has to learn on their own. It’s part of the fun.”

      She shook her head again. “I feel like Zeb will back me up on this. Any breakage now gets added to your tab. We’re not made of bowls here.” She looked at the floor but apparently, the bowl had been empty when it was broken. Thank heavens for small favors. She kicked a tiny shard into the corner where she’d almost certainly forget to retrieve it later and moved on the next demanding customer.

      When she returned to the bar several minutes later with a tray of empties in her hand, Zeb chuckled at her. “You know I don’t care about the broken bowls, right?”

      She grinned as she put the glasses on the bar for him to wash. “I know. But they’re so big, they don’t get messed with enough. I feel it’s my responsibility.”

      He laughed outright. “Have you checked on the beastie lately?”

      Cali shook her head. “No, I’ll go take a look now if you can handle the place.”

      Zeb gave her a glare in response and she wandered off to the basement. When she’d left him, Fyre had been snoring on one of the crates, laying on his back like a fat cat. Now, he was curled up tail to nose like a less fat but still equally exhausted feline. She bopped him gently on the nose. “Hey, partner, are you all right?”

      An eyelid opened to reveal a slitted pupil. “Yes.” He uncurled and stretched, hopped to the ground, and shimmered as he adopted his Rottweiler illusion. “I simply didn’t think it would look right if I wandered up there without you.”

      “Good call. Everyone knows you’re very smart for a dog, but that might be pushing it.” She led him up the stairs and detoured into the dining room as he ambled behind the bar. Zeb disappeared from view, presumably to give the Draksa some welcoming pets and scratches. The two had become almost inseparable when they were in proximity, a situation that made her heart happy.

      As if her positive moment needed balancing, fate brought someone to the entrance who guaranteed that the good vibes wouldn’t last for long. Detective Kendra Barton strode inside, careful not to slam the door, and walked to the bar to trade verbal sallies with Zeb. His face displayed wary respect, so Cali wasn’t able to dislike her too much, but the dark-haired woman’s appearances rarely resulted in anything being easier. The way the detective’s eyes tracked her as she delivered drinks and picked up empties suggested that today wouldn’t be any different.

      She lingered a little longer in the common area than strictly necessary but finally had no excuses left and made her way to the front of the room. Barton’s small grin showed she was aware of the deliberate delay. “Cali.” The woman’s voice was neutral and professional.

      Deliberately, she infused fake joy into her own. “Kendra, how lovely to see you. Can I find you a seat? Perhaps among the Kilomea in the corner?” She’d love to discover how long the representative of the New Orleans Police Department would last under the challenging provocations of the martial-minded giants.

      Barton shook her head. “No, I’m good. I only came to chat. Do you have a minute?”

      Cali fake-cringed. “Oh, geez, now isn’t a great time.” She gestured at the customers. “I’m really busy and they’re rowdy tonight, and my boss will get mad. Maybe come back in a week or two?”

      The detective rolled her eyes and Zeb chuckled. “Be nice, Cali. Technically, she’s a customer, too.” He handed her a soda with lime, the only thing the woman had ever accepted in the tavern, then turned the bar gun and sprayed a stream of liquid out of sight. She heard Fyre’s mouth snap at it and had to laugh.

      “Okay, sure. What do you need?”

      “I had a weird gang incident crop up on the other side of the river. We had a random call on the tip line from an unlisted number. Anyway, the one person we managed to track from the location and bring in said something about a dragon. I decided this would be the place to ask about it. Do you know anything?”

      It took effort but she managed to keep her expression neutral. “I’ve never seen a dragon except on the sign.” That’s technically true. Fyre is a Draksa, not a dragon. And there’s no way to trace that call back to me. “Hopefully, you don’t think one of them came to life or something? Because that would be weird.”

      Kendra shook her head. “No, surely not that. But it’s like this tavern is the epicenter for weirdness of late. Do you know there are usually people watching the place?”

      Zeb chuckled. “Other than your people, you mean, Detective?”

      Barton nodded. “Exactly. Several others.”

      The dwarf shrugged. “We can’t control what others do. As long as they follow the rules while they’re inside and don’t mess with our customers when they arrive or leave, they’re welcome to waste their time staring at the door.” He turned to Cali with a grin. “Perhaps we should start an outdoor service? Offer them food and drink?”

      She shook her head. “I have more than enough to do, thanks. Maybe you could handle that part yourself.”

      The detective looked off to the side for an instant before she turned to the door. It opened to reveal Tanyith, who Cali hadn’t seen for a few days. Clearly, she’s in contact with her people on the outside. It makes sense. Her partner in crime was dressed for a night out in a fashionable suit and tie. He cleans up nice. She watched Barton notice him and saw the small grin she tried to hide. Uh-huh. There’s something there. I’m not sure what, but something.

      He looked from the detective to Zeb and then to her, and smiled in confusion. “Did I miss a meeting invitation? Or are you planning a surprise party for me? Really, you shouldn’t have.”

      Barton gave him her detective’s stare. “What, are your gang buddies not taking care of you, Shalen?” Cali blinked and realized that she’d never actually heard his surname.

      He laughed. “Good detecting. You’ve cracked the case of my last name. So you don’t have to spend any more time, my nickname used to be Shale. I’ve left both names behind, exactly like the Atlantean gang. Now, I’m only Tanyith, except on my driver’s license.”

      Cali sighed loudly. “It’s shameless the way you flirt with him, Kendra. Maybe you two should find a room so you can get it out of your system. Not here, of course,” she hurried to add. She turned her head to look at Zeb. “I won’t be able to go into the back rooms tonight because of the image that I just had. Or, maybe, ever.” She made a theatrical shudder.

      The other woman put her head in her palm for a minute, then looked up with a sigh. “It is really difficult to do nice things for you people. But a deal is a deal. The ship I gave you the info on has been rescheduled—something about a hurricane, apparently. It’ll be in a week from Wednesday.”

      Tanyith frowned. “You’re not messing with us, I hope.”

      She shook her head. “I keep my promises, Shalen. All of them. You’d both be wise to remember that.” She waved at Zeb and turned to the door. No one stopped her and soon, she was out of sight.

      “Wait one,” Cali said and made a circuit through the customers to ensure that everyone was taken care of. There were drinks to deliver, empties and bowls to clean up, and tabs to collect, and it was almost a half-hour before she was caught up enough to rejoin the men. They were laughing together and Tanyith sipped something out of one of the small glasses Zeb reserved for his cask specials, which were usually fairly potent. Sips are an appropriate choice. You continue to be smarter than you look.

      The dwarf nodded at her arrival. “Good timing. We were talking about you.”

      She frowned. “What about me?”

      “That you’re probably in danger,” Tanyith replied.

      She laughed. “Yeah, the ambush kind of gave that one away, genius. Very helpful. Thanks for stopping by. You can go now.”

      He gave Zeb a look that she read as exasperation and swiveled to face her directly. “No, I mean bigger danger than that. Our little game with the disguises would never have held for long, and the fact that you’ve had eyes on you in multiple places is telling. The ambush was minor league. I’m honestly surprised they tried it.”

      “It didn’t feel minor when the fire tried to cook me.”

      “Okay, minor league zealots,” he said with a shrug. “But still not the way either of the gang leaders would have done it. They’d want it to be personal and drawn out. It kind of has to be to answer for our offense.”

      She sighed. Yeah, I know, but it’s not like there’s much we can do about it. “What about you? Do you think they’re targeting both of us?”

      “I’m less predictable than you are. I move around constantly and I don’t have a job to go to yet, so they probably can’t get a solid bead on me. But with you, they know if they watch the square, the tavern, and your dojo, you’re bound to appear at one of them on any given day.”

      She set the tray she’d forgotten she was holding on the bar and climbed onto the seat beside him. Fortunately, the elderly wizards who often held down several chairs across from Zeb and made enough noise for three times their number were absent that evening. “Do you think that my friends or Emalia are in danger?”

      Zeb nodded, a serious look on his face. “More than they would be if they had no connection to you, to be sure. You should warn them to skedaddle if they have any suspicions about a person or a situation.”

      “Skedaddle? Really?” She shook her head. “Honestly, it’s like you get a year older with every passing month. I thought dwarves were supposed to live longer, not get prematurely senile.”

      His tone was amused. “Valerie wouldn’t like to hear you talk that way.”

      She looked at his battle ax prominently displayed above the bar. It was a visible threat but never more than that. She’d never seen him hold it in anger and frankly, had a difficult time imagining that he ever had. He merely didn’t seem the type. “Yeah. You’ll hit me with an ax for being a smart-mouth. Sure, Zeb.”

      Tanyith laughed. “She’s got you there. You need to cultivate a scarier persona, clearly. Outside these walls, the stories are ominous, but once someone meets you, they kind of fray around the edges.”

      In another life, Zeb must have been a monk given how disconnected he seemed from minor—or major—worries. He simply grinned and nodded. “That’s the way I like it. Mysterious.”

      Cali rapped her knuckles on the bar. “Anyway, back to the exceedingly important topic at hand. My safety.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “I’m of the opinion that the best defense is to strike them while they’re still thinking about attacking you.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “Scale is an issue. There’s a large number of them and only two of us. Three if you count Zeb.”

      “Four if you count Fyre, but yeah, I see the problem.” She exhaled a low sigh. “We’ll simply have to let it lie for now and see how it turns out. I’ll keep my eyes open.”

      “Me too.” Her partner turned to the dwarf. “Maybe you can have a chat with the people you know and have them watch for trouble too?”

      He nodded. “They’re already on it. Everyone’s doing what they can because no one wants to see this situation escalate.”

      Cali shook her head. “No one but the Zatoras and the Atlanteans, anyway. I don’t think it’ll end while they’re both still around.”

      Tanyith raised his glass, took a large sip, and impressively managed to avoid coughing. “Knowing the Atlanteans like I do, I’d say that’s a very fair assessment.” He lifted his drink in a toast. “To teamwork and staying alive, then.” A deep gulp finished it and he stood only slightly unsteadily. “Now, I need to get home. I have an appointment tomorrow.”

      She made a woo-ing sound. “Hot date?”

      He gave one of the softest smiles she’d ever seen on his face. “An old friend.”

      “Old female friend.”

      Rather than reply, he merely turned and wandered out the door. Once it closed behind him, she leaned closer to Zeb and whispered, “You know what, I bet she’s not old at all.”

      The dwarf laughed. “No, not with that look on his face. Doubtless, she’s more age-appropriate than some.”

      Cali scowled. “Don’t you start. And don’t tell me you don’t see the sparks from Barton when he’s around, either. She’s the one he needs to watch out for. It’s never good to consort with the enemy.”

      He gave one last chuckle. “She’s closer to friend than foe. Jealous much?”

      She gave him a pitying shake of her head. “Stop trying to use young-people lingo, Zeb. It only makes you look sad.” With a wink, she snatched her tray up and returned to the customers.
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      Tanyith strode up the sidewalk to Sienna’s house with flowers clutched in his left hand. This time, he’d purchased them from a street vendor rather than picking at random from the garden islands decorating the lane. He was fairly sure the points he’d lose for off-the-cuff thoughtfulness would be regained for not destroying her neighborhood.

      Unlike the first occasion, when he’d arrived unannounced and saturated with trepidation, he had been invited this time. Despite her parting words a week and a half or so earlier, he hadn’t really expected her to be receptive to another visit. The fact that she’d been the one to reach out filled him with positive vibes. Don’t get too crazy here, Tanyith. It’s a long way from having a drink together to rekindling a flame that might have burned all the way out for her.

      The door opened without him having to knock, and the sight of her took his breath away, exactly as it always had. Her eyes were a beautiful trap, sparkling, intense, and deep enough to fall into. All that surrounded them was gorgeous, but he’d constantly been captured first by those luminous pools. That much, at least, hadn’t changed.

      He stopped on the porch and grinned, probably like a fool. “Hi, See.”

      She smiled. “Hi yourself.” She reached out for the flowers, took them, and sniffed deeply. “Beautiful. Come on in.”

      With a laugh, he stepped through the doorway behind her. “Thanks for the compliment.”

      She groaned. “Stupid joke, stupid person.”

      Exactly like old times. “The joke isn’t bad merely because the audience is too unsophisticated for it.”

      She walked into the kitchen and pulled a vase down from a cabinet. “Yeah, sophistication. That’s the issue.” She twisted the handle to run water into the vessel, then turned to set it on the island between them. Her long fingers retrieved a small knife from the drawer and she twirled it once like a performer before she sliced the stems at an angle and dropped the bouquet in the vase. “Seriously, though, the flowers are very pretty. You were thoughtful to bring them.”

      Her tone, suddenly less playful, warned him she had something on her mind. “What’s up, Sienna?”

      She shook her head. “Drink first. I want to know what you’ve been up to.”

      Again, it was like it always had been. Despite being a free spirit, certain formalities existed in her world that must be observed. Chief among them was her desire to be a good host. He followed her to the living room, where a set of four glasses stood around an ice bucket and a bottle of amber liquid. She sat cross-legged on one battered couch and gestured him to the nearby matching chair, then used metal tongs to plink cubes into two tumblers and poured. “Infused ginger bourbon.”

      He took the glass, sipped, and nodded in appreciation as the whiskey burned its way across his tongue and into his throat. “Delicious. You have always been a genius when it comes to flavors.”

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. “Not only that.”

      Tanyith laughed. “Indeed. Not only. So, let’s have it.”

      She frowned. “It feels weird asking you to do this for me.”

      He shrugged. “We have too much shared history to worry about that kind of stuff, and you know it. Hit me.”

      Her sigh spoke volumes. “After we broke up, I dated a guy for a while. I really liked him. Things were going well, I thought, and then he flat-out vanished. Gone like he’d never existed. Numbers didn’t work, and he wasn’t around any of the places where he had been.” She frowned and studied her hands, which were folded in her lap. “I’m kind of ashamed to say I looked for him. Hard. I was a little crazy.”

      The confession unsettled him but he laughed. “Been there. Sometimes, the brain winds up stuck in a loop it can’t get out of.” He knew the guy she was talking about because while he hadn’t neared stalker status, he had spent more hours than were healthy in the nightspots she frequented after they’d split. The sight of them together had been like lava in his belly. “It gets better. It merely takes time.”

      “It’s been almost a year and I’m still not past it. So…I know you must need work and I have some money set aside. I’ll hire you to look into his disappearance. We could do a contract or whatever you want and we both win. You make some cash and I get some closure.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll do it for free.”

      “No. Just…no.” Pain or guilt or both flickered across her face. “This can only work if I pay you. That’s the only way I won’t feel dirty about it. Please, say you’ll do it.”

      Unsure how she would take his next question, he hesitated. “What if the news is bad?”

      She sniffed and made kind of a half-laugh and half-sob. “It can’t be worse than the answers my brain gives me.” She raised her eyes to meet his. “It’s not about the romance anymore. I don’t think there’s anything that could bridge the gap. I simply need to know why. Was it me? Was it something else? It chews on me.”

      “And if I find him and he won’t answer?”

      Sienna raised her hands, then let them drop. “That would be something, anyway. I can work with that but I can’t handle the absence of some kind of explanation.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Needing resolution is something I understand well. I had thirteen months to think about nothing else.”

      She managed a half-smile. “So you’ll do it, then?”

      “I will. Let’s call it twenty-five an hour plus expenses. Does that sound good?”

      “You could go higher.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not exactly in demand at the moment and it’s not like I have a mortgage or anything. Plus, this gives me the flexibility to keep working on my own stuff at the same time. Win-win.”

      “Win-win,” Sienna echoed.

      “But there’s one catch.”

      She chuckled. “There always was, with you. What is it?”

      “You have to let me take you out to dinner.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?"

      “There’s no way to tell until we do it. No pressure, only dinner. With dancing as your exclusive option.”

      “It’s lonely in prison, huh?” She raised an eyebrow.

      When he broke into laughter, she joined him. After a moment, he was able to speak again and said, “Yes, it was, but that’s not the reason. It was circumstances that pulled us apart before. Now, those have changed. Maybe there could be something more than friendship for us. If not, we’d still have a nice meal together. But I’d like to be sure. You know, for the sake of closure.”

      She shook her head. “Well played, Tay.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Sienna nodded. “It is. I’m busy this weekend. A week from Friday?”

      “Deal. Now, do you have any idea where I should start looking for this person who was stupid enough to leave you?”

      “Yeah. But you definitely won’t like the answer.”

      “I hear that often lately. Tell me anyway.”

      “He was hanging around the Horsehead mostly toward the end.”

      He muttered a curse under his breath. “Any other leads?”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s it. I told you it wouldn’t make you happy.” He rose and she matched his movement and wrapped him in a hug. She whispered, “Thank you.”

      For a moment, he rested his chin on her head. “You got it, See. I always said you were irresistible. It seems like it’s still true.” She laughed into his chest and there were more words, but his brain had already moved on to the next task. When the door closed behind him, he pulled his phone out and pressed the second speed dial button.

      Moments later, a brusque voice answered. “Barton. Who’s this?”

      “Tanyith.”

      She barked a short laugh. “How’d you get this number, Shale?”

      He sighed inwardly and chose not to give her the pleasure of rising to the bait and correcting her again. “It’s nice to have friends, Detective. So, I thought in the interest of continuing our partnership on good terms, you might be willing to answer a question for me.”

      She replied neutrally, “First, let me clarify that I owe you exactly nothing. But go ahead and ask.”

      “What do you know about the Stallion Bar?”

      A note of interest entered her tone. “A lot, actually. Why are you asking?”

      “A friend requested that I look into someone who disappeared. He was last seen hanging out there.”

      “Recently?”

      “Nah. Long gone, but that’s all I have to go on.”

      “So you’re a private eye now?”

      He laughed. “Are you gonna keep breaking my balls, Detective? I have other people I can approach for information.”

      A smile crept into her voice. “Nah, I’ll give you this one for free. It’s a gathering place for the human gangs in town, usually but not always peacefully.”

      That confirmed his perception of it. His friends had taken to calling it the Horsehead because of the scene from The Godfather. “So that’s one more thing that hasn’t changed since my time.”

      “You probably won’t be particularly welcome there, given your history.”

      “I doubt anyone there will know me anymore.”

      “It depends. It’s run by the Zatoras now. Is there any reason they might recognize you?”

      He winced. Not good. “Nothing more than any other guy, I suppose, Detective.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m not stupid, Shale. If you decide to leave neutral territory, be careful, okay? I’d hate to have to explain to Caliste how the guy who’s been hitting on her died suddenly and violently.”

      Somehow, he managed not to growl. “I’m not hitting on her.”

      “Sure, sure.” He wasn’t able to read her voice, but he sensed that she was playing with him. “So, anything else, Philip Marlowe?”

      Again, he couldn’t help but laugh. “No thanks, Columbo, I’m set.”

      “See you around. Try to make sure it’s not on a slab, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best, Detective. Same to you.”

      She clicked off without responding, and he shook his head. Kendra Barton is the most annoying woman I’ve ever met. But damn, she’s good.
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      So many things had changed in Cali’s life since the death of her parents, but this room in the back of Emalia’s place remained constant with the same beat-up table, the same vinyl-covered chairs, and the same chipped tea set. It provided constant reassurance that the world would keep turning and that she could always depend upon it and upon her former guardian, ongoing mentor, and only known relative to remain steadfast.

      Her aunt had decided to keep her shop closed today and was in what Cali thought of as her “loungewear”—a grey Loyola sweatsuit and large fuzzy slippers. It was far from a regular look for the woman but it suited her. At their feet, Fyre lay curled in his natural form to take up as little space as possible in the cramped room. She had offered to share a bigger place with the other woman, but the answer was always the same. “I have what I need and that is sufficient.”

      I have what I need too. But I’m not sure I have enough space for the lummox at my feet. Especially if he grows any larger. The jury was still out on whether Fyre would grow beyond his current size, but the possibility couldn’t be discounted. Emalia poured tea into both cups, a new brew she’d said she was testing to see if it was more energizing than the last one. She sipped it with a grimace, and the older woman laughed.

      “You kids today can’t handle a little bitterness.”

      “This isn’t merely bitter. This is like licking the pure essence of bitterness. You may have cracked a hole in the entire bitterness-space-time continuum with this creation.” She took another sip. “Okay, it gets slightly better. Now, it’s only horrible rather than deadly.”

      “Wimp.”

      She laughed. “Woo, tough words. Are you sure you want to break out the big guns on your grandniece like that?”

      Emalia rolled her eyes. “Impudent whelp.” She couldn’t keep the edges of her mouth from twitching up, though.

      “If you dislike the monster you created, that’s on you, Doctor Frankenstein.”

      The older woman shook her head. “You spend too much time on the streets with your friends. It’s made your tongue sharp. Where’s the respect for your elders?”

      Cali stared incredulously at her until they both broke into laughter. “You’ve taught me everything I know, lady. You have only yourself to blame.”

      Her aunt nodded and feigned sadness. “It’s a pity. I have no idea where I went wrong.”

      The banter subsided into a comfortable silence until the tea was finished and her teacher tilted her chin at her. “So, what do you wish to practice today?”

      She scratched the back of her neck. “I’m not sure. I have to work on maintaining my disguises better, but that’s not new. Things are getting a little scarier out there, though, and I feel like I might need to be much stronger and faster in order to deal with it. So, can you make that happen?”

      The older woman released a soft laugh and shook her head. “If only it worked that way, my child. But it doesn’t. Magical skill, like any skill, is only learned through practice and more practice.”

      “So, what would you recommend? I’ve faced force, fire, shadow, and lightning. Oh, and ice from this doofus.” She gave Fyre a gentle kick, and he snorted chill fog up the leg of her jeans, which made her shudder.

      Emalia shrugged. “Any and all of them would be useful for fighting enemies directly. As time permits, you should test each one. But it seems as if you might be best served to avoid direct opposition when you can—evade a strike more than meet force with force to block it. True?”

      Cali nodded. “Sensei Ikehara would say that is the best way. Who am I to argue? Besides, I have Fyre to handle the direct stuff.” She laughed. “Although my Aikido teacher—and everyone else who really knows me—would also point out that I go with force against force as a default.”

      Her aunt clapped briskly. “Well, we can work on all these areas, then. But it’s mental magic we should focus on for now, as your skills in force magic have proven adequate thus far.”

      She tilted her head to the side in confusion. “Come again?”

      Emalia grinned. “I’m not surprised that you don’t recognize the description. It’s part of the Atlantean heritage but one abandoned long ago as our society shifted to trials of combat for advancement. The subtle skills are not well suited for such engagements.”

      “You sound like Yoda, only with your words in the correct order.”

      She laughed. “An apt characterization, since we’ll work on mind tricks.”

      Cali frowned. “I won’t have to lift rocks with my mind, will I?”

      Her mentor cackled in amusement. “Good is telekinesis, yes. But for such things, the time is not right.”

      She put her forehead down on the table and muttered, “Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi. Everyone around me has gone insane. You’re my only hope.”

      “So. Is that the path you wish to travel today?”

      Cali lifted her head with a sigh. “Tell me more about it.”

      Emalia shrugged. “It’s very much like illusion, but you will manifest the effects in the target’s mind, rather than the real world.”

      She frowned. “So, mind control?”

      A stern look grew on her teacher’s face. “Only in the most extreme uses, and I would never countenance it except in cases of life and death. More often, it is used to distract, deceive, or occlude.”

      Her frown expanded. “That still sounds like dark side stuff, Ms Yoda.”

      Emalia shrugged. “If it allows you to end a situation without fighting, is it not worthwhile?”

      A flippant reply jumped to her lips, but she forced herself to really consider the question. The woman’s words usually carried depths of meaning. “I’m not sure. I guess as long as I’m not forcing whoever it is to do something they wouldn’t do anyway. Like, it wouldn’t be okay to make one person kill another.”

      Her mentor waved her hand. “That isn’t possible without years of training, and then only against the weakest-willed people. No, this is more about making them look away at a pivotal moment or perhaps hear something that isn’t there. It could even be to take actions, but not ones that would cause them extreme distress.”

      Thinking back to the recent past, being able to make the Zatora thugs outside the nightclub think they’d missed them would have been extremely useful. Or to have the one guarding the back look the wrong way at the right time. “Is this more dependable than illusion?”

      Emalia nodded. “There’s always the chance that an illusion will fail at the wrong moment or that it will be detected because it’s such a large and powerful spell. These magics are subtle and focused. As such, they are less likely to be noticed.”

      Cali leaned back and folded her arms. “Great Aunt, you have an evil and manipulative streak in you that I didn’t expect but definitely appreciate.”

      The woman across the table laughed. “You know much less about me than you might think, Caliste. So, is it your desire to learn the way of mental magic?”

      The idea of messing with other people’s minds made her stomach squirm. It’s one thing to cast an illusion—that’s messing with the world, not with individual brains. This is a violation. I’m not sure what kind, but still. She was about to say no when she remembered the session with Ikehara. If she didn’t fully commit, he’d more or less said, she’d lose. And she couldn’t afford that, not with the number of people depending on her.

      Cali took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yes. I need to. So, where do we begin?”

      Emalia smiled and looked pleased with the answer. “Where we always begin. Clear your mind.”

      She went through the steps of locking down her whirling thoughts, pushing them into alcoves like the ones at the back of the Dragons, and sealing them in with police caution tape. The process was quicker each time she did it—which was far more often since she’d pushed herself onto the Atlanteans’ radar—and in a matter of seconds, she was ready.

      Her teacher’s voice changed during lessons and became sterner and less understanding. It was a window into how she might have been as a younger woman before the confidence that came with age mellowed her. “Where before, you focused on changing the things around your subject, now you have to change them. I want you to concentrate on me. This is kind of like what we did earlier, where you sent a feeling or idea, but it’s different as well. Mental messages are a low-level version of this skill.”

      She interrupted, “So I’ll be able to do telepathy after this?”

      Emalia sighed. “Focus, please. Yes, with training, but that’s not the point of this session.” Cali apologized and put that exciting concept into an alcove with the others. “So. You want me to be distracted by something. If it only manifested in the real world, it might be noticed by those you don’t intend to affect, so you have to place it in my mind. More, though, you have to make me susceptible to it. I could simply ignore it. So, it’s two parts simultaneously. First, you change me so I’ll be primed to notice it and second, you give me the thing to notice.”

      Cali closed her eyes and opened her senses. She could hear the other woman’s breaths and the way she adjusted her chair and could smell her perfume, along with a general sense of her presence. The scent drew her, and she sent her mind along the path to its source. As she did so, an image of her teacher built in her inner vision and gained resolution and detail as she moved forward. It was like nothing she’d ever experienced, and while she wanted to stay and investigate, the line she followed was too tenuous and fragile to permit any distraction.

      She focused harder, now seeking a way into the figure before her. It changed and solid lines became a series of dots as she grew closer, giving her the key. It wasn’t about creating a specific entry point but about making her magic small enough to crawl into the spaces that already existed. She concentrated on planting the idea of the shop being open into her mind, then created the sound of the bell that rang when the front door was used.

      When Emalia’s head twitched in that direction and broke into a smile, she felt it. It was less than she’d wanted but it was something, and for a first step, she’d take it. Her eyes opened to find a grin on her teacher’s face.

      “Good work, Cali. Remember what you did because the experience is different for everyone. Your magic acts as an interpreter, translating the real world in a way that you can best interact with it. It’s unique to you.”

      She laughed. “Yet one more thing that’s unique about me. I’m special, really.” The older woman chuckled in response, and Fyre snorted. She frowned at him. “Shut it, you. I don’t see you doing mental magic.” He opened an eye, winked it slowly, and closed it again.

      Emalia said, “I’ve done some research at the library into Draksa. It’s actually quite unique that he can speak out loud. Normally, communication with them is through emotional resonance or, with the most intelligent ones, through a form of telepathy. It’s strange that he doesn’t use mental magic, actually.” Her voice turned playful. “If I had to guess, he thinks you’re not sophisticated enough to understand him if he tries to talk mind to mind.”

      Cali huffed dramatically and stood. “I will not sit here and be insulted.”

      Her teacher interrupted with a laugh. “Is that why you’re standing?”

      She growled in mock annoyance. “I will neither sit nor stand here and be insulted. Let’s go, Fyre. There are people out there in the square who will actually be nice to us.” She extended her tongue at the older woman and drew more laughter. The Draksa climbed to his feet with a catlike stretch and ambled toward the door.

      Emalia said, “Be safe, child, and continue to practice what you learned today. Come back as soon as you can, and we’ll work on more.”

      Dropping the act, Cali replied, “You too. Keep an eye out for anything weird. Call me if you need anything—any time.”

      Her aunt waved at her. “I’m more than capable of handling my own affairs. Off with you.”

      She looked at Fyre. “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to be the person who thought she was merely an old lady who could be taken advantage of. Crispy-fried-bad-guy.”

      The Draksa snorted, clearly amused. She opened the door to the sunny afternoon and strode out, already excited to see Dasante and what they could put together to entertain the tourists—some of whom would have the added experience of a little mind magic practice to go with their show.
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      She made it through most of the evening shift without incident until the opening door revealed Tanyith. He wasn’t in nightclub wear today, only jeans and a t-shirt, which she thought of as his “real” clothes. I guess I don’t really know what’s real for him since I’ve only known him for a couple of weeks. He took a seat at the bar and began to chat to Zeb. The hunch in his back and the way he held his shoulders conveyed worry.

      Cali made sure the customers near her were properly taken care of before she snaked through the loud crowd to join her friends. Tanyith had chosen a soda instead of one of the small glasses, which reinforced the idea that he was concerned about something. She slid into the seat next to him.

      Zeb said, “We were waiting for you. He has some questions, and I thought you might be able to weigh in.”

      The man turned to face her. “Do you know anything about the Stallion Bar?”

      She shrugged. “It’s fairly low-key and doesn’t have the highest quality clientele. Definitely not a place for the tourists.”

      The dwarf nodded. “I would describe it the same way. The magical council keeps an eye on it because it’s long been a place where humans who are…shall we say, less than accepting of others have gathered.”

      Tanyith barked a laugh. “That’s a gentle way of saying human gang members, right?”

      Zeb shrugged. “Another fitting description, sure.”

      “Do you know whether the Zatoras have taken it over completely? And if so, when?”

      Cali frowned. “Why are you so hot on the Stallion?”

      He sighed. “It’s a long and involved story, but the short version is that I’m being paid to look into someone’s disappearance. A magical, in fact, and that person was last seen hanging around that bar. It was a while ago, though. Shortly after I went inside.”

      The proprietor shook his head. “That’s more than enough time for the trail to go cold.”

      Tanyith nodded. “I’m aware of that. But it’s the only lead I have at the moment.”

      She patted him on the shoulder. “Well, if you need an assist, I’m certainly willing to help you.” She paused to let the seemingly kind gesture sink in. “For a percentage. Sixty sounds right.”

      The two laughed, and they all turned as the front door to the bar banged open. Two men entered, both of whom she recognized from the night they’d brought the gangs together at the Dragons. They were the ones who had accompanied the leader of the Zatora syndicate. One was thin and intelligent-looking but still carried an aura of danger. The other was clearly muscle. Both appeared to have weapons hidden under their jackets.

      They surveyed the room with sharp eyes before one moved forward to stand near the bar and the other stepped aside from where he blocked the entrance. Their boss, Rion Grisham, stepped into the tavern with a sour expression. He wore a brown suit that looked more expensive than any ten things she’d ever owned over tan and brown shoes that probably cost as much as the rest of her wardrobe put together. His face was clean-shaven, and it would be easy to mistake him for a corporate executive if you caught him without his muscle at hand.

      He walked forward and leaned on the side of the bar, putting him between Zeb and Tanyith from her angle. Her muscles tensed, and she realized belatedly that there was something about him that scared her. Maybe it was the way he’d yanked them off the street on a whim. Or maybe it’s that he has every reason to want revenge on us for breaking into his place. And he seems like someone who doesn’t make a habit of letting things go easily.

      Zeb was smooth, as always. “Greetings, Mr Grisham. What will you and your friends have?”

      The man responded with a thin smile. “Only words for now, Zarden.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Mr Shale. Ms Leblanc.” Their names came out like a threat—or a promise.

      The dwarf asked, “Are you here to use the Dragons as neutral territory, then? No other factions are present at the moment.”

      He shook his head and leaned in a little further as if to share information he didn’t want others to hear. “No, it’s you three I wish to speak to—and of.”

      Damn. That’s not good. She met Zeb’s eyes, and he inclined his head slightly to the left, which she took as a negative reply. Okay. We’ll let it play out. She reached inside and touched her magic but didn’t bring it forward.  The man between the door and the bar stepped six inches closer as if he, too, wanted to hear what Grisham would say.

      The Zatora leader tapped his index finger on the wooden surface as he spoke. “That little trick with the disguises was quite clever. It threw us off the scent for a day but you couldn’t actually have thought we’d believe the stolen items somehow randomly wound up here. Come on, give us credit for some intelligence, anyway.”

      Zeb shrugged and Tanyith remained silent. She did the same, although the snarky comment about his brainpower that had raced from her head to her tongue challenged her restraint.

      “So, two disguised individuals came into my house and messed with my things, which wound up at this bar. It just so happens I had two people from this bar in my house not a week before. That kind of coincidence is difficult to ignore.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “Still, the universe is a random place.”

      Grisham showed his teeth in a grim smile. “I’ve built a career on believing everything is connected. Sure, there’s been a mistake or two along the way, but most of the time, it proves true. So I’m here to put you on notice.” He turned his head to face Zeb. “I haven’t decided what my response to the invasion will be. Maybe I’ll take a piece of the earnings from this place under the table so no one will think your precious neutrality is violated. You’ll hear my decision before too long.”

      Her flinch at the man’s words caused Tanyith to touch her knee. The speaker didn’t seem to notice or didn’t care if he did. He simply returned his gaze to the two of them. “You two, on the other hand, had better stay out of my way. If I or one of my people sees you anywhere you shouldn’t be, you can count on it turning into trouble.” He raised a palm to stop her as she opened her mouth to speak. “Shh. Don’t say a word. You might live longer.”

      He straightened, nodded to Zeb, and exited the bar. His lieutenants backed out behind him. They were silent until he had departed, then Tanyith sighed loudly. “Gee, that went well.”

      Zeb shrugged. “It was inevitable. But it’s not worth worrying about, other than to take him at his word and plan accordingly.”

      “So you think we should let him go?” she demanded. “Let him get away with threatening us like that?”

      Tanyith stood. “No chance. Is there a back door out of here?”
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      After Cali had escorted him out, Tanyith used a burst of force magic to carry him to the top of the building two stories above. He recognized the same limo that had picked them up halfway down the street, headed in a different direction than the mansion. Excellent. Let’s see what you’re up to, Grisham.

      He repeated the magic to launch himself from roof to roof, choosing vectors that would keep him out of sight of pedestrians and traffic below. When he had to cross a big intersection, he shrouded himself in illusion before he did so and hopefully ensured that he would seem like a ripple in the night sky if anyone noticed his passing. His skills in illusion and veils were not particularly impressive as he’d always been a charge in and meet the challenge head-on kind of person.

      As he followed the car, his mind wandered and he considered the three women who populated his life at the moment. Sienna appeared to be the same as ever, and despite the hope that had prodded him to ask her out, he had changed enough that reconnecting romantically might be difficult. Cali had the potential to grow into a good friend, especially if they continued to do stupid things together. Her drive was completely unlike See’s go with the flow attitude. The fact that the young woman studied an indirect martial art seemed at odds with what he knew about her.

      Finally, Barton was like a grown-up, jaded version of Cali—aggressive, no-nonsense, but smart and wielding a wicked tongue. Most of the time, he found her as abrasive as hell, but he had to admit her head was mostly in the right place. Except where his status as a former gang member was concerned.

      He crouched on a rooftop when the car stopped at an unremarkable building among a cluster of old warehouses. It was three stories or so high with a peaked roof. The first level was all cement block and the second and third were constructed using metal sheets. The structure was entirely industrial and made a strange juxtaposition with the limo that stood outside waiting for an oversized garage door to roll out of the way. When it did, the vehicle pulled in out of sight and the rolling barrier closed ponderously behind it.

      Tanyith could have made it inside with a leap and a dash and some magic, but he didn’t possess that level of impulsiveness. He resigned himself to a long wait for them to emerge. It made zero sense to investigate the location while they were present. He had finally found a comfortable place to sit when a thump sounded from across the rooftop. His adrenaline surged as he scrambled to his feet to discover the Draksa looking at him with its tongue hanging out.

      Before he could say anything, soft cursing emanated from the side of the building and he peered over the edge to find Cali scaling the fire escape. When she reached the top, she pointed at Fyre. “You need to carry a climbing rope or something. Or maybe a saddle so I can ride on your back. I’m tired of running around dodging people and cars and trying to follow your scaly ass while you soar overhead.”

      He snorted and she scowled at the creature again. She turned to face him and laughed at his expression. “What? You didn’t think I would let you handle this on your own, did you?”
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      Cali hated every second of waiting for the Zatoras to leave the building but knew Tanyith was right—it was the smart play. That didn’t diminish the way it chafed against her nerves, though. The bastard comes into our place and threatens us? He needs to be taken down a peg or three.

      She held rationality at arm’s length and let her emotions burn, hoping they’d consume themselves and allow her to think more clearly. Aiming for a balance of cold logic and hot instinct had always worked for her but right now, she had more of the latter than she needed. Scumbag. She shook her head and sighed.

      The Draksa leaned against her where he sat on her left and pushed her into Tanyith. He pushed back, and she transmitted the motion to Fyre. They’d played this stupid game for almost fifteen minutes, and she was ready to kill them both. The slap she was about to deliver to both heads was preempted by the sounds of the garage door opening below.

      Together, they snuck forward to peer over the edge. Sure enough, the limo was pulling away. She gave the building one more cursory scan to match the seven or eight she’d already done. It had no windows and only the garage door and one other entry point on the ground level. The peaked roof provided no clear access inside. Presumably, there’d be more on the far side but since that faced the river, they’d be more visible in their approach. Tanyith had agreed that to use the main door or the garage was the better way to go.

      She led the others down the fire escape on the opposite side of the building, and they walked through the alley. Cali pictured two of the other Atlanteans she’d seen pictures of and created a hasty disguise over her and Tanyith, trusting Fyre to take care of his own visibility. They crossed the street at a slow amble, merely a couple of ordinary folks out for a walk in the deserted warehouse district. He raised a hand and the camera that slowly panned above the door froze in place, pointed away from them.

      When she tried the handle, it was locked, although that wasn’t a surprise. Tanyith removed the same device he’d used before from his pocket and jammed it against the lock. Moments later, he turned the knob to let them in. She paused so Fyre could sneak through the opening, then closed it quietly behind them. What had appeared to be three floors from the outside was clearly less on the inside, as the one they were on extended vertically for at least a story and a half. Palettes of boxed goods wrapped in heavy plastic were arranged in rows and columns in the back half of the space. The section to their left was where the limo had pulled in, and there was an open area on their right that included a metal staircase leading up through the ceiling.

      She whispered, “This place is way too big and way too filled up for comfort. Stolen stuff, maybe?”

      Tanyith nodded. “Most likely. Apparently, the gang has all kinds of diverse things going on—more than we thought.”

      Fyre had already moved to the staircase, so she followed him up as quietly as she was able and rolled her feet carefully from heel to toe with each step. At the top was an entirely different arrangement. Where the downstairs was wide open, the stairs ended in a room with a heavy door blocking the path to the larger portion of the building. Beside that door, a man with a rifle surged to his feet at her appearance. Fyre had moved out of the line of fire, and she punched the air to deliver a fist of force to his midsection. He doubled over with a loud “oomph” but started to raise the weapon as he straightened. By then, she was beside him and pushed on his arms to lift the gun higher. His shots went into the ceiling when he pressed the trigger.

      She held onto his wrist, spun under his arms, and thrust her right elbow into his ribs. As a follow-up, she stamped on the top of his foot, and when he shifted his balance reflexively, she yanked his arms down and over her to flip him. His rifle clattered away as he landed hard. Tanyith knelt beside the fallen thug and withdrew zip ties from his pocket to bind the guard’s hands and feet together.

      Cali crouched beside him. “You actually carry zip ties around?”

      He shrugged. “After what we’ve been through lately? Yeah. You never know. Plus, if you’re arrested with them, they’re far more explainable than handcuffs.”

      She shook her head. “Do you think anyone heard the shots?”

      Tanyith nodded. “For sure. I can’t imagine they’d have only one person on guard. If they cared enough to guard it, they would have cared enough to have multiple people.”

      “Plan?”

      “I don’t think either of us has enough mojo to blast that door off its hinges. It’s probably on a heavy steel frame bolted to the floor and to a crossbeam. So I’ll have to pick the lock. Then you can pull it open, and I’ll charge in.”

      “How good are your shields?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Adequate. Plus, this was my idea, so I’ll go first. No complaining.”

      She laughed. “Gotcha, boss. You do whatever your maleness requires you to do, no matter how stupid.”

      Grumbling under his breath, he pulled the device out and inserted it into the lock again. It hummed slightly before the latch clicked and he repeated the process with the deadbolt above. She whispered, “What is that?”

      Tanyith grinned. “It’s a power lock pick gun. I stole it from a government locksmith a long time ago. It works like a charm on most simple ones.”

      “What do you do for complex locks?”

      “Blast them away with magic. Pull the door on three.” He counted on his fingers, and she yanked the barrier aside as the last one came down. When he surged into the room, the rifle reports indicated four shots in rapid succession. She followed him in, raised a force shield in front of her, and discovered a long hallway with doorways set into either side. Her partner was three-quarters of the way down it, and the man who had shot at him was falling, apparently the victim of a magical attack.

      She had a moment of relief at the ease of the victory before two men appeared in the middle of the corridor, one from each side. The first turned toward Tanyith, and she attacked him with a growl and threw a force punch at him. The other closed quickly and by the time his partner went down, his fist had already covered most of the distance to her face.

      There was no time to block so she yanked her head in the same direction in which the blow traveled. With both motions in sync, the impact was far less damaging when it landed than it would have been. Still, it careened her toward the wall and a painful collision with another heavy metal door powerful enough to make it chime. Fyre growled but she knew the man was too close for her ally to act. A quick push off the cold surface to deliver a side-kick solved that problem, and as soon as he staggered away from her, the Draksa locked him in magical ice.

      She dropped to one knee and took stock of herself. Brain still working? Check. Body still working? Check. Sense of superiority smashed? Check. It had been a while since she’d taken a blow to the face, and it was always a shock when it happened. She shook her head, pleased to find that it didn’t hurt, and pushed herself to her feet. On the way, her gaze swept across an open slot in the door, and she recoiled at the sight of a pair of eyes looking at her. “Holy hell, what the actual—” She stopped herself from finishing the sentence.

      Tanyith was at her side in an instant. “What?”

      “There’s someone in there.” She pointed at the door. He frowned, leaned forward and looked inside, and nodded. He retrieved the tool to unlock it and dragged the heavy barrier open slowly. Shrouded in the shadows was a man—a teenager or perhaps a little older—in ragged shorts and nothing else. His hair was in tight, dirty braids, and the room stank like he’d been there for a while. He shrank back against the wall.

      “It’s okay,” Tanyith said, “we’re here to help. Can you tell me your name?”

      He shook his head slightly. Cali whispered, “He looks like he’s in shock. Do you think he’s an Atlantean?”

      Her partner held his hands up to show he wasn’t hiding anything and backed from the room, leaving the door open behind him. The enraged look on his face provided the answer before he said it. “Definitely.” He gestured to a long line of similar doors. “I bet these are some of the people who came in on the cruise ships. Maybe not everyone is greeted by the gang or something.”

      “You don’t think these are captive gang members?”

      He shook his head. “He has no ink and if they are all like him, they don’t seem resilient enough to have worked on the streets. They’re probably new arrivals that the damn Zatoras snatched before they could make contact—or who some bastard on the docks sold out to them.”

      She winced. “You don’t think there could be someone in New Atlantis working with them, do you? Like, human trafficking? Er…Atlantean trafficking?”

      “No.” There was no doubt in his tone. “They wouldn’t work with humans on such a thing. No Atlantean would. If this was a warehouse owned by the local Atlanteans, I might believe it was possible. But this? No chance.”

      Fyre snorted, and it made her realize she’d lost track of things. “We need to get the rest of these cells open.” They took the doors in sequence. He unlocked them and moved on to the next while she opened them and talked to whoever was inside. By the end, they had found an even dozen prisoners, two-thirds male, most of whom were unwilling to leave their chambers. Two were, however, and Tanyith drew them to the corner and handed them the rifles they’d confiscated. Immediately, the duo seemed more assured, perhaps discarding the notion that it was all an elaborate trap. He’s smarter than he looks. Where people other than women are concerned, anyway.

      “Where did you come from?” Tanyith asked.

      The first—a man who looked to be about his age and had a dirty beard and bald head—replied in an accent that sounded like the Caribbean. “New Atlantis by way of Jamaica.”

      She tilted her head. “Why?”

      He looked at her, his height giving him what she considered an unfair advantage in the discussion. “Culture shock is easier to deal with that way. We live above the waters for a while, then come here where it’s so different.”

      She and her partner nodded in unison. He said, “That makes sense. It explains some things, actually, since I wondered how the New Atlanteans would get aboard the cruise ships.”

      The former prisoner stood comfortably with the rifle in his hands like he knew how to use it. While at first, she had imagined the prisoners to be weak, she now realized it was merely having been held captive that made them seem so. His muscles were ropy and powerful-looking, and he had an attitude that showed little fear.

      “How long have you been here?” she asked,

      He shrugged. “They used drugs to put us to sleep and to wake us up, so I have no way to know. It doesn’t matter, though. What’s important is that you have freed us. Can you take us to Usha?”

      Tanyith barked a short laugh. “Not so much. What we can do is leave the doors open so you can make your own way and tell you how to get there. The truth is that she doesn’t like us very much at the moment.” The man looked interested, and he simply shook his head. “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say we’re not on good terms.”

      The other man extended a hand. Tanyith reached forward, and instead of grasping it, grabbed higher up on the man’s arm. The Atlantean reciprocated with a nod, then gestured with the rifle down the hallway. “You should go now in case the shots bring people. We can take care of our own from here.” The other man, who was smaller, stockier, and had a full head of curly hair, nodded. He said, “Thank you,” in a harsh rasp that sounded like it hurt.

      “You’re welcome,” she replied. “Will thirty minutes be enough time for you to escape?”

      The man nodded and waved as they departed. Once they were several blocks away, they ducked into an alley and emerged on the far side, no longer disguised. Tanyith asked, “Why the time limit?”

      She shrugged. “I worked on that coincidence thing. If the police arrive, maybe it’ll cover the fact that it was us who broke Grisham’s prisoners out.”

      He laughed. “Plus, you’ll earn cred with Barton.”

      Cali shook her head and pulled out the prepaid phone she’d had Dasante purchase for her. “Nope. Anonymous tip.” She gave him a sly smile. “Although, you know, if you’re looking for ways to get her to like you, I don’t mind if you call it in.”

      He rolled his eyes and walked faster. She laughed and turned to Fyre. “It’s not only me, right? Those two are at least a little interested in each other.”

      He nodded with his tongue out and his face amused, and she hurried to catch up, calling, “So, do you want to reach out to her, or should I?”
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      It had crept up on her so suddenly that Cali had completely forgotten and only the notice on the wall the evening before had reminded her. The Drunken Dragons Tavern will be closed for a private event on Thursday night.

      That private event was her birthday, and it was an important one. The year before had been notable, as she’d moved into her United States legal majority at eighteen and could do things like vote and work in bars. But this year—nineteen—was the one her birth culture, the Atlanteans, considered to be the most important one, the true transition into adulthood.

      Emalia and Zeb had insisted on a celebration, and who was she to argue? The guest list had grown by the day—friends of her late parents, friends of her great aunt, notable customers, some of her classmates, and several of her busking comrades. And Tanyith, of course. She’d offered to let him bring a plus one and suggested he could invite Barton, but he’d demurred with an eye-roll so powerful they’d almost fallen out of his head.

      She and Fyre walked from the boardinghouse to the bar among the early evening revelers. No one took particular notice of the redhead in jeans and a t-shirt and the white Rottweiler that marched beside her. The Draksa had taken to changing his color scheme every time they ventured out and frankly, she couldn’t blame him. If she was capable of transforming her looks so easily, she’d do it too.

      Of course, she could simply use illusion, but that required concentration and focus and she didn’t wish to expend her reserves of either on frivolous things. Well, not on such normal frivolous things. A good prank, though, would be worth it. She had considered that putting a pair of magical invisible bunny ears on Zeb for the party might be a good idea but she’d decided that Tanyith would make a much better target—unless he came with someone she didn’t want to embarrass him in front of.

      Then, she’d reconsidered once again because not everyone at the party knew she was magical and it was probably safer for them to remain unaware. Although she expected that at a minimum, Zeb’s Dark Elf friend would be present, it was likely to be a mostly human gathering, so it probably made sense to keep the arcane stuff on the down-low.

      Nineteen. Wow. I wish you could be here to see it. Her parents were never far from her thoughts but even during her childhood, this particular event had loomed large for her as it did for all Atlantean children. In that society, one’s life path began at the age of maturity, and most didn’t deviate much from their initial trajectory. She had thought about being a healer, at first, and later, a politician. Now, she imagined she would probably have chosen something akin to investigation had she been able to grow up inside that culture. Puzzles had always appealed to her.

      She gazed at her companion, who strode happily down the street. Fyre was almost entirely metallic, and his scales were gorgeous in the setting sun. She didn’t have any real memories of New Atlantis but occasionally imagined what it might be like to walk around and see more Draksa or other amazing creatures along the way. Certainly, she liked New Orleans, but she definitely wasn’t against the idea of a vacation trip to the homeland.

      Well, maybe now that I’m nineteen I can put that together. She snorted internally. Unless she came into a windfall or made some unlikely friends, she wouldn’t visit New Atlantis anytime soon. Portals to the undersea city weren’t exactly widely available, and she wasn’t in the right economic class at the moment to book a cruise that would take her there.

      The area outside the tavern was uncharacteristically empty, with only a few people wandering about. She looked surreptitiously at the areas where the Atlantean gang members had lurked but didn’t see any. A metal post with a jagged edge protruded from a telephone pole, which suggested they’d taken down another of the Zatoras’ cameras or maybe a police camera. There was no way to tell who was watching these days, so she simply assumed that everyone was.

      She pulled the door open and headed into the tavern, inspiring a loud cheer with her appearance. Cali grinned at the crowd of well-wishers and released Fyre’s leash so he could scamper to his usual space behind the bar. She crossed to Zeb, who stood on his chair and leaned over the wooden counter to give her a hug. “Happy birthday, girl.”

      “Thank you. And thanks for this.”

      He shrugged and took his seat, but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “It’s no big deal. I’ll simply take the lost profits out of your paycheck. You’ll never notice.”

      She made a goofy face at him and descended the three wide stairs into the main part of the room. Dasante was the first to greet her, dressed in a tuxedo t-shirt with his arms bare, and the jeans he’d claimed were the nicest he owned. She laughed and took his hand to move through their personal handshake that ended with a chest bump. “D. Thanks for coming.”

      He held one of the evening’s snacks up, a grilled cheese sandwich. Panini presses ran down an entire long table, with rented chefs ready to make custom sandwiches. “I wouldn’t have missed a free meal, you know that.”

      “Whatever the excuse, I’m glad you’re here. Did you bring friends?” He nodded and pointed out a few people she hadn’t met. “Excellent. Introduce me.” Making contacts among the other street performers was always a good thing and doubly so if she could get a little credit for their invitation to the party. It would make working together later easier.

      As she chatted with them, Zeb called her name. She turned to find Detective Kendra Barton standing beside him and suppressed a reflexive scowl before she walked up the steps again and extended a hand to the detective. When she took it, Cali tasted mainly pineapple tinged with banana, which suggested that while Barton wished her well overall, she still had suspicions. Fine, that makes us even, more or less. “How are you tonight, Detective?”

      She shrugged. “Good, Cali. It’s polite of you to ask.” The woman grinned as if she knew how irritating she was. “I only wanted to stop by and wish you a happy nineteenth.” She leaned in and spoke in a tone that wouldn’t carry. “And also to say thanks for the tip. Don’t bother denying it. There are no other citizens at the moment who are willing to stand up to the gangs. Maybe eventually, there will be more.” She didn’t confirm or deny the statement and the detective plowed on. “Anyway, we found four Atlanteans there and they’re now in the hospital being taken care of. I assume there were more.”

      She automatically moved to argue and Barton shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, either way. If there were, they hopefully made it somewhere safe where they won’t cause trouble.” Cali kept her face neutral. Not exactly.

      When the detective didn’t continue speaking, she replied, “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. But if I did, I’d say you’re welcome.” She smiled, and the other woman returned it. “Will you stay for the party? I think Tanyith will be here later.” She put a verbal leer into the last sentence, and the woman mimed gagging herself with a finger, which made them both laugh. “Well, you’re allowed to stay anyway.”

      She shook her head. “No thanks. Work calls. This happened to be on my route today.” The brunette took a moment to say goodbye to Zeb and headed out the door.

      Cali turned to the dwarf. “That was a little weird, don’t you think?”

      He shrugged. “Weird is basically normal around here these days. I wouldn’t say she’s any stranger than the group of people you’ve brought together here. Speaking of which, go save Emalia from Invel before he talks her ears off.”

      She swung around with a laugh to search for the Dark Elf. She found him facing a corner, her great aunt trapped between him and the wall. Cali caught her eye and walked at a snail’s pace toward them, earning an exasperated glare. Finally, she arrived and tapped the Drow on the shoulder. He turned, and she noticed the mottled skin that Zeb had mentioned once in describing him. She thought the imperfection improved his looks, rather than detracted from them.

      “Oh, hello, birthday woman. Congratulations on your majority.”

      Cali nodded. “Thank you and thank you so much for coming. Zeb asked me to have you come talk to him. Between you and me, I think he’s a little lonely there by himself. Fyre’s not a particularly engaging conversationalist.”

      Invel perked up and replied, “Certainly.” He turned and gave a short bow to Emalia, who nodded in return, and departed for the front of the room, his stately walk punctuated with a slight limp.

      She broke into laughter. “So, were you chatting long?”

      The older woman sighed. “He’s absolutely charming but we don’t travel in the same circles and have little in common. I think he was trying to work up the nerve to ask for a reading but never managed it. He did invite me to view the items in his store sometime.”

      “You know that he trades in pieces of…uh, questionable origin, right?”

      Her great aunt grinned. “Well, certainly. That’s how you get the best bargains.”

      Cali blinked in surprise, then scowled as the woman laughed at her. “Stop messing my birthday up. You’re supposed to be nice to me today, for a change.”

      It only made her mentor laugh harder. “Ah, child, I am entirely too nice to you on all days. That’s why you’ve turned out to be such a troublemaker.”

      The door opened, and she threw a quick look over her shoulder. “Speaking of troublemaker, hang on. Tay,” she called, “get over here.”

      He saw her and obeyed, and she introduced him. “Emalia, Tanyith. Tanyith, Emalia. She’s my great aunt. He’s my sometimes partner in troublemaking.”

      She nodded and extended a hand, which he shook dutifully. “So he’s replaced Dasante?”

      Cali laughed. “This is an entirely different kind of troublemaking.”

      “I thought so. You’re the one who’s not so strong at disguises, then?”

      Tanyith chuckled as she groaned and put her face in her hands. “Yes, that’s me, although I’m not sure I’d describe it quite that way.”

      Cali’s muffled voice said, “Thanks, Emalia. Really.”

      The older woman chuckled. “Be off with you. I need to talk to Caliste for a second.”

      She groaned again at the use of her full name and pulled her face out of her hands as he wandered off. “What?”

      She smiled. “You know your parents would be very proud of you today, right?” Emotion surged, so she merely nodded rather than trying to speak. “In their place, a certain duty has fallen to me. You must visit me tomorrow at noon, at which time I will give you the remaining things they left for you.”

      “There’s more?” She frowned. “Why didn’t you include them when you gave me the necklace and rings?”

      The woman raised a finger. “Not the same kinds of things. Your magic is fully unfettered so I’m not referring to that. Rather, it’s their legacy for you.”

      “Something to remember them by, I guess.”

      Emalia’s face turned serious. “Oh, no, Caliste. Hardly that. This is your inheritance we’re talking about. Now, go and enjoy your party. But don’t be late.”

      She tried to pry more information from her, but the woman wouldn’t budge. The rest of the night was wonderful but all of it was colored by the mystery lurking in the back of her mind. What did they leave behind for me and more importantly, what does it mean for my future?
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      Only the diversion of the dojo kept Cali from endless wondering about what her parents might have left for her. The night’s sleep had been brittle and frequently broken as her brain spewed a new theory. In the end, she’d given up halfway through the night and done homework instead.

      Ikehara must have sensed her distraction because he pushed her harder than usual, which allowed her to lose herself in the fight. Even the group session was intense enough that others commented on it. She realized that once again, he’d found a way to help her without questioning why she needed assistance. Her sensei was a treasure.

      Fyre had waited outside during the public class, and they walked unhurriedly together toward Emalia’s shop. With forty-five minutes in which to cover twenty minutes’ worth of ground, she had a good opportunity for people-watching. She’d exhausted the interesting stores on the route months before. There weren’t many and she didn’t have enough cash for frivolous purchases anyway. Hearing the stories of some of the characters who showed up to busk in hopes of buying this or that fancy item, she thought she was probably lucky not to have to worry about that stuff. As long as she had her phone, a working computer, and someone else’s Wi-Fi to share, she was set. Well, and an occasional replacement t-shirt for when an ambushing idiot slashes mine with a knife. Today’s faded selection, advertising The Who, had come from a thrift store.

      Fyre had seemed more himself since his solo outing. She’d given him hell for leaving without letting her know but it had been mainly bluster and worry for his safety. He was still bothered, she thought, but had at least made a temporary peace with his lack of knowledge.

      Her thoughts caused the trip to pass quickly, and she arrived with fifteen minutes to spare. Fortunately, Dasante was on the corner, setting up his magic table. He was one of the hardest working performers on the square, arriving early and staying late most days. If not for the job at the tavern and her classes, she would doubtless compete with him to see who was more dedicated. He had a comedy routine that he pulled out later in the evening when there were fewer children around to hear the hilarious but curse-filled jokes and stories.

      As always, he turned as she neared. She wasn’t sure how he knew when she was coming, but he seemed to. Maybe it’s like a busker Spidey Sense. It warns of friends or enemies. His smile pulled a matching expression from her. “Hey, D.”

      “Hey yourself.” They performed their greeting routine and he took a step back and made a point of studying her outfit. “New shirt?”

      She nodded. “I found a Ziggy Stardust one, too. Someone must have cleaned out their closet.”

      “Nice.” He jerked his head in the direction of his table and turned back to his preparations. She circled so she’d be in his line of sight. “It looks like it’ll be a good day—cool but sunny. There should be a ton of folks around. Are you gonna stay and work?”

      Cali shook her head. She hadn’t told anyone about Emalia’s revelation but felt compelled to share with him. “My great aunt has something for me from my parents. I’m supposed to show up at high noon.”

      He made a whistle like in a western, and they both laughed. When times were slow, they watched dumb videos on YouTube and had found one with whistles from over a hundred films and television shows compiled into a single reel. They’d giggled like idiots for a quarter of an hour over how repetitive it was. “That’s heavy stuff. Are you okay?”

      Dasante had a way of offering support that never seemed to consider her weaker for taking it. She nodded. “Yeah, for now. I might be a train wreck later, depending on what the big mystery turns out to be.”

      “I can see that.” D had grown up without a father, and when his mother had remarried a man with younger kids, had chosen to spend most of his time away from them. There was no particular animosity in him, only a “lack of interest for the whole scene.” She couldn’t relate as she would have given up everything she owned for only one more day with her own parents, but she didn’t press him on it. He was a great friend to her and she did her best to be the same for him.

      Her phone chimed with a five-minute warning, and she nodded and walked toward the shop. It wasn’t goodbye since they both knew she’d go directly to him after to share the news, good or bad. He gave Fyre a pat on the head as he passed, and the illusory Rottweiler barked in return.

      When she entered the shop, Emalia was waiting. She was garbed in a long dress that puddled on the floor at her feet, appropriate for a wedding or a funeral. The darkened room of her customer area was steeped in solemnity today. Cali’s eyes snapped to the large box in front of her great aunt. It was made of a kind of wood she didn’t recognize that seemed to glow with an inner light. Different shades rippled through it like someone had dropped a stone into a pond.

      The older woman gestured for her to take the chair across from her, and she complied. Fyre ducked under the purple cloth that covered the table and banged against her feet as he arranged himself. She shared a small grin with Emalia at his behavior before the weight of the moment descended on her and she straightened her spine and took a deep breath.

      “So, Caliste. You have reached your majority. In Atlantean society, this is the time when one chooses their own path forward. You were forced to make that decision a little early, I think, but I would say you are moving in the best direction for you.”

      She nodded, fully aware she hadn’t said “the right direction.” Emalia had always refused to judge her choices in that way, only helped her along whatever route she chose on her own. “I hope so.”

      The other woman smiled. “Most of the time, that’s all we can do. The future is shrouded in fog and mist. The past, though”—she ran a hand across the top of the box—“on occasion, has the ability to inform us of what is to come. Hopefully, that will be the case for you today.”

      Confused, she tilted her head to the side. “You don’t know what’s in there?”

      Her mentor shook her head slowly. “I do not. This is usually a moment shared only by parents and child. I am honored and saddened to be a part of yours.”

      Cali wiped the tears from her eyes before they could trickle out on their own. “I’m sad that I can’t have them but glad that I have you.”

      Emalia nodded. “Are you ready?”

      She blew out a breath. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Put your hands on the top of the box.”

      She leaned forward and obeyed. The surface grew warmer under her palms, and the sensation of movement on the lid was entirely freaky as if the solid material had suddenly become something entirely different. When it cooled again, she pulled her hands away to discover that what had seemed a seamless slab of wood on the top had begun to fold back upon itself. In moments, the box was open, but all she could see inside was a piece of dark fabric.

      Emalia spoke quietly. “Normally, the parents would retrieve the items and explain them. Would you like me to do that for you, or would you like to look on your own? I can leave the room if you’d prefer.”

      “No.” The urgent word pushed past her lips before her mind caught up. “No, I definitely want you to stay. Please, do what they would have done.” Again, she dashed tears away, but they were bigger than before and she knew she had almost no chance of making it through the revelations without weeping. As if he sensed her emotions, Fyre put his head on her feet and his presence lent her comfort.

      As her aunt reached into the box, Cali noticed unfamiliar jewelry on her fingers—ornate rings she hadn’t seen before. The stones were equally unidentifiable, but the settings were similar enough that they were clearly pieces of a set. The first item that emerged from the box was a piece of black fabric. She leaned forward to examine it, and Emalia chuckled warmly. “It’s merely a cover. Don’t be nervous, Caliste.”

      She echoed the laughter. “How can I not be nervous?”

      The other woman gave her a smile tinged with understanding and sympathy. “True. Okay, here we go.” She removed a palm-sized booklet and handed it over. Cali took it and examined the embossed cover. It held the name and logo of Hancock Whitney, one of the oldest banks in New Orleans. The inside displayed a long string of numbers with a small key taped to one page. She folded it open to show it to Emalia, who nodded in recognition. “A safe deposit key. We’ll have to discover which branch, to start with.”

      One more mystery. Nothing’s easy. She shook her head. “Okay, what’s next?” She set the booklet on the table. A wide fabric ribbon emerged inch by inch as her great aunt pulled it from the box. At the end was another key with something on the round part that caught the light. Cali took it. A number was cut into the metal. “One-six-oh-one?”

      Emalia shrugged. “I have no idea about that one. But we’ll find the answer eventually, have no worries. Maybe something else in the box will help it to make sense.” She withdrew an object wrapped in a scarlet cloth. It stretched from her fingertips to her wrist when she extended it. Cali accepted the bundle, set it on the table, and unwrapped it slowly. Inside was a piece of metal with a smooth, sharp edge on the left. The other sides were jagged and broken. It was covered with etchings that seemed somehow familiar. She rummaged through her recent memories and made the connection. “These markings are like the sword we found in the Atlanteans’ club.”

      The older woman’s eyes widened. “That raises more questions than it answers.”

      She laughed. “Right? I only have about four hundred and seven at the moment, but I’m sure I can come up with more.”

      Her mentor shook her head. “This is a troubling development. It could be ceremonial and thus only symbolically powerful or an artifact with powers of its own—or anything in between. We definitely need to investigate its origins.”

      “Yes. After we finish emptying the box.”

      Emalia laughed. “Of course.” The next item to emerge was a small case. Inside was a choker necklace in a fabric that resembled lace but felt like metal in her hands. Silver discs slightly wider in diameter than the black material were set at roughly an inch and a half intervals all the way around. She didn’t see a clasp of any kind and pulled on it, surprised that it stretched. She went to slide it over her head and her companion caught her hands.

      A frown settled on her face. “Caliste. We don’t put potentially magical items around our necks without adequate precautions, even if they came in a box from your parents.”

      Adrenaline surged through her at the near-miss. Magical history abounded with stories of such traps. That was an amateur move, Cali. Good going. She shook her head and set it carefully on the table. “You’re right. I’m an idiot.”

      The other woman looked rattled as well. “It’s probably safe, as this came directly from your mother’s hands to mine. But still, we should be careful. I will take care of the necessary detection spells when we’re finished.”

      A small pouch was next, made of the same fabric as the necklace. She loosened the drawstrings and reached inside carefully to extract a disc that matched the ones on the choker. It had a colorful design on it, and after staring at it for a moment, she realized it was an Atlantean rune. She’d seen them on Emalia’s tarot cards before, always buried deep in the background or otherwise hidden. She held it out to the woman. “What does it mean?”

      Her teacher squinted. “Shield.” Cali gave her a look and she shrugged. “My first guess is that it’s a magical charm like a stored spell. It might need a verbal trigger or a touch, or maybe even simply a thought. We won’t know until we—”

      She interrupted with a sigh. “Research it. Yeah, I get it.”

      Emalia grinned. “There are no shortcuts, Caliste.”

      “But I want some. Pleeease?” she whined.

      At a snort from under the table, she stretched a hand down to pet the Draksa. Her aunt peered into the box and said, “Only one item left.” She removed a medium-sized book and passed it to her. Cali took it and was immediately struck by the texture of the leather cover. It was smooth and supple and wonderful. She flipped it to the front and saw an embossed symbol—the same compass she wore on her necklace. Again, when she looked at the other woman, all she received was a shrug.

      Great, one more mystery. She opened the book and sighed. Of course. The interior pages were covered with writing made up of letters and symbols she’d never seen before. She held it open to Emalia. “Atlantean?”

      The older woman shook her head. “No. I don’t recognize it. But we’ll identify it together.” She stretched across the table and grabbed one of her hands. “I know this might seem like too much, but we’ll discover the meaning of every item. You have my solemn promise and you know I never break my word.”

      The tears finally escaped. It felt less like sadness and more like closure—or maybe purging of emotions long buried. “I love you.”

      Emalia nodded and squeezed harder. “And I you.”

      Fyre rubbed his face against her legs. For a moment, she sensed the presence of her parents and pictured them watching over her from above. And you. I love and miss you so much. Thank you for these things. I’ll remember you always through them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      She and Emalia had tried the nearest bank branch to where she and her parents had lived and discovered that the code and the key gained them access into the vault. Inside the safe deposit box were materials detailing all their financials—including a trust that would provide her with enough money each month that she’d no longer have to worry about whether a given day of busking was good or bad. There was a pile of ledgers she hadn’t had time to look at and probably wouldn’t anytime soon.

      Cali had taken everything, using a large backpack Emalia had brought—pink and dotted with unicorns, unfortunately—and returned in a daze to the shop after she’d arranged a debit card to access the trust. Her great aunt had held onto the bag since she had only an hour or two before she had to be at the tavern to work.

      Finally, she stumbled outside with Fyre, who’d waited at her aunt’s home while she visited the bank, and found Dasante. He took one look at her and brought his magician patter to a quick close, then guided her over to sit near the fence. Quietly, he lowered himself beside her, his longer legs resting against hers. The Rottweiler Draksa sat on the opposite side of her and looked at the passersby. D snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Hey. Earth to Cal. Are you in there?”

      She laughed. “I’m here. It’s…so much to take in.”

      “Tell me.” She explained the day’s happenings to him. He listened quietly, although he did hold a hand up for a high-five at the revelation of the money her parents had left her. When she had finished, he said, “Okay, so you’re basically the same as you were yesterday but with a little extra cash and some stuff to research during your free time, right?”

      When she considered it that way, it all seemed much more manageable. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      “But maybe you could be different now, if you wanted to?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think that’s something I want. I like my life, at least when idiots aren’t trying to mess with my people.”

      Fyre barked in her face and Dasante laughed. “He appears to feel differently.”

      Cali scowled. “He’s a whiner and seems to be of the opinion that my room at the boarding house is too confining. It’s not my fault he’s so damn big.”

      Her friend laughed again. “That is a problem. You should have adopted a smaller pet.” She’d told him she was concerned about safety and had decided to get a tough dog. He had no idea that the truth was the other way around—that Fyre had essentially adopted her. “There are apartments in my building that aren’t too pricey. And I know the owner.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “It sounds sketchy. Are all the other tenants as strange as you?”

      “Yep. It’s totally your kind of place. You’ll fit right in.”

      She turned to her “pet.” “How about it, Fyre? Should we have a look?”

      His bark was clearly an affirmative and drew a laugh from them both. Dasante said, “There you go. Clarity.” He stood and brushed his pants off. “Now get off your butt and gather a crowd for me. Tonight, after work, you can come over and take a look at it.”

      “You got it, D.”
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        * * *

      

      The evening had been a good one. It was busy enough that she didn’t have much time to think, brought healthy tips, and had Zeb’s beaming face behind the bar as he served and talked and generally stayed in motion from the first customers to the last. When she left, he was smoking his pipe across from the elderly wizard, and she was fairly sure their animated discussion was a rehash of the most recent game night.

      Cali shook her head and held the door for Fyre. She’d never been to Dasante’s home so she had to rely on the mapping software on her phone. It led her generally north and east. Her current abode was more directly east. It took a half-hour of walking before she began to see buildings that looked like they might be apartments and another ten minutes to find the right one. It was in a block of tall buildings with stairs that led to entrances on the second floor. She guessed there were probably two units on each of the three living levels, plus storage on the ground floor.

      The front door buzzed to allow her to enter in response to her text to Dasante. She climbed the stairs to the top and found two doors. The one on the right was open, and her friend stood inside it, eating a sandwich. Beside it was a closed door with a small for rent sign hanging from the knocker. He took the last bite, chewed quickly, and swallowed, then grinned. “You made it. Good.” He gestured to the other apartment. “I have the key.”

      She looked into his apartment as he stepped aside. A short hallway seemed to lead into a combo living-dining area, and she saw a door beyond that. He was back after a brief moment and let her into the other unit. It was sparsely furnished with only a sofa and coffee table in the main room, a stool near a kitchen counter, and a bed frame in the bedroom. Still, it was several times larger than her room at the boarding house. Plus, she wouldn’t have to worry about timing her showers around other people. Fyre jumped on the couch, collapsed onto his side, and seemed quite content.

      Cali shook her head with a smile and looked at Dasante. “What’s the damage?”

      He shrugged. “About two hundred more than what you said Mrs. Jackson charges.”

      Her eyes widened. That’s totally doable. “Seriously? Why? Is it haunted?”

      With a knowing laugh, he replied, “Like I said, I know the owner.”

      She folded her arms. “Who is it?”

      A look of momentary discomfort flickered across his features and he scratched the back of his neck. She wasn’t a particularly insightful analyst of body language, but the sense that he didn’t want to answer was unmistakable. After a few seconds, he sighed. “My mom’s husband owns the building.” He was quick to add, “I pay rent and all, but I also help keep things fixed around here and have a say in who gets places when they’re open.”

      After a moment, she nodded. “Kind of like my arrangement with Sensei Ikehara. I get it.” He looked relieved. “Are you a good neighbor? And are pets okay?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, one of the other tenants has a dog. Much smaller, though.”

      A thought entered her brain and once there, she couldn’t make it leave. She knelt beside the couch. “Hey, buddy, I have the idea you want to do this.” He growled happily and wriggled into the padded fabric. “But I think we have a particular secret that needs to be revealed before we say yes, don’t you?”

      He opened his eyes and stared at her upside down, then rolled off the edge to land on his feet. His gaze locked on hers, and his head shifted slightly toward Dasante. She turned and said, “Okay, D. Try not to freak out.”

      He looked from her to Fyre and back again. “Is he, like, going to bite me or something?”

      The Draksa gave her one of those looks that conveyed more than words ever could about how unappreciated he was and dispelled the illusion to reveal his true form.

      Despite her warning, her friend backpedaled into a wall before his brain caught up with his reflexes. She stepped forward and put her hand on his arm. “It’s okay. Really. He’s still the same being, you know, only in a different costume.”

      Dasante shook his head. “What is he?”

      “A Draksa. Part dragon, part lizard, all Atlantean.”

      “And why do you have him?”

      She shrugged. “He kind of adopted me. It’s a long story. Anyway, I thought you should probably know about him before you agreed to let us move in next door.”

      He stared in something resembling awe, and she imagined that she had worn a similar expression the first time she’d seen Fyre. “Can I touch him?”

      She looked at the Draksa. “Fyre?” He bobbed his head and pushed against Dasante’s hand as it ran down his flank. They stayed like that for several minutes before her friend pushed to his feet.

      “So, are you in?”

      “Just like that?”

      He nodded. “Just like that.”

      “Then we’re in.”

      A broad smile broke out on his face. “Fantastic. He’d better not snore, though. I need my beauty sleep.”

      Cali groaned and slapped him gently on the back of the head. “Trust me, there’s no amount of rest that’s gonna fix your face.”

      He laughed. “I can already see that this will work out great.”
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      Saturdays were always exhausting, even when she wasn’t moving out of one place and into another. She was at the dojo especially early to make sure it was ready because Ikehara had begun to sneak in a little earlier each day for their sessions to give her more instruction. Cali guessed that he thought he was fooling her from the small smiles she sometimes caught on his face. His extra effort deserved the same from her. At this rate, though, we’ll eventually start our training days at midnight.

      After battering her best efforts at defending with her sticks against his jo staff, he’d had her put them together to fight with matching weapons. That had gone even less well. His teaching style was predominately to explain and then demand mastery, which wasn’t a leap she could always make perfectly. Practice, he said, was to help her get there faster by learning from her mistakes. Her skills had markedly improved, but the training always pointed out that she had considerable room to grow.

      Afterward, her aching hands and body had made it through a normal class, followed by connecting her old and new places with a portal so she could shovel things from one to the other. She planned to let Mrs Jackson know she was gone only after the fact and would leave her an extra month of rent to cover finding a replacement tenant. That plus her security deposit would give the woman more than enough time. Both she and Fyre were excited to move into a bigger apartment, and he’d said he thought living next to Dasante would be fun.

      That had kept her busy until the moment she had to leave for work and portaled to the Tavern basement. Nine hours of customer service later, she found herself out on the street behind the Dragons, where she breathed in the night air gratefully and embraced her first occasion of relative peace that day. Damn, I hate Saturday nights.

      The relaxing interlude was shattered by the appearance of a portal about ten feet from her. She was already backing away when five virtually identical men in hoodies, dark braids, dirty jeans, and angry expressions stepped through. Each held a weapon—three for crushing and the other two for cutting or stabbing, all of them close-range choices. The first said, “There she is,” and surged into the attack.

      Of all the nights to leave Fyre at the apartment, this is the one we choose. He’d wanted to stay in the apartment and learn the sounds of the new place. The second thing to echo in her mind was an internal scream. Run, stupid!

      She snapped into motion and pounded down the alley that ran behind the Drunken Dragons. It was late enough that when she turned onto the street that led toward the Quarter, there were few people around. That would change as she got closer and maybe she could lose them in the crowd. If it had been two on one or even three on one, she might have taken her chances with them. But five was too many for comfort.

      As it turned out, that handful was only there to chase her to the hunters. Another two foes appeared out of nowhere, which forced her to turn aside and run toward a group of buildings she didn’t recognize. Her pursuers hooted and hollered as they chased her like baying hounds would have done. Cali had a split second to decide whether to cut to the left, cut to the right, or sprint to the building ahead. She chose the last option and decided that if she could make it through the partially open door and yank it closed, she’d have enough time to summon a portal and get the hell out of there.

      She wedged her body into the opening, pushed against the chain that permitted only a small gap, and had the presence of mind to thank fate for not making her the voluptuous bombshell she’d occasionally wished to be. Once inside, she dragged it closed and leaned against it with a sigh of relief. After only a second, her brain yelled a warning. Move, Cali. They might have another doorway. She raised her arms and moved them in the correct pattern to summon the travel circle, willing it into existence with her magic. A faint outline appeared in the air like the line of illumination left behind by a child’s sparkler.

      Then, for no reason at all, it vanished. She frowned and cast the spell again as she focused more intently to bring it into being. This one dissipated before it had even begun. She cursed, dropped into a crouch, and activated the flashlight on her phone to survey the location. Add night vision to the list of spells I need to learn. A dark laugh emanated from somewhere nearby and the voice that followed it was equally grave. “There is no need for that, little girl. We have all the light that’s required.” A series of electrical snaps accompanied his words and florescent lights above came to life. They revealed that she was in the shell of a building. It had originally had three floors, but the top two had apparently collapsed and left large holes except around the edges. The debris had been pushed to the side fairly recently, judging by the marks in the dust and dirt, to create an open space in the center of the main floor.

      In the middle of that area stood an imposing man with dark skin and an inky mustache and beard, the latter braided and neatly styled. Muscles rippled under his tight black t-shirt, and he wore matching tactical-looking pants and boots beneath it. He rolled his neck as she studied him and smiled, displaying white teeth. “It’s about time you got here. I was getting bored waiting for you.” The realization that she’d been herded to this location washed over her, and she sighed loudly.

      “You should have sent an invitation. Or, you know, texted me.” She walked carefully forward, not wanting to spur him to action. Damn, I wish Fyre was here. I seriously need to learn that whole telepathy thing. One more item for the list. “So, I’ll go out on a limb here. You’re Atlantean?”

      He nodded. “Your city is quite nice, though. Once it belongs to us, I might decide to stay above the waves for a while. The people here are weak, but they could provide interesting…diversions.” She had no idea what he imagined as he looked off into the distance and definitely didn’t want to know. Ever.

      “So, what’s the deal here, then? A quick chat? Because we could have done it over a drink or something.” In a place less conducive to killing me, maybe.

      He uttered that laugh again, this time colored with condescension. “Hardly. Tonight will be your last among the living. You have sixty seconds to prepare yourself.” A rustling in the shadows remaining at the periphery of the room preceded the appearance of several more people, all but one in the standard uniform of the Atlantean gang. The final individual was a woman in a simple dress wearing a necklace with arcane symbol charms hanging from it. Her aura of mystical power swamped Cali despite the distance between them.

      I bet you’re the reason I couldn’t portal out of here. You blocked me somehow. Wench. At first glance, she’d thought the woman might be the same one she’d fought in the Shark who’d almost spitted her with a spear, but this was someone different. There was a cruel twist to her lips that the suited woman had lacked.

      She spent ten precious seconds searching for a way out, but all the ground floor exits had multiple bodies in front of them. It was frighteningly clear that she’d never be able to get through before her opponent killed her. She looked up, but the roof was flat without even a skylight to crash through dramatically—assuming she managed controlled flight, which was far from certain. The tall windows that filled the walls of the second level seemed like a potential option but given the level of planning that had brought her there, she was sure someone would cast a spell to stop it.

      I guess I’ll have to kick his ass, then. She rolled her neck in an unconscious imitation of his action and stepped a little closer to him. Why he’d chosen one-on-one rather than letting the overwhelming numbers do the work she didn’t know, but at least it suggested the possibility of a way out—assuming the others would let her be after she’d defeated their champion, of course.

      Thirty seconds remained, but it only took half that time to catalog her limited options. The charm necklace encircled her throat, but lacking the proper activation word, it was only a fashion accessory. Moving that to the top of the list, check. She was never without her bracelets, so she had that going for her, at least. And…that was basically all. Damn. Not good.  She lifted her phone. “I’ll set this over to the side so it doesn’t get broken while I kick your ass.” Laughter from all around answered her, which was welcome because it meant they didn’t notice the nine-one-one text she sent to Detective Barton. There was hardly any chance the police would arrive in time to help, but it was the only backup plan she had.

      She returned to the center and stood ready. “All right, meathead, let’s do this.”

      He grinned. “You’re not likely to provide much of a challenge, but that doesn’t matter. It will still be a pleasure to battle you, and a win is a win.” He said something in a language she didn’t understand and raised a hand, beckoning her to make the first move.

      Okay, Cali, no holding back. It’s him or you, and there’s a sarcastic dragon waiting at home who needs you to take care of him so failure isn’t an option. She surged forward with a shout.
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      Her attack was a feint, of course. Given that her fighting style was all about responsiveness and using the enemy’s own power against them, accepting the invitation to take the offensive was a clear path to disaster. She halted the charge midway as soon as he began to react. His smooth glide to the side gave her room to circle and she did so.

      His laugh was irritating, which was no doubt what he intended. “Are you scared, little girl?”

      She willed her sticks into existence and the flow of the magical substance over her hands brought a measure of comfort. “Hardly.” Her weapons solidified and she twirled them once. “I’m simply not interested in playing your game. I like mine better.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough.” He whirled his arms and struck the top of one fist with the bottom of the other. As he drew them apart, a glowing weapon appeared in the gap and eventually expanding into a classic trident.

      Cali groaned. “Could you be any more stereotypical? From now on, your name is Jason.” His face twisted in confusion and she rolled her eyes. “Momoa. You know, the actor? Aquaman? Never mind. I take it back. He’s smart, so clearly, you’re not him.” She stamped a foot toward him but he failed to react. Damn. “Are we simply going to stare at each other all night? Maybe you’d prefer rock-paper-scissors? I warn you, I’m really good at it.”

      The man shrugged carelessly. “You can’t beat me with words, little girl. Are they all you have?”

      Thank goodness Sensei Ikehara is a non-traditionalist who believes in some direct action. She spent a moment locking away every thought other than her opponent before she waded in and left a deliberate gap in her defenses on her strong right side. He spun the weapon faster than she would have thought possible and stabbed it at her chest. A loud clang accompanied the impact of her right-hand stick against the fork at the end as she rotated counterclockwise and extended the left one in a strike at his temple. He leaned back to escape it and the reach of his longer weapon protected him. She finished the spin with a leap forward to swipe at his head with the right stick, but he circled away to evade.

      His trident slashed across at knee height, and she bounded back to dodge it. In the instant she was in the air, he charged and thrust the blunt end at her face. She caught it with her left stick and tried to circle it aside. He disengaged, stabbed forward with the same part of the weapon, and landed a glancing blow in her ribs as she twisted too slowly to avoid it. Panic surged at the contact, but she pushed it away ruthlessly and gathered herself for his follow-up attack.

      Instead, he stepped back with a laugh and wove the trident one-handed through a series of moves that demonstrated his speed, dexterity, and arrogant confidence. “Ah, little girl, there’s no way you can defeat me. Give up now and I’ll make it mostly painless.”

      She growled, thoroughly annoyed. It was one thing to have to fight for her existence but another to do it against someone whose idea of trash-talk was limited to “little girl.” “Listen, chucklehead, you might want to get out of here before we reach the point of no return. We can still go our separate ways.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not over until you breathe your last at my feet.”

      “That’s not very friendly.” She set her stance to be sure she was perfectly balanced. “Bring it, scumbag.”

      Her opponent gave her another infuriating grin and seized the offensive. She backpedaled and smacked the thrusting trident aside each time it sought her heart, waiting for an opportunity to present itself. Her plans were foiled when she stepped on a piece of broken concrete and stumbled. He took advantage of the distraction and skipped forward to land a kick to her stomach that lifted her and hurled her back. She landed in a skid and crumpled around the burning in her core. His laughter filled the space between them and betrayed his advance, and she scrambled to get up and moving before he could reach her.

      His trident scraped along her back as she darted away and scored three lines of fire beneath her shoulders. The sudden shock made her eyes water and a part of her brain started to gibber. The rest of it, though, seemed to spring into clarity as if she’d only then accepted the life-or-death nature of the battle. She walled the pain off with caution tape in her head and narrowed her focus. He was clearly stronger and had greater reach. Her current plan wasn’t working, so she needed a new one. She jammed the marked portions of her sticks together and willed them to change, and they melded into a seamless jo staff. Before her advanced training with Ikehara, she would never have had the confidence to use the longer weapon in a real fight. He had drilled her on its benefits and challenges and fought her with an array of weapons until her skills with the jo were at a level he deemed acceptable. In general, though, she preferred the variety of options that paired weapons presented. But when your opponent is wielding a large, multi-pointed stick, not rushing in to get impaled is a wise choice.

      She surged toward him and stabbed it at his throat, hoping that the surprise move would give her an opening. He batted it away with a scowl and spun his weapon in a half-circle before he jabbed it at her legs. She blocked, and he tried to strike her in the face with the hilt. Deftly, she deflected it with the staff and attempted to sneak it in again, but she couldn’t penetrate his defenses. He lifted the trident and hammered it down at her, and she raised the weapon to block it. The impact rang through her hands and knocked the jo out of them. By reflex, she reached for it, only to watch the trident sweep down and knock it away.

      What the hell am I doing, fighting the way he wants to? She threw two force punches, and they connected with his chest and face and forced him back a step. Unlike in previous battles, though, they didn’t appear to deal significant damage. He released the trident with one hand and brushed at where she’d struck him. “That was a cowardly choice, little girl. But thank you.” He flexed his muscles and the trident’s glow increased, and a blast of energy streaked from the fork as he pointed it at her. She dove to the side to avoid it and rolled up to her feet as she summoned a force shield to intercept the one that followed. The sheer power of it knocked her off balance and she staggered. Damn. Not cool. Okay, next plan.

      Cali imagined a giant hand in the air. Her force magic channeled into that shape and caught hold of the trident to yank it from the man’s grasp. She bared her teeth and hurled it through one of the windows surrounding the second level. The sound of shattering glass brought inordinate pleasure. Her foe blinked at her like he couldn’t comprehend what had happened. She gave him the smile she reserved for particularly slow and stupid customers. He clearly understood the message and attacked with a growl.

      Now this is my kind of fight. He threw a broad haymaker with his left and she redirected it with an outside-in block and latched onto his wrist. She rotated it downward and wrenched it up behind his back, but he spun and threw an elbow at her head before she could get the joint locked out. Cali swayed to the side to avoid the blow but lost her grip as he drove forward. Her foot lashed out in a kick at his spine, but his speed took him out of range before it could land.

      She imagined the force hand again, snagged a piece of stone lying on the floor, and hurled it at him when he turned. A magical bracer appeared on his arm, and he intercepted the projectile with a downward slash that shattered it into rubble. She yelled, “Cut it out,” before she could restrain herself and threw more rocks at him. The Atlantean was completely calm as he deflected or destroyed them before they could do any damage.

      Her foe seemed to concentrate for a moment, and the glow expanded to cover his fists. He held them up, inviting her to admire them. “You have only to stop running, little girl.”

      Cali growled her annoyance. “Name-calling is immature. Knock it off.” She threw several more pieces of rubble, noticed that her supply was diminishing fast, and cast about for other options. A piece of the second level to her left hung by only four spikes of rebar that projected from the wall and she decided she could probably pull it down if she could get him beneath it. Of course, he might be able to do that to me with his sparkly hands, too, so that’s a problem. She raced in that direction when her ammunition ran out but stopped before moving under the weakened area. He closed the distance with his fists raised like a boxer to protect himself.

      She threw punches but he blocked the magic blows before they struck anything vital. The threat of her imminent demise grew with each step. Casting an illusion to drive him into the trap occurred to her, but a quick glance at the woman in the fancy necklace revealed that she was watching carefully. The sight dredged up a half-memory of a story told by her parents about Atlantean gladiators and how only physical manifestations of arcane power were permitted in ritual combat. An illusion might change the rules the same way her force attack had if this was one of those, and she definitely didn’t want the people standing around to join in.

      Her adversary reciprocated her strategy and flung a rock at her head, but she ducked and summoned a large shield to deflect the others he threw on his run toward her.  She extended her hand and willed her magical weapon to return to her, and it arrived barely in time for her to stop his charge and keep him at a distance. It wouldn’t last, though. Her skills weren’t enough to deter him while protecting the staff from his grasp if he decided to take it from her. She circled and focused her concentration for a final attack.

      Using the technique Emalia had taught her, Cali reached for his mind with hers. She saw the outline again and pushed in but didn’t get the series of dots she’d had with her teacher. Instead, she encountered a thick barrier. She frowned and imagined herself moving around him until she found a place that looked less strong. Calmly, she pressed against it, pictured her thrust as a needle, and punched through. It took only a moment to implant fear of a sudden fire attack, and she followed it immediately with an illusion that existed only in his head of a cone of flames that rocketed toward him. He flinched and dodged to the side.

      His evasive maneuver placed him under the weakened concrete.

      Cali snapped out her force hand and pounded its fist on the stone to shatter it and drop the pieces on her foe. When the rumble faded and the dust settled, he was trapped under a large section and only barely conscious. Blood trickled from his nose and the corner of his mouth, and his eyes stared without focus. She turned a slow circle, ready to engage any of the others who might attack her, but none seemed interested in doing so. When her gaze reached the woman, she stepped forward and nodded. “You have won this battle, Caliste, and have thus advanced to the next level of combat. You have a week to rest, recuperate, and prepare.”

      “Okay, wait a second. What the hell are you talking about, lady?”

      She smiled. “The rules do not require me to explain the many things of which you are ignorant, princess.” Syrupy sarcasm dripped from the final word.

      Cali had now had enough of the abundant condescension. She scowled. “You people need to get something straight. No one calls me princess, or a little girl, or child, or whatever. You haven’t earned the privilege. And unless you want to go a round right now, you’ll knock that garbage off.”

      The woman shook her head, her irritating grin unchanged. “I’d like nothing more, little girl. But it would be breaking the rules for me to attack you. However, if you wish to start something, I am more than happy to oblige.” She folded her hands in front of her in the most annoying and superior manner possible.

      Cali thought about—really thought about—making her eat her words. A rustle from behind her dispelled the idea quickly, and she strode toward the exit. The man blocking it waited until she stopped eye to eye with him to move out of the way, and she gave him a grin. “We’ll settle up for that later, jerk.”

      He nodded. “Anytime, child.”

      She suppressed a growl as she exited the building and ran into the darkness to find a place to cast a portal. Sirens were audible nearby, and she texted an all-clear to the Detective so she wouldn’t engage the Atlanteans. Now, I’ll have to explain everything that went down here to her. Damn, I hate Saturday nights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith scratched at the collar of his dress shirt, which was annoyingly over-starched. The outfit had been laundered in preparation for his trip to the Stallion Bar, and the place he’d used was apparently really excited about making everything perfectly stiff and creased. Still, based on his own knowledge from the past and Detective Barton’s from the present, the expectations for sartorial splendor inside those walls remained high.

      The entrance was a block ahead. He’d parked down two more in the opposite direction so no one would connect him with the motorcycle. It was entirely possible tonight’s outing would lead to more surveillance, so he needed every ounce of anonymity he could get. It was almost certain that the Zatoras had the place watched at all times. A magical disguise would have been too dangerous, but he had dyed his hair and beard black and put enough product in them to mask their normal shape.

      The Stallion Bar had been neutral territory for the human gangs for far longer than he’d known of its existence. The stories said that one of the gangs opened it as a way to launder money, and when the others arrived to fight, they instead made a deal to keep it running. All the gangs were welcome and any of them were permitted to use its services freely. Over time, those services grew as the number of competing factions diminished. Now, it was primarily a Zatora stronghold, Kendra had said, but the other gangs still maintained a minority ownership interest. She assumed it was a means for the syndicate to keep tabs on the potential competition and he had no reason to doubt her assessment.

      A bouncer stood at the entry door, but a twenty-dollar bill and the words, “Room at the bar?” got him inside. Barton had pressed an informant or two to learn that particular piece of information. She’d also discovered that he had to slip the bartender another bill before he’d get the reserved sign moved away from in front of an empty chair, which was a method of identifying those who didn’t belong. There was no way to know each member of every gang, so the rituals kept the uninitiated at arm’s length.

      The transaction went smoothly, and he ordered rye on the rocks and earned a nod of approval from the man behind the bar. Tanyith’s dark suit was quite similar to those worn by the wait staff, but his black shirt and long blue tie differed from their white shirts and ebony bow ties. When the drink arrived, he sipped it and absorbed the atmosphere. The main restaurant took up most of the space, filled with four tables in the middle and booths on either side. They were occupied by well-dressed men and better-dressed women, all of whom appeared to be enjoying an evening out. Date night for the gangster crowd. Tanyith chuckled inwardly.

      The bar, on the other hand, was entirely populated by solo men in dark suits who possessed the solid looks of people who worked hard for a living. Very likely, their careers were a little different than those holding down chairs at other restaurant bars—shooters instead of stockbrokers and numbers runners instead of accountants—but the feel was the same. There was a shared camaraderie among the dateless assuaging their sorrows with alcohol.

      He finished his first drink and ordered the next. When the bartender returned, Tanyith asked, “Hey, have you worked here long?”

      The man had the build of an aging high school quarterback, with broad shoulders and arm muscles that pushed against the fabric of his suit. His hair was starting to thin visibly, despite the careful part that swept it all over to one side. He sported an impressive brown mustache, and he toyed with it while he worked. His voice was smooth and his tone professional but guarded. “Sure, about four years or so and full-time for the last two. Are you new in town?”

      He shrugged. “I was away for a while. Things changed in the meantime. I’m new here, though. A friend of mine told me it was a good place to meet important people. Is that true?”

      The bartender chuckled. “Well, you met me. What do you think?” He turned and headed to another customer.

      Tanyith sighed. Basically what I expected, but damn, I don’t have the time to invest to build credibility here. He thought for a few moments about what he might do and swept his gaze over the dining room before he froze in astonishment. Right there, across the expanse of tables from him and seated in a booth with a beautiful woman at his side was Dray, one of the people from his time with the Atlantean gang whom Sienna had said was missing. What the hell is he doing here? There were only two options he could see. First, he was part of a rival group in town and was undercover. But the Dray that he remembered wasn’t really into that kind of thing, nor was he equipped for it. The other option was equally concerning. Could his old friend have joined one of the human factions?

      If he hadn’t seen the man’s face clearly, he wouldn’t have recognized him. The facial hair he remembered was gone, and his clean-shaven features were sharper than they had been before. He looked like he’d lost a dozen pounds, at least, and had seriously cleaned up his act. His suit cost easily twice what his own had, by the looks of it, and the jewelry on the woman he was with would probably have paid Tanyith’s rent for six months or so. His mind was vapor-locked until the moment when Dray excused himself and headed to the back of the dining room and toward where Tanyith presumed the restrooms were. He left a large tip on the bar and made his move.

      The woman seemed surprised when he stopped in front of the table. She was a redhead with darker curls than Cali’s and big green eyes in a perfectly made-up face. He imagined there were freckles beneath the makeup, and she appeared younger than she had from across the room—early twenties, tops, he guessed. Dray is robbing the cradle. I should get Kendra in here to arrest him. She didn’t seem concerned by his presence and merely looked doubtfully at him and asked, “Do I know you?”

      He gave his most disarming smile. “Not yet, but we have a friend in common. Your date and I go way back. Sorry for being weird and coming over like this, but I was really shocked to see him.”

      “Okay.” The word held doubt. “Maybe you should wait for him to return, then. Back wherever you came from.”

      “I’ll do exactly that.” He nodded reassuringly. “I only wanted to ask what kind of wine you both liked so I can send some over as a surprise.”

      Her guard didn’t drop but her suspicion lessened a touch. “Cabernet.”

      “Thanks. Enjoy your evening.” He turned and headed to the bar to place the order. The whole exercise had been a ruse to get a better look at her, and it was a relief that the woman hadn’t made a scene. He was out the cost of a bottle but he’d gained a little data. That will probably turn out to be useless. He sighed. This investigation gig is for the birds.

      He was a block away on his idling bike, the helmet protecting his anonymity, when the couple exited the restaurant and strolled to a car. Dray helped the woman in and slid behind the wheel, and Tanyith trailed as far back as he could without losing sight of them. The dark sedan pulled over to the curb in front of an apartment building and the woman got out, then leaned through the open window to say something. She stood with a smile and gave a wave as she turned to head inside the ornate door atop a short flight of steps. He’d imagined the two of them finishing the night together so was surprised when Dray drove toward the Quarter rather than finding a parking space.

      Twenty minutes later, he was on foot behind his old friend, weaving through the tourists on Bourbon Street. Fortunately, Sunday nights weren’t quite as crazy as the weekend, so he had a reasonably easy time keeping tabs on the other man. It also made it more likely that he’d see an attack before it reached him. After the text from Cali detailing her adventures the night before, he’d been suspicious of everyone and everything.

      His quarry turned into a tourist trap nightspot and he followed with a groan. On the upside, there was no bouncer waiting to accept more of his dwindling cash supply. On the downside, it was full of people dancing, drinking, and generally getting in the way of his pursuit. Dray’s dark hair and clothes were tinted by the island-themed neon signs as he pushed through the room, and Tanyith trailed as closely as he dared. His quarry’s objective seemed to be a closed door at the back of the space, this one with a bored man standing beside it. The guard stifled a yawn as they drew closer.

      Dray exchanged words with him and the guy nodded. Tanyith cursed inwardly as his friend stepped through. There was no chance he could bluff his way past the guard, and any magical distraction he might use would risk spooking the crowd and blowing the whole thing. Loud voices caught his attention from the left as one man shoved another, and he smothered the grin that the scene inspired. You can never go wrong when you count on drunk people getting into arguments. At the next push, he fired a force blast to knock the recipient of the shove down. There were more shouts as the one who’d been pushed bounced up from the floor and went after the confused attacker.

      He circled around the edge while he kept one eye on the fracas and the other on the guard. Finally, the man couldn’t ignore the situation any longer and he strode in to break it up. Tanyith tossed up a hasty illusion to hide his passage through the door and closed it quietly behind him. This part of the club was unexpectedly elegant. The hallway he was in had been painted a rich brown and was lit with wall sconces to create a soft, calming atmosphere. It led in only one direction, so he followed it and walked softly to keep the noise of his shoes on the off-white tile floor as subdued as possible. A corner lay ahead, and he put his back against the wall before it and stuck his head around as quickly and stealthily as he was able.

      A very large man stood in the center of the hallway. He smiled and nodded. “I’ve been asked to escort you the rest of the way.” He looked as if he wouldn’t mind at all if he had to enforce that request with violence.

      Tanyith sighed. It’s possible that I’m not cut out for investigative work.
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        * * *

      

      He was reintroduced to his friend when he was ushered into a makeshift office in what he guessed had been a storeroom in the recent past. A beat-up desk was inside, and a couple of chairs were set before it. The other man sat in one of them and nodded at his entrance. “Tanyith. We’ve heard about you and assumed you’d pop up on the radar. I’m Ray.” Up close, it was clear that not only had he lost fat, but he’d also gained muscle. His old friend had the trappings of a fighter, right down to the short crewcut that would prevent an enemy from grabbing his hair. The eyes still remembered mischief, but they, too, seemed harder.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Ray, is it?”

      “It is,” he responded with a thin smile. A glance at the bouncer dispatched him from the room. As the door closed behind him, Dray gave the old signal for surveillance, and Tanyith’s brow furrowed. Okay, what the hell is going on here?

      “So, my people saw you following me from the Stallion. I can only assume you’re one of us and you’re sick of the magicals who are taking over the town.” His jaw threatened to fall open in shock but he caught it before it made it too far.

      “Uh…yeah, Ray. Exactly. How did you know?”

      The man shrugged and leaned back in the office-style chair. It creaked. “The Stallion tends to draw a certain type. And you knew the right things to say and do, so you must be a friend of one of us.” His gaze shifted from casual to intense. “What is it you need?”

      He took the look to mean that he needed to tread carefully. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m looking for a guy. My…uh, boss needs to speak to him. Something about an old debt.”

      Dray-Ray grinned. “There’s a fair amount of that whole past coming back to life stuff going around lately. Maybe it’s the New Orleans magic, right?” He chuckled. “So, who is it?”

      “Aiden Walsh.”

      His once-friend frowned. “I haven’t seen or heard from that guy in, like, half a year, I think. Why the sudden interest?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “I’m only the messenger here. I don’t know and don’t care. But it’s my ass if I don’t find him, so anything you have to point me in the right direction would be much appreciated.”

      The other man scratched the side of his face. “Yeah, I can dig something up. What are you offering for it?” Another hand signal followed, this time for “deal.”

      He frowned, tried to parse the message, but failed. “I don’t know. What do you want?”

      Ray nodded. “I could use a deniable. There’s someone who owes us money who won’t pay up. Maybe you can make him see the light. If you get pinched, don’t even think of mentioning us or your hours in jail will be short and fatally violent.”

      Damn. It might have been better to stay in prison. The very thought made him shudder inside, and he grasped the arms of his chair to steady himself. “If that’s the price, I’ll pay it.” At this rate, I’ll have too much work going on to actually land a real job.

      The other man rose and spoke in a businesslike tone. “Good. Your escort will help you find your way out of the club and give you the details. Get the job done, and we’ll talk about the information you want.” Tanyith gripped his extended hand while Dray continued to speak. “Do this right and maybe there’s a place for you with us. Do it wrong, and…well, finding the guy you’re looking for will be the least of your troubles.”

      He looked into the familiar eyes and saw truth in them. The door opened without any action on either of their parts, confirming that someone was listening, watching, or both. Whatever was going on, his simple search for the disappearing boyfriend had become something much more serious. And, judging by the look in Dray’s eyes, much more dangerous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith sat at the counter of a chain coffee shop and stared out the window. He’d done a quick check-in with Detective Barton first thing at the start of the business day and discovered she was not a morning person. Still, she’d given him the extra information required to decide whether or not to do the job for Dray—and damn it, I don’t care what he’s calling himself, he’s Dray to me—and also where to find the guy.

      Fortunately for him, James Crain was a lowlife, even among the losers that made up some of the least palatable human gangs. The rap sheet Barton had called up was replete with petty crimes of every kind, but the offense that was really bothersome was a chain of drug arrests near schools. They’d never made the charges stick and the more junior people inevitably took the fall, but everything pointed to him as an overseer, if not a particularly trusted or elevated one.

      The information he’d obtained from the brute at the club had simply provided a name and an address. When he asked how much his target owed, the giant man had laughed and said in his ridiculously deep voice, “He’ll know.” Tanyith had nodded and made his exit, assuming that either the man wasn’t willing to share because he was a jerk or didn’t know because he was an idiot. He had resigned himself to handling it without any more assistance from Dray’s people.

      Across the street was a location that Barton said Crain tended to frequent for late breakfasts. He checked the photo on his phone for at least the fifteenth time since she’d sent it to him. It was a booking shot of a man with a flat-top haircut, long sideburns, and a neck tattoo of some calligraphic script that he couldn’t make out. He’d considered blowing the picture up but decided the risk of becoming dumber by reading whatever the chucklehead chose to put indelibly in his skin was too damn high. His hair was on the border of black and brown, and his features were sharp. He looked too skinny, a common problem for those who dabbled with the drugs they sold.

      He forced himself to stay seated when Crain appeared across the street, walking in cadence with another man. Tanyith estimated the second one was about five-seven, a full six inches shorter than his quarry. They both wore white basketball jerseys celebrating the Pelicans. Others in his group had been fans, but team sports generally didn’t appeal to him. He hadn’t heard anything about them since his return but presumed they were still around. Snatching his coffee, he headed out the door and turned in the same direction in which the duo traveled.

      They ate as they walked, wolfing sandwiches held in paper. The sight made his stomach rumble. He’d avoided food in favor of fretting about what Barton might reveal, and even though he was fully confident that Crain would deserve whatever he got, eating before a probable fight hadn’t seemed like a good idea. He regretted it now, but there was no time to stop for something. He was fairly sure he knew their destination, but it was always possible he might be wrong.

      Sadly, he turned out to be right. They turned into an alley a couple of blocks away from a park notorious for being a hangout for high schoolers skipping school. It had basketball courts and some skateboarding rails and curves but was also home to small groups of people who hung out and looked for trouble. Marked police cars drove past at intervals, but those present in the space had serious skills in fading away and returning after the trouble had passed. Tanyith expected that they had lookouts posted but knew that if the police really cared, they’d arrive in plainclothes and on foot. No, it was a mutual agreement situation—don’t get out of hand and we won’t work too hard to catch you.

      He was fine with that choice, but the drug angle turned it on its head. In general, he couldn’t bring himself to care too much about what competent adults did as long as they didn’t hurt anyone else, but trying to manipulate under-eighteens into a dependency was an entirely different story. Even if the kids themselves would tell him they made their own choices and he should go to hell, it didn’t matter. His personal ethics were clear where non-adults were concerned.

      So he’s enough of a scumbag that other scumbags want him dealt with. That’s impressive, really. He considered that for a second and laughed. I guess that describes Cali and I at the moment too, so we have that going for us. He watched for almost an hour and moved to a couple of different positions so as to not attract attention and thought he found the right plan. The best time to strike would be between visits from the folks at the bottom of the chain who collected and distributed. They seemed to report in at ten-minute intervals, either to drop cash off or to get permission or something. He didn’t know and didn’t think he needed to.

      Tanyith circled and chose a position a half-block away and across the street. He was about to make a move when a black-and-white rolled through and upset the entire arrangement. It took another forty minutes before things had resumed a predictable pattern again, and he feared that the police would follow hour intervals, so he needed to get it done. When he had moved from position to position, he had left homemade smoke bombs in several trashcans, all awaiting a signal from the car starter remote in his pocket. They’d been a very useful part of his toolkit in the past. He’d been beyond happy to discover that they still worked when he’d retrieved them from the apartment wall they’d been hidden in a year and a half earlier.

      They detonated in a pattern that would drive people away from his targets, and he was already in motion as the panic began. His gaze was locked on them as he rushed forward, and the smaller one flinched when he detected him and realized what was happening. He did the good subordinate thing and drew a gun while his partner ran. Tanyith growled and cursed, not wanting to use his magic for fear he might be called on it later if anyone saw him. If he wanted to get information from a human group, being outed could be problematic. He twitched his fingers as he started to run in a zig zag and hoped for the best. The rock he’d seen hurtled up from the ground into the man’s hand like it had been thrown and the pistol flew away.

      Tanyith reached the thug while he was still processing the sudden disarming, and he snapped an elbow into his face as he passed. His foe fell with a cracking sound onto the hard surface of the alley, and he took a hasty look over his shoulder to ensure it had been something non-vital that had broken. The hoodlum wouldn’t use his arm for a while by the look of things, but the injuries didn’t appear life-threatening. He swiveled his head forward as the tail of the white jersey whipped around the corner and out of sight.

      Dammit, faster. He increased his speed, already panting from the exertion. His time in prison hadn’t been like the movies, where you went in flabby and came out as hard as stone. Trevilsom had torn everything away and his body seemed to consume itself to keep him alive and sane. He still didn’t know how he’d managed to survive it, but the upshot was that he wasn’t in anything near the best shape of his life. All he needed now was this one break. Thereafter, he promised himself, he would not only work harder at getting healthy, but he’d also think of ways to make the criminals come to him, rather than the other way around.

      A little luck did come into play when he reached the main street. The man was still in sight, running away from the park, which was what he’d hoped the dealer would do. He pushed his burning legs to keep moving and stayed on his tail. He’d have much preferred taking to the roofs and following him from there, but he had to preserve his cover. The chance that this guy would talk his way into a meeting with Dray’s gang was remote, but it was non-zero. If it were only his safety on the line, he might have done it, but with his connection to the tavern known by too many people, he’d risk Cali and Zeb too.

      The crook did something completely unexpected and darted into a door set in the side of one of the buildings. Nothing he’d received suggested that he had connections here. Damn, damn, damn. The only option was to follow him in, and he thrust against the door with a blast of force leading his shoulder and powered through the weak lock. A staircase ascended in front of him and a hallway led to the right. The back part of his brain processed the sound he’d heard a moment before and ordered him upward. He dashed up the steps, caught sight of his prey again, and followed him around the spiraled stairs until they reached the roof.

      The man bolted to the side. Tanyith had to hold back his first instinct, which was to smack him with a force blast and put his face in the gravel. The possibility that he’d fall into the street was too high and there could still be someone watching. He drew on all his speed as Crain leapt over the edge and made it cleanly across the single-lane gap between buildings. His pursuer made the jump immediately after, and when the man ran between some HVAC equipment that shielded him from other eyes, he blasted his feet with a burst of magical force. The fugitive tripped and fell, skidding and screaming. Tanyith slowed and worked on catching his breath as he covered the distance between them and kicked the man’s legs out from under him when he tried to rise.

      “You. Stay. Down.” He panted and fought to calm his breathing. The man on his back below him looked more worn than the one in the picture and the cuts on his face from the gravel changed the shading somewhat, but it was clearly still the same guy. “James Crain. Some people are mad at you.” The man’s hand began to creep toward his body, and he tapped him with the toe of his boot. “Don’t even think about it. If I have any worry that you’re going for a weapon, all the ribs on this side will be broken before you can clear it. You and I both know you’re not that good.”

      Sure, it was a petty taunt. He deserves it for making me run. Bastard. “Okay, so you’re probably wondering why I’m here. Is that right? Are you capable of speech, man? Say something.”

      Crain dabbed at the blood on his lip with his fingers and looked at it, then replied, “Yeah. I can talk. I assume you’re trying to take my territory.”

      He shook his head. “Nope, wrong. But that’s good, right? Now you can relax. I’m here because you owe some people something. I’m sure you know which people, and I’m sure you know what you owe them. The kind of people who would send someone like me to get the payment with orders that failing to do so means failing to continue breathing. Does that sound familiar?”

      “Yeah. I get it.” He blanched and nodded. “But I don’t have it on me.”

      Tanyith shrugged. He’d expected as much. “That’s fine. You can take me to where it is.”

      The man looked at him like he was crazy. “It’s across town.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll even pay for the ride. But be aware that if you try anything—literally any single thing—I have been given the option to end this the other way and I won’t hesitate to do so.” He hadn’t, actually, and he wouldn’t, but the loser on the ground didn’t need to know that. “Now, get up slowly and turn your pockets out one at a time.”
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        * * *

      

      He collected a knife and a street-special holdout pistol that he removed the ammunition from and smashed on the roof until it was inoperative. Satisfied that his captive was now weaponless, he marched him down to the road and called a car. When the driver tried to talk, Tanyith explained that his friend had a migraine and he was taking him home to recover, but that noise was a problem. The remainder of the trip passed in blessed silence.

      They were dropped off in an old neighborhood with small houses featuring tiny patches of green at the front and back. It was midday, so they received some strange looks, and the situation grew weirder when he discovered that the man’s grandmother was in the house. She slept in the living room, and they crept quietly past and ascended to the attic. Once there, the guy sighed. “I knew they would demand it but I didn’t want to give it up, you know? Once I got it for them, I decided I wanted to keep it.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “I have no idea and what’s more, I don’t care. Hand it over.” Crain opened a knee-high box and rummaged in the bottom to withdraw a thick blue cloth. He unfolded it carefully and suddenly stabbed it at him. Tanyith saw a flash of silver as he backpedaled to avoid whatever it was, then drove forward, leading with his fists when it missed. His left connected with the other man’s temple, and his right uppercut caught him in the jaw. Crain splayed awkwardly, unconscious on the floor. “Dammit. You’re an idiot, you know that?” He picked up the sharp piece of metal and wrapped it in the cloth once again. His fingers traced the etchings absently as he did so.

      Leaving the man where he was, he snuck out of the house and called another ride. He had a delivery to make, which would hopefully allow him to get back to his actual task. Life outside sure is complicated.
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      Usha had sat in the dark for half an hour while she contemplated how best to report the enforcer’s failure to the Empress. On the one hand, it wasn’t her failure. It was his. But on the other, since he was more or less in her direct line of authority now, she shared in it. That was one of many reasons her ruler limited her own enforcers to those who had repeatedly proven their superiority in the trials so they would be unlikely to reflect badly upon her. The threat of death for defeat was an added incentive not to damage her image.

      Water sounds emanated from hidden speakers, soothing some of the mounting stress. She didn’t fear punishment from her superior. What horrified her was the idea that the other woman would believe she was inadequate in some way. In any way. While she had her own dreams and goals, they only existed within the boundaries of the Empress’s desires. It had been she who had dispatched Usha to New Orleans with the mandate to ready the city for occupation. And it had been she who had seen something special in the woman who’d fought brutally through a series of opponents to earn the opportunity to pledge her life to her. She’d had to do so in one of the rare public trials, lacking the appropriate bloodline or patrons to enter the Empress’s presence in any other fashion.

      Her soul shivered at the idea of disappointing the woman she served. It would be a failure she would literally not be able to live with.

      A chime indicated that she had only five minutes remaining before she was to be available to commune. She stood and smoothed her jade-green dress and checked in a small hand mirror from the desk to ensure that her hair was properly styled and accessorized. A net over her braids held sparkling gems and bright pieces of coral. They matched the heavy necklace at her throat and the bracelets on her wrists. She had even chosen her best perfume, although as far as she knew, the communication did not include senses other than sight and sound.

      She sighed. As far as I know. That’s the key to everything. I need to know more and I am surrounded by people with more muscle than mind. She shook her head. I’ll have to risk giving Danna more tasks. She imagined that the relationship she had with the Empress was replicated between her and her second, with Usha in the superior role. It made her not want to endanger the other woman unnecessarily, which was something she hoped her own ruler felt about her.

      Another chime signaled one minute. She cast the spell to unlatch the door, entered the lightless room, and pulled it shut behind her. It was vision and soundproof until the sphere in the basin in the front began to glow and the vapor appeared. She waited quietly and the sounds of crashing waves and whale song that always accompanied commune washed over her. One by one, she let her barriers fall and allowed herself to become part of that symphony for a time.

      But when the vapors began to move, she snapped back to attention with complete focus. The face of her ruler materialized before her, simultaneously solid and ghostly. She bowed deeply. “Empress.”

      The other woman’s voice was smooth, low, and resonant. She felt it as much as heard it. “My servant. What news?”

      Usha had decided to start with the positives. “We are increasing our customer base for the magical drug, which we have called Zarcanum. My people expect that we will have more demand than supply for the next month or so, at least.”

      The Empress nodded. “Well done. That is ahead of schedule, is it not?”

      She was always amazed at her ruler’s ability to keep so many details close to hand. “Yes, it is. And all signs point to that continuing.” She received a nod and pressed on. “The drug to addict the humans is almost ready. It is too often fatal, so we are working on a less potent dose.”

      “But keeping the original formula as well, no doubt? Because such things can be quite useful.”

      Usha nodded. “Yes, Empress. We have a supply in case we need to create an epidemic.”

      “Or eliminate a particular target. Indeed. Well done, my servant.”

      She blushed with pride and forced her voice to seriousness. “Territory expansion is not going as well. The intervention of the dwarf and his minions has complicated the situation. However, my people are working to deal with that problem as we speak.”

      “Have the enforcers I sent been useful?”

      She didn’t sigh or allow her face to react with anything other than a smile. “They have been, Empress. One has already attempted to eliminate the girl who broke in here. Due to the vagaries of chance, I’m told, that battle did not end in our favor.”

      “Is he still alive?”

      “He is, Empress, and ready to make partial amends with the next attempt. He recognizes and regrets his failure.”

      The other woman chuckled. “What penance did you assign him?”

      Usha grinned. “Restroom monitor for the club.”

      Her ruler broke out into laughter. “Truly, you possess a wicked streak, my servant. He must find that entirely humiliating, given all that he has accomplished.”

      She nodded. “Yes, Empress. He does. However, I set the duration for only ten days. I don’t wish to break him, only twist him.”

      Her superior nodded and tapped her chin with a long finger. The nail was metallic silver, and Usha had often wondered if it was paint or a weapon. “Make it fourteen days. Let him simmer.”

      “Yes, Empress.” she bowed her head. “Your will is my desire.”

      “What of the other one?”

      She knew the woman referred to the other troublemaker, Tanyith. “He has been seen in a variety of places, and we believe we have his movements tracked well enough to intervene. I will send the other enforcer to handle it.”

      The Empress nodded. “Impress upon him the consequences of failure. Remind him that I am watching.”

      Usha swallowed hard. That was a phrase with a double meaning, clearly intended both for him and for her. She whispered, “Yes, Empress.”

      The other woman smiled. “With you, I am well pleased. See that you stay ahead of schedule.” Without anything further, the vapors dissipated and Usha stumbled out of the room, breathing like she’d actually run a race. There was something deeply terrifying and yet immensely pleasurable about being in the woman’s presence. She felt it more intensely each time they communed. A small part of her mind worried that she was being magicked, but the rest accepted whatever the connection might cost as the price of the future she wanted.

      She retrieved her phone from the locked desk and sent several texts, then sat in the expensive and comfortable chair to await her subordinates.
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        * * *

      

      Danna was the first to arrive. She was dressed entirely in black, and a frown defined her face. She’d taken the enforcer’s failure personally, which was hierarchically appropriate, but it was no more her fault than it was Usha’s. When your Empress gives you a tool, it is not your failure if the tool is inadequate to what should have been a simple task.

      And that was the key. It should have been simple. They’d underestimated the girl, clearly. It was easy to attribute it to the blood running through her veins, but that was a far too simplistic answer. They hadn’t given her enough respect, from Usha on down, and it had resulted in a failure. But not a determining one. She gestured for the woman to take the chair across from her.

      The light-skinned blonde enforcer was the next to enter. She beckoned him forward and he stood at the corner of the desk where both women could see him. His face was neutral and emotionless, as befitted his role. She tilted her chin at him. “So. Your brother failed.”

      The man nodded. “He did.”

      “What are your thoughts on that?”

      He moved his hands behind his back and presumably clasped them there. “The intelligence we had at the time suggested that the strategy should have worked. Clearly, she is more than we thought. However, he cannot be held blameless. It is his obligation to adapt and succeed and in this, he failed.”

      She turned to Danna. “And your thoughts?”

      The woman shrugged. “Failure at multiple levels. But we can learn from it and do better on the next go-round. She will have the right to additional support, as will we, so it will be a greater challenge to find the perfect moment.” A frown flickered across her face. “Unless we wish to explain things to her.”

      Usha shook her head. “No. Not now and potentially not ever. That would create many, many more problems for us. We will simply have to ensure that the rules are followed on both sides. Next time, two on two.” Her second in command nodded to acknowledge the decision, and Usha turned to the enforcer.

      “So. Fortunately, we don’t have to limit ourselves at all where Tanyith is concerned. Take whoever you think you need and kill him. If there is anyone with him, they’re fair game unless it’s the girl.” She stared hard into his eyes. “Understand what I’m saying. If you touch one hair on that girl’s head for any reason other than by my direct command, you and your brother will beg to die for days before I set you free to live the rest of your life without eyes, fingers, or a tongue.”

      He didn’t react except for a tightening at the corners of his eyes. He nodded. “I understand. My purpose is to serve. I will kill the man and I will not touch Leblanc.”

      “Excellent. Leave.” He obeyed and closed the door softly behind him. She turned to Danna with a smile. “Too strong?”

      Her second in command shook her head. “Absolutely not. Enforcers tend to favor emotion over reason at times. It is good to remind them of the need for a balance of both.”

      Usha sighed. “I wish more of my people approached your level of wisdom and ability. But since they don’t, I will have to ask more of you than I’d prefer to.”

      Danna nodded. “I assumed that would be the case after the setback with Caliste. Have no worries. I’m capable of whatever you need and willing to do whatever you wish.” The words warmed her soul. Leadership could be lonely, and she was lucky to have such a dedicated subordinate. In another life, they’d be friends. In this one, their power relationship would always restrict true connection. Well, maybe one day when this is all over and we’re both retired, that could change. She laughed inwardly. Quite a dream.

      “Excellent. Together, we’ll keep things on track and on schedule.”

      “What would you like me to do first?”

      She smiled. “We need to push harder on distributing the Zarcanum.”

      Danna’s expression matched her own. “As it happens, I have some thoughts on that.”
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      The sensation of Fyre’s cold nose against her bare leg hadn’t been an improvement over the wake-up app on her phone, even if the most recent song Dasante had elected was a polka from Weird Al Yankovic that would be in her mind for at least another week. The Draksa had been insistent, however, and they’d jogged around the block to warm up before the sun appeared.

      Although the new apartment building had a strip of grass in the back, they’d scouted and found a reasonable-sized area a couple of streets away. While they would maintain overlapping veils while they trained together and Fyre would retain his dog disguise as a backup, it would certainly look weird if a Rottweiler suddenly gained the ability to breathe frost. It wasn’t clear what the area had been before whatever had occupied it was demolished, but it was now a large, uneven patch of dirt and grass.

      She collected a few fist-sized stones and a couple of discarded Coke bottles and placed them on a small mound at one end. Pointing to it, she explained, “That’s our target. Let’s imagine that he’s all the Terminator villains rolled together.” The way the Draksa looked at her conveyed his scorn. “Uh, right, sure, you haven’t seen the movies because you’re a dragon lizard.” Or because you have no taste, more like. She laughed inwardly. “Okay, virtually unbreakable Kilomea.” He nodded, that image clearly much more resonant.

      They moved to the far end of the field and she said, “All right, this is your time to shine.”

      He sounded focused, his usual mirth and-or sarcasm absent. “Do you want to go in side by side or do it close-up and ranged?”

      She thought about it for a second, but his previous observations about her nature held true. Plus, she couldn’t be sure her aim was good enough to avoid hitting him and she wouldn’t feel right hiding in the back. “We do it together.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “I’ll go to the right and you go to the left, which keeps your dominant hand toward him. We’ll assume my frost doesn’t stop him, but you’ll have to wait until it passes to engage or you’ll get caught. We can practice that until our timing’s perfect.”

      “Got it.” Strangely, it didn’t feel odd at all taking strategy lessons from Fyre. They ran in to attack half a dozen times while she gained a sense of his speed before he began to vary the tactics and made her adapt. After fifteen attempts, she was tired but confident and competent in the approach. She called a break to rest and checked her phone, happy to discover it hadn’t taken more time than she’d expected. There was still an hour and a half before she had to be at the dojo, and even though it took a little longer to get there from the new apartment, the timing looked good.

      She reached out absently and patted Fyre on the back. “Life’s weird these days, my friend.”

      He leaned toward her a little but continued to look off into the distance. “Why?”

      Cali shrugged. “Mysteries all over, right? What’s up with the Zatoras? What’s up with the Atlanteans? Why did my parents leave me a key to a place I can’t find, a book full of writing I can’t read, and a hunk of metal that I don’t understand the purpose of? There’s so much to investigate that I don’t know where to begin.”

      His snout lowered in a nod. “Your puzzles are bigger than most. But I think everyone feels overwhelmed when something unexplained enters their life. Like a Draksa, for instance.” She laughed, and he continued, “But you’re smart and you’ve chosen your partners well. I’m sure that between us, we’ll find the answers you need.”

      She put her palms on the ground behind her, leaned back, closed her eyes, and rolled her neck. Being so busy had actually been good for her as it had removed any excuses she might have made to herself. There simply wasn’t time to do anything that didn’t make progress in some areas. “How about you and your answers?”

      He snorted. “I chose my partners less well.”

      “Ha, ha. Don’t avoid the question.”

      Fyre sounded less concerned than he’d been in previous discussions on the topic. “I still want to know why I can’t remember things as well as I think I should. But it’s not the most important thing in my life at the moment. We have so much to do and none of it requires me to recall everything.”

      She nodded, scrambled her feet, and stretched her back. “We have enough time left for a couple of rounds of one-on-one.” She frowned and pointed. “No freezing. I won’t be able to stand under a hot shower for twenty minutes to counteract it.” His skill was sufficient to encase an opponent without doing real damage, but the last time he’d done it, she’d needed a whole day to return to feeling normal.

      He laughed, sibilantly mocking her. They took up positions at opposite ends of the space and attacked simultaneously. She summoned her sticks as she ran and by the time they were in melee range, they were solidly in her grip. He bounded at her head and as always, she was surprised by how powerful his legs were. She slid beneath the attack, plowed a furrow in the dirt, and dragged the tip of one stick along his belly. The idea occurred to her that it might be possible to put points on them or even edges but for some reason, that struck her as different and more severe than using them as bludgeons.

      She ran out of time to pursue that train of thought as the Draksa slithered in again. This particular movement was something he only did when attacking, and he resembled a snake in the way he shifted from side to side while he still advanced with amazing speed. She braced herself, and when he reared to bite at her arm, she brought a stick down on his snout. He’d assured her that even her strongest blow wouldn’t damage him much unless she used magic and had demonstrated that his species healed quickly by deliberately cutting himself. In under a minute, the wound had disappeared as if it had never been. Still, she didn’t plan to hit him in the skull if she could help it.

      It redirected him but didn’t stop the attack. He pushed off with his back legs and barreled into her. She tried to spin the instant she realized that was his plan but was only halfway through when he made contact. Cali fell and he landed on top of her immediately, his sharp teeth on her neck. She tapped out and he backed away. After taking a moment to wipe the dirt off her face, she bounced up. “Okay, scale brain. Let’s see you do that again.”

      He laughed and trotted back to the starting position. She stared at him, then deliberately defocused to be ready for an attack from any direction. He didn’t wait for a command but raced toward her. When he got close, she forced herself to relax. The Draksa went low this time and threw himself into a sideways roll at her feet. She caught a glimmer as she leapt over him and landed on the other side, twirled, charged, and yelled, “Cheater!” He’d told her about the magical armor his species could invoke at need. It wasn’t long-lasting in most of them but could provide a distinct momentary advantage. She resisted blasting him with force and ran after him. He came out of the tumble facing her and leapt.

      This time, she was ready and dipped to her right and twisted, bringing both sticks up to intercept his attack and guide him off course. She dove after him, and when he landed on his side, she flung herself on top of him. They wrestled and she attempted to get behind him and lock her arms and legs around his thick neck while he worked to twist and bring his claws into position to rake her.

      They broke apart laughing after almost a minute of struggling. She rolled onto her back, panting. “You had me. There was no way.”

      He lowered himself to the ground beside her, his face beside hers. “Probably. But it was a good move and if you were using magic instead of sticks, you could have ended it easily.”

      She nodded. “I may lack the killer instinct when it comes right down to it.”

      “I have enough for both of us.”

      “Really? But you seem so sweet.” Her tone was an odd mixture of sincerity and sarcasm. He was sweet—to her and her friends—but she had little doubt he could turn vicious toward threats.

      “Only until I need to not be.”

      Her leg hurt when she stood, and she realized she’d twisted her knee. “Damn. Hey, you can’t do that healing thing on others, can you?”

      His snout swung from side to side. “Nope. I seem to remember that magical healers exist, but I don’t think they’re Draksa.”

      Interesting. That’s good to know. She sighed as a realization surfaced. It probably means that jerk I fought in the abandoned building will be up and around much sooner than he has any right to be. “Is your veil still up?”

      “Of course.”

      “Excellent.” She drew the magical circle in the air that connected here to there, in this case, the entry hallway in her new apartment. They stepped through and she removed her shoes and set them on the mat positioned there for that purpose. “Hey, lizard face. Get back here and wipe your feet. Paws. Whatever.” He ignored her and tracked mud down the hallway. She looked at her phone and groaned, then called after him. “You’re lucky I don’t have time to deal with your complete lack of consideration right now. But you’ll get yours.”

      The snort from deeper in the apartment showed exactly how concerned he was. She muttered, “Oh, you’ll pay. You’ll all pay. Just you wait.”
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      After spending a large portion of the day in bed recovering from the encounter, Tanyith had dropped off the item he’d collected from Crain with Dray the night before. In return, he’d received a promise of further contact and a useful piece of information about the missing man. He didn’t technically need to report to Sienna, but it was an opportunity to visit her again that he wasn’t able to resist.

      It hadn’t taken her long to answer his text and agree to get together. She’d passed on his suggestion of coffee and invited him to her place, and he did his best not to read anything into that choice—or into the fact that she wanted to see him again. It’s totally about the missing dude. Positively. Well, almost surely. Probably.

      He halted the unproductive train of thought as he steered his bike to a stop in front of her house. Maybe I lost my mind in prison and all this is merely a hallucination. That would explain everything really well. He shook his head, removed his helmet, and raked a hand through his hair to push it into some semblance of a style. As he no longer knew the neighborhood, he carried the headwear with him to the porch. The door was opened before he arrived, and an eager-looking Sienna closed it after he entered.

      Her excitement was palpable in the way she bounced as she walked and jumped onto the same couch she’d chosen last time. He took the expected seat across from her, and she poured him more of the same infused bourbon as before. Tanyith sipped it, satisfying her obligations as a host, then set it on the table before him. His face twisted in a smile tinged with the acknowledgment that her enthusiasm wasn’t for him. “Hi, Sienna. How have you been?”

      She laughed. “Fine. Don’t be like that. Tell me.”

      Damn. I’ve always been about as impenetrable as a children’s book to her. He shook his head. “It’s nothing concrete. I texted you that.”

      The woman nodded, and her long blonde hair flopped into her face. She pushed it away in annoyance. “I know. I’m not expecting anything. But if you don’t quit delaying, I’ll start throwing things at you.” She hurled a small pillow beside her by way of illustration, and he stilled his reflexes. It caught him in the face and made her laugh. “The next one will be much more painful.”

      He pulled his brain out of wherever it had gone wandering and chuckled. “All right, you’ve scared me into obedience. Please, oh please, no more wicked pillow tosses.” He reached for the glass and took one more sip, and then was out of ways to delay the process. “Okay, so, while you knew him as Aiden Walsh, the people at the Stallion knew him as Adam Harlen. Does that name mean anything to you?”

      She frowned but didn’t reply and focused on her hands. He watched quietly, not sure if she was processing the information or searching through her memory. Finally, she shrugged and returned her gaze to his. “No. I’ve never heard it before. Whenever we were around other people, they called him Aiden, Walsh, or Harry. I never understood that last one, but maybe it has something to do with Harlan?”

      Tanyith nodded. “It could have. I thought maybe you wouldn’t know about the second name. It’s not necessarily a bad sign. You know that many people in our…uh, line of work used aliases.”

      A little of the darkness that had swept over her left her expression and she nodded. “Right. That’s right.” She picked her glass up, tipped a fair amount past her lips, and poured a little more in. He waited while she swirled the ice and took a deep breath. “Okay, continue.”

      “Why do I feel like a bad student and you’re the teacher?” He laughed.

      She joined in with a chuckle. “Because you have a natural dislike of authority. Now, get back to saying useful things.”

      He steeled himself to deliver news that would probably hurt her. “My contact tells me he still visited the bar sometimes for a month or two after he vanished from your life.”

      She frowned, the expression filled with sadness. Her voice came out in a choked whisper. “What was he doing?” Seeing her so vulnerable made his stomach clench painfully.

      “My contact didn’t know. All he could say was that Adam—well, Aiden—was definitely into something and seemed more stressed than usual about it.”

      Sienna uttered a dark laugh. “Since virtually nothing bothered him, that must have been a sight to see.”

      He nodded. “Then he vanished from there, too.”

      “And?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “And that’s where we’re at right now. I have a few leads. He was seen with a couple of other people whom I didn’t recognize from their descriptions, and D”—he coughed to cover the near revelation—“and this guy Raymond I talked to doesn’t have their names. So it’s another mystery to be solved.”

      Sienna sighed. “I’m not sure what I expected but this isn’t it.”

      He offered her a soft smile. “I hear you. I assumed there’d be some difficulty following a lead this old but so far, everything I’ve discovered has been a surprise.”

      “It’s good that you found someone who knew something, though. After all this time, I was afraid you might not be able to.”

      If only I could tell you how strangely that turned out. He’d made the decision not to reveal his source although he still wasn’t sure if he was trying to protect See, trying to keep Dray to himself until he discovered what the hell was going on, or some other reason entirely. After he’d spun it around in his head, he’d decided to shove the issue in a locked box in his brain and continue to move forward. “Agreed. I thought that part would be harder. Apparently, you’re lucky.”

      She laughed, but her response was lost in the sound of loud simultaneous crashes from the front and the back of the house as all the windows in the room shattered.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith hurled himself reflexively across the space that separated him from Sienna, shoved her into the fortunately soft cushions, and covered her body with his own. He took several cuts to his head and neck before his force shield snapped into place to protect them. When the initial chaos faded, he stood quickly and pulled her to her feet. “Upstairs. Now.”

      She didn’t argue and led the way to the house’s second level. Sounds from below were consistent with multiple people entering from different directions. When the two of them reached the top, she led him into her bedroom. Memories flooded him, the space exactly as it had been when they’d been together, and he pushed them aside. She scrabbled under the bed and withdrew a knotted rope while he moved to the window facing the side of the house. He threw the latch and opened it in time for her to toss the weighted end out. The actions were as efficient as all the times they’d practiced it before he was sent away.

      He stuck his head out to ensure no one waited below. This window had been chosen because it led to the narrow side of the yard, the one least likely to be used by enemies since there were no ground floor entrances or windows. He nodded and she climbed over and out while he returned to the doorway. When the first intruder appeared, he pounded the man with a force blast that hurled him down the stairs into his friends. The ubiquitous hoodie and long hair told him it was the Atlantean gang. Curses raced through most of his mind while the remainder counted the seconds it would take Sienna to reach the ground.

      When the allotted time had passed, he slammed the door closed and shoved a dresser in front of it. He crossed to the window and used the rope to descend, knowing that every ounce of magical energy he had might be needed to fight the attackers. She was crouched near a hedge and stood when he reached the ground. “Where to?” she whispered

      Tanyith admired the fact that she didn’t waste time wondering who had broken in. Despite her free-spirited ways, she could be entirely practical when the situation called for it. He dug in his pocket and pressed his motorcycle key into her hand. “Wait until I create a distraction in the back. Then, you go out the front. I’ll watch in case but hopefully, it will draw them away. Head somewhere you haven’t been since I came back—all the way out of the state if you need to. These are not people to mess with.”

      He’d expected an argument, but she simply nodded. She’s scared, and rightly so. He pulled her into a hug and whispered, “You’ve got this. But move fast.” He triggered a blast of force to launch himself up the three stories to the roof of her house. As he passed the window, he saw a face inside but didn’t have time to damage it. He landed and stumbled but quickly found purchase on the inclined surface. There was a wooden swing set in the back yard, an inheritance from the previous owners of the house that Sienna had kept and used often. He shook his head at the imminent loss and reached for fire.

      The ball of roiling flame struck the target cleanly and set it ablaze with a deafening whoosh. He didn’t wait to see the reaction but turned and scuttled to the opposite side. Sienna’s dark form raced into view on a direct trajectory toward the bike. A shadow detached from the blackness on the other side of the front yard and raced to intercept her. Damn it. Competent enemies suck. He flung himself off the roof and used a blast of force to drive the enemy to the ground and control his landing beside him.

      Sienna’s head whipped around and he yelled, “Go!”

      The man at his feet tried to rise, and Tanyith kicked him in the ribs, then again in the skull. There’s no time for niceties. The bike roared to life and the tires screeched as it accelerated down the street, and shouts came from the house in response. The smart move would have been to throw fire into the structure, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. There’s too much history. Plus, it would hurt her. He growled with the guilt of having brought trouble to her doorstep. A shout indicated that another of the invaders had seen him and a second later, a blast of power rocketed into his chest and thrust him to the side.

      He stumbled but managed to regain his footing and summoned his own magical attacks to launch hardened spheres of force about the size of billiard balls at his barely visible assailant. A cry of pain was lost almost instantly in the shouts of the others who raced around the corner and into view. Tanyith’s eyes widened, and he turned and ran for his life.
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      The overhead lights were close enough to one another that he couldn’t use the street or the sidewalk if he wanted to have any chance to escape the eyes of those in pursuit. He sprinted across the lane, ran into the yard of the house on the opposite side, and vaulted a low hedge like a hurdler seeking Olympic gold. I bet they’d get a world record every time if there was someone trying to kill them. He zigged and zagged as much as he could without sacrificing his lead, and the maneuver ensured that attacks from behind landed on either side of him.

      I can’t keep this up for long. Ahead was a house similar in size to Sienna’s and when he was close enough, he blasted the ground with force magic to lift himself to the roof. A magical attack splashed off the wall near him, followed by a strike to the back that sent him tumbling. The pain arrived a moment later as the flames set his clothes afire, and he threw himself into a roll down the opposite side of the roof. He was in midair before he could stop himself, and while the force blast he cast beneath him saved him from major injury, he impacted with enough speed that he couldn’t breathe for several precious seconds.

      His failsafe plan was to portal out, but he didn’t want to lead them to his home or to the basement of the tavern, which were his only options at the moment. His brain shouted at his body to move, and he rolled and came up again into a run. He caught a bright flash out of the corner of his eye and snapped his head around. A trident raced toward him. A damned trident—what the hell? He let himself fall to avoid it, which was easy since he had already tripped, and cursed as the trail of light it left behind curved toward where it had come from.

      Obviously, his plan to flee was invalid in the face of an enemy with one of the trademark weapons of the Atlantean warriors. There was no possibility that he’d have time to portal and no chance of running fast or far enough to evade him. His mind shifted to finding the optimal way to engage him while not being overrun by the rest. Clearly, it was a no-rules attack since none of the formal niceties of challenge and acceptance had been observed. Essentially, that meant he was free to do what he really wanted to do anyway. He raced down a natural funnel created by two driveways side by side, stopped, and spun.

      While he waited for the enemy to appear, his gaze roamed in all directions to guard against the sudden appearance of the trident, but he was reasonably sure he’d put the houses between himself and the warrior. When the first attackers appeared in a concerted charge, he smiled. If they’d stopped to attack, his plan would have been much less effective. He had counted on them wanting to make it personal. When the space was full and his foes had almost reached him, he swept his arms wide and delivered a horizontal sheet of fire into the Atlanteans. They screamed, fell, and began to roll to extinguish the flames. He bulldozed through them, kicking those who tried to stop him, and repeated the attack on a few who hadn’t entered the funnel in time.

      He’d bought himself a couple of minutes, which would hopefully be enough to lead the enemy leader away from his minions. Of course, if he wants to let me escape, that would be fine too. Tanyith laughed as his feet pounded the ground. My luck’s not that good.
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        * * *

      

      As expected, his pursuer hadn’t given up during the weaving chase he had led him on. The man had only tried to throw the trident once more, and after the very near miss, he’d become smarter about avoiding straight routes. He’d done all he could to lose him—going over some buildings, through others, and around many more—but the Atlantean warrior refused to be shaken off. When the gang had spoken of the elite fighters of their homeland, it had always been with a mixture of reverence and fear. No one wanted to find themselves at the pointy end of the giant fork.

      The location he had aimed for was directly ahead. An old middle school, damaged by floodwaters and since abandoned, stood alone in a large rectangle of grass and pavement. In his day, it had been a place to stage operations from and stash hot items in. He’d investigated it shortly after his return to the city and found it deserted. One of his caches had been buried nearby and fortunately, had been undisturbed when he retrieved it.

      The doors were blocked with a chain and padlock. Once upon a time, he’d had a key, but that was in the distant past. He threw a two-handed blast of force at them, ripped them from their rusted hinges, and hurled the metal rectangles into the building. They clanged as he pounded over them and past lockers on the right-hand side and the office area on the left. He turned barely in time to avoid the trident that would have caught him in the back if he’d gone straight and growled a curse. At the next turn, he darted into a hallway that ran parallel to the first. His objective was at the back corner and he arrived there a full ten seconds before his pursuer, which allowed him to catch a few breaths.

      The Atlantean warrior sauntered into the cafeteria as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He probably thinks he doesn’t. Of course, he might be right. Tanyith shook his head. This situation was not something he’d ever even considered a possibility. His foe wore what seemed to be military trousers and boots, plus a black t-shirt. His muscles rippled under the apparel, and he walked like he knew the image he projected. Again, he probably did, given that he’d doubtless fought for position since childhood. His voice was deep and dismissive. “You should lie down. It would save us both trouble and lessen your pain.”

      From his position across the room with rows of tables separating them, Tanyith shook his head. “And you could simply leave.”

      The man shrugged. “I have my duty to perform.” Glowing translucent armor wrapped around his wrists, hands, and shins in the same shade as the electric blue of his trident. Tanyith concentrated and summoned force versions of his sai. He much preferred the actual metal daggers to the magical ones, as these required him to concentrate to maintain their solidity and a distraction at the wrong moment could easily get him killed.

      His opponent made a sharp gesture, and the tables collided noisily as they tumbled toward him. He threw a wall of force in their path while he segmented the part of his mind that maintained the sai and ran to his left in case the barrier failed. The warrior gave a satisfied smile and rushed to intercept him. The trident lashed out, and he caught it on the curved guard of his lead sai, rotated the weapon to lock it against his opponent’s, and yanked it to the side. He stepped forward and stabbed with the other one, but a quick downward block of the magical bracer on the man’s forearm stopped it cold. His foe snapped that fist out at his face, and he disengaged and jumped aside to avoid the sweep of the freed trident.

      The Atlantean laughed. “You are not worthy of this battle. A child could defeat you.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “Whatever. If you were so confident, you wouldn’t have brought your little army along.”

      The blonde-bearded man scowled. “That was not my choice.”

      He shrugged. “Nevertheless, whoever told you to do it clearly didn’t think you were up to the task. Why is that, I wonder? Could it be that a girl half your size kicked your friend’s ass? I bet that’s it.”

      His opponent didn’t reply but used his weapon to conjure three force beams that he swept across at chest height to try to slice him in half. Tanyith dropped and rolled to get under the attack and threw a fireball as he bounced to his feet. It struck his foe in the stomach but failed to ignite his clothes. For a moment, he was wreathed in flame before the attack vanished. Damn it.

      The hasty plan hadn’t included anything other than evening the odds. He didn’t know anyone who had ever fought an Atlantean warrior, much less defeated one. Except Cali, and she didn’t explain how she did it. He shook his head. If I die at the hands of this dude, she’ll find a way to resurrect me so she can taunt me about failing where she succeeded. I’d better find a way to survive.

      As motivations went, it was worse than most but better than some. The problem was that he didn’t know how to hurt the man. His mind sifted through options but discarded them as fast as they appeared. Blow him up with gas. No, the utilities are shut off. Electrocute him, but I have the same problem. Stab him. He dodged to the side as the trident poked at his face. Okay, no, his weapon is too long for that. Tanyith jumped into the gap that had been created behind the tables when they’d impacted the wall and sent his own blast of force forward to propel them toward the other man. He turned and leapt through the windows behind him, using a curved slab of force to protect him as he did so.

      When he landed, he turned to watch the snarling man bat away the last of the tables. He smiled and shattered all the windows with a loud clap and hurled the broken shards at his foe. The warrior spun his trident in a blurred circle and intercepted the incoming projectiles. But they were only meant as a distraction since his first plan to beat him in a mostly fair one-on-one had failed.

      A key feature of the school that had led them to use it as a hideout had been a nearby underground bunker, probably a relic of the Cold War. It had been damp and generally gross, but they’d set it up as a final position for defense against an attacking force. He shook his head as he ran to where he remembered the entrance to be. We always imagined we’d face the police or something. It never entered the realm of possibility we’d have to defend ourselves against one of our own.

      The warrior roared in anger behind him, and Tanyith dove and rolled to avoid a potential attack. A blast of force rippled the air over his head. Too close. He found the heavy metal disc and yanked on it, to no avail. A look at his opponent showed him climbing out through the window. He’s like the damn terminator or something. Out of time, he blasted the cover free and leapt in after it. The seven-foot drop was easy and the dark hallway was ominous. He conjured a light in one hand and raced ahead, carefully avoiding the tripwires they’d so cleverly placed long before. Lack of use had allowed the water to seep in and the smell of mold and decay was almost overwhelming. Come on. Follow me in, you big jerk. A thump signaled that he’d received his wish, and he turned the corner at the far end.

      The ladder was rusty but the trapdoor overhead was still intact. He backed away from the area and blasted an angled force burst that removed the wooden barrier. From behind him came a popping sound and a shout of anger. That’ll be the pepper spray. It’s great that it still worked. The traps were mainly physical, except for the final one he’d magically armed as he raced past. They also increased in effectiveness as one progressed. He stood under the open hole in the ceiling and looked at the maintenance building for the school, then lowered his gaze to await the appearance of his enemy.

      The warrior rounded the corner, his face a mask of rage and murder, and Tanyith offered him a cheery wave and used a force blast to hurl himself up and through the opening. His foe’s growl was lost in the sound of explosions and a rush of water that filled and then collapsed the tunnel. It had been their last resort defense and the only fatal one, which was why it had required magic to shatter the first layer of plastic panels that held it in place behind the walls. The tripwire activated two hand grenades that broke the last barrier, which was only glass. It was lucky that the explosives still worked and the second layer of resistance was still whole.

      He didn’t think the warrior could survive it, but he had seen too many movies to count on it. When he broke out of the building, he ran and as soon as he felt he’d reached a reasonable distance and portaled to the only place where he knew he’d be safe. The basement of the Drunken Dragons tavern was dark and chilly, but perfect. He drank half the healing potion he carried in a metal container in his pocket, conjured a sphere of warmth around himself, and succumbed to sleep. His second-to-last thought before unconsciousness claimed him was to hope that Sienna had made it to safety. The last one was a mental groan at the realization that he would need to buy another motorcycle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After several sessions during the week since she’d begun training in mental magic with Emalia, Cali began to feel that she had made significant progress. Her mentor had taught her different approaches and different metaphors but overall, it came down to the same things—piercing the defenses, priming the target for a distraction, and delivering the distraction. She’d managed to increase her speed and her confidence, and today’s efforts had been the best so far. They’d practiced upstairs, but Emalia had insisted on a break before they continued and of course, that meant tea and cookies in the downstairs kitchenette area.

      Cali took a sip from her cup of tea and lowered it to the table. “So, what’s next?”

      Her teacher nibbled at the edge of a rectangle of shortbread before she set it daintily on the china plate in front of her. “Your skills are reliable in what we’ve practiced so far, so we are free to move on to new things. My thought is more direct influences.”

      “Like mind control?” She was still more than a little freaked out over the idea that it was possible to use another being as a puppet.

      Emalia sighed. “No. Simply causing an action rather than a reaction.”

      “More explaining and less being mysterious, please.”

      The older woman laughed. “Consider it like provoking a reflex. While you can’t make someone do a large chain of activities or something complicated, you could do smaller things.”

      She thought about it. “Like making them sneeze at the wrong moment?”

      Her aunt stretched across the table and tapped her on the forehead with her index finger. “Now you’re getting it.” She leaned back. “That would be at the easiest end of the range. Harder would be making them drop something they were holding since they’d have a competing desire to hang onto it. But things like that are certainly possible.”

      Cali yawned and stretched. “I think maybe that’s a little much for today, though.”

      “I have something else for us, anyway.”

      “What?”

      Her teacher grinned. “I visited the library and learned a little about the charm your parents left you.”

      She leaned forward and put her elbows on the table so quickly that the cups rattled in their saucers. “Oh, tell me more.”

      “It’s a shield charm, as we thought. There are several possible activation words, but I couldn’t find any clear indication that one would be better than another or if these are all the possibilities. We’ll have to use trial and error to determine which one.”

      Cali shrugged. “It seems simple enough.”

      Emalia exhaled a small sigh. “With magic, everything has a risk. The improper word could have unintended consequences.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      The older woman raised a hand as if beseeching the universe for understanding. “Magicals are not immune to paranoia or self-delusion. Sometimes, there are traps to prevent theft or misuse.”

      “But my parents wouldn’t have done that.”

      “And if we were positive that this was created by them, we could be confident that it was safe. But all we know is that they had it and that they wanted you to have it.”

      “I trust them. And if anything does go wrong, you’re right here. So let’s give it a try.”

      Emalia looked hesitant but nodded. She extended the charm, and Cali clipped it awkwardly onto the necklace she wore. Her mentor had performed a series of detection spells that she claimed proved it was nothing dangerous, and she had immediately started wearing it as a way to feel closer to her parents.

      “Okay, what’s the first one?”

      “Clypeus. And it’s not enough to simply say it. You must also will the shield into being.”

      She rolled her eyes. “There’s always fine print with you. What?”

      Her aunt laughed. “When you say the word, you have to also actively want to be shielded from harm. Put that in the front of your mind.”

      She suppressed several potential smartass remarks and nodded. “Okay.” She brought the idea of a protective barrier that looked much like one of Fyre’s ice attacks to her mind and whispered, “Clypeus.” She waited expectantly, but nothing happened.

      “Apparently, it’s not that one, then. Try Clypeum.”

      They worked through all the versions of several different words without any effect until they reached the last third of the list. When Cali whispered “Aspida,” a glimmer appeared in the air around her but faded quickly.

      Emalia leaned forward. “That’s the one, then, but you need to concentrate harder to activate it.” She held a hand up to stop the girl from doing so. “Since there were no other matching charms in the bag your parents left, I’ve worked under the assumption that it's reusable, but it’s also possible that it will be consumed if you cast it. Now that we’ve stumbled on the word without invoking the spell, do you want to try it now or wait for an emergency?”

      As always, Cali wanted to know but restrained herself with a frown. “It seems stupid to use it without a reason if it’s a one-shot. Let’s wait.”

      The woman nodded and looked uncomfortable. “When I was at the library, I found something out about the sword that seems to connect with the Atlanteans’ attack on you.”

      She perked up. The lack of understanding had gnawed at her, and she hadn’t had a single idea about how to resolve it other than relying on Emalia to find something out or asking Zeb to inquire among his friends. She’d held off on the latter to see if her teacher could make any headway. “What did you find?”

      “We have to start with a brief history lesson.” Emalia stood to refill both teacups, set the pot down, and remained standing. “In ancient Atlantis, there were two routes to power. First, you could be born into the right family.”

      “Royalty?” Cali interrupted.

      Emalia waggled a hand. “Kind of, but not exactly like you know the term. More like a council formed of several ruling families, a member of which would hold the position of monarch at any given time. But the remainder still wielded significant influence.”

      She nodded doubtfully. “Okay, gotcha. And the second way?”

      “Ritual combat.”

      “So anyone could essentially become royal?”

      Her aunt snorted. “Of course not. The trials were to determine who could compete to be monarch. They did allow one commoner each time a Rite of Succession was invoked, but they didn’t usually last very long. In any case, one version of the rite that I found described included battles with a delay between them. The gang might be using a ritual approach to attacking you. When the woman said, ‘next level,’ it probably meant something like next round.”

      Cali frowned. “Why on Earth or Oriceran would they do that?”

      Her teacher sat again and looked her in the eye. “I can’t be certain, but that might have something to do with the blade piece your parents left you. I found a picture of a sword with similar markings, and the story that ran alongside it told of an artifact weapon that had been broken in battle and the pieces gathered and distributed among the royal families at the time.”

      The implication hit her, and she whispered, “Holy Hell.”

      Emalia nodded. “Exactly. It’s extremely likely that at some point in your history, your family was royalty. And it’s completely guaranteed that you’ll be attacked again when the week they promised is up.”
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        * * *

      

      “Maybe we should have Karaoke on Wednesdays.” Zeb’s voice was teasing but Cali wasn’t in the most receptive of moods since half her brain still tried to process the revelations from earlier in the day.

      “Maybe you should simply accept that some nights are slower than others.” The customers had been steady and surprisingly needy, but the extra attention she’d provided hadn’t resulted in increased tips, a situation she found highly annoying.

      Her irritation only made his grin grow wider. He spoke as if he were thinking deeply. Internally, she called it his “philosopher’s voice.” Externally, she accused him of being slow-minded most of the times he used it. “A second game night each month, maybe.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Heaven forbid. One is more than enough. I’d prefer the Karaoke.”

      The front door opened and Tanyith walked in, a shiny black motorcycle helmet under his arm. He handed it over, and Zeb stashed it behind the bar. She asked, “So?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. They had eyes on the place.” He’d been out to check on his apartment. “I found watchers guarding virtually every way in.”

      “Will you portal?”

      “No. It’s far too likely that there will be a trap waiting for me. There’s nothing of real value left behind. Most importantly, Sienna texted and she’s safe.”

      Zeb clapped briskly. “That’s worthy of a toast.” He pulled three short glasses of cider and handed them out. “To Sienna.”

      They replied in kind, clinked glasses, and drank. “So, should we skip meeting the ship, then?” she asked.

      Tanyith shook his head decisively. “Absolutely not. The faster we dig to the bottom of all this garbage, the faster we’ll be able to get out from under it and return to our normal lives.”

      “There’s nothing normal about you, dude,” she quipped,

      Zeb replied, “I’m the only normal one among us.”

      She laughed. “Oh yeah, totally.” She turned to Tanyith. “So, what are you hoping to get out of the boat people?” Someone shouted her name from behind her, and she held a hand up with a sigh. “Wait a sec.” She twisted and yelled, “What?” before she headed toward the complaining patron. One thing led to another, and she returned to the conversation after a twenty-minute delay and clambered onto her high seat again. “Okay, where were we?”

      The dwarf laughed. “Discussing why Fyre is so much smarter than you.” A snort from the floor behind the bar registered the Draksa’s support for the comment.

      Cali called, “Shut up, you,” but it was filled with affection. She pointed Zeb. “And you, buddy, if you know what’s good for you.”

      She faced Tanyith with a fake smile. “You were saying?”

      “I guess there’s a lot on the table here. First, we want to see if the Atlantean gang actually is meeting them at the docks and whether they’re using offers or threats to get them to come here. I really hope it’s the former. That’s how we would have done it in my time. And the fact that the new arrivals are socialized in the islands before coming here makes that seem more likely.”

      “Are we okay with it, if it is?”

      He shrugged. “Not entirely, at least for me, but I don’t know any better way to help the newcomers at this point. We can work that angle once we have more information.”

      The response was disappointing, not because he didn’t have a plan but because she hated the idea of new arrivals being immediately pulled into the gang’s influence. Unfortunately, she lacked any other ideas at the moment. “Okay. What if it’s threats?”

      Tanyith gave a crooked smile. “Well, that’s easier. We stop it.”

      “And then what happens to the people?”

      “I guess we’ll need to loop Barton in—or a more appropriate police division.”

      Cali laughed. “She’ll be around there anyway, I’m sure.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. She wouldn’t give us the info and not arrive to see what we do with it.”

      “Do you miss her?”

      With a sigh, he turned to Zeb. “Refill?” He extended his glass and the dwarf took it. After fortifying himself with a few slow sips, Tanyith answered her question. “Not nearly as much as I miss the serenity of life before I knew you.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “So you’d rather go back to prison? We could probably make that happen for you.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “You’re right. That was unfair. I’m sorry.” She paused for a moment, then asked, “So, is that everything?”

      “No. There are a couple of other things we need to find out. First, are the Zatoras kidnapping and imprisoning people from the ships? If so, we determine how that’s happening and make it stop.” She nodded in complete agreement. “Second, are there any other Atlantean gang activities going on with the ships? It seems logical that they’d choose portals wherever they can, but maybe not. Logically, if you have access to a giant boat, it makes sense that you’d use it.”

      He shrugged. “Finally, I guess if both groups are working the docks, how do they manage not to fight over it? Do they have some kind of agreement? If so, we could possibly mess that up for them sometime in the future.”

      She sighed. “It’ll feel like an eternity between now and then.”

      “Fill the time with work,” Zeb suggested. He pointed to the room at her back.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the tavern’s last customer had staggered out the door and it was locked behind him, she rejoined the men who had chatted on and off throughout the evening. “Have you come up with anything new?”

      Zeb shook his head. “We’ve discussed his investigation.”

      She hopped onto the chair, grateful to finally be off her feet. “What’s up?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “More questions than answers. I discovered an old friend of mine posing as a human, apparently as part of an anti-magical gang. He told me I should join but he seems to be under surveillance so we haven’t been able to talk freely. I’m not even sure he’s still anything like the guy I knew.” He sounded sad about it. “Anyway, the person I’m trying to find appears to have vanished about six months ago. I gathered the names of people he was seen hanging around with so now, I need to find them.”

      Cali shook her head. “It seems like a ton of work to go through to make a buck. Hey, maybe you could do Zeb’s job. You certainly couldn’t be more annoying than he is.”

      They both chuckled. Tanyith replied, “It’s not about the money. I have enough to last a little while longer. It’s about finding him for Sienna.”

      “So.” She leaned in as if to be conspiratorial and whispered, “Is she your girl, then? Your main dame? Your femme fatale?”

      He rolled his eyes and Zeb made a sour face. The dwarf replied, “Ageism. That’s what it is. A complete lack of respect for her elders.”

      She turned and pointed. “Aha. You admit you’re elderly. Fyre, take note of this moment. We have a senior citizen among us.” The Draksa snorted but didn’t otherwise move from his curled position near the stew pot. Zeb threw a bar cloth and it smacked her in the face. She pulled it away and frowned. “That was uncalled for.”

      He shook his head. “Completely called for. You’re a menace.”

      She grinned. “And proud of it.”

      Tanyith stood and stretched. “It’s time to head to one of the hotels in the quarter. I’ve already let the landlord know I won’t come back to the old run-down place. I’ll find another apartment once this mess is over. Text me if you need me.”

      Cali felt sorry for him, and the words were out of her mouth before she realized what she was doing. “You could stay with me—with Fyre and I. Um, we have a couch. The last tenants left it. You could use it.”

      To his credit, he didn’t make anything of it, which meant she didn’t need to retract the offer or punch him in the face. He asked, “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yep. We’re partners. It’s our job to look out for each other, right?”

      “That’s certainly a big part of my definition of the word,” Zeb interjected. He looked at the dragon lizard at his feet. “What do you think, my sleepy friend?”

      Fyre raised his head and moved it up and down in a nod.

      Cali gestured toward him. “There you go. The freeloader has spoken and wishes to add another freeloader to the tally for a couple of nights.” She grinned to make sure he knew she was teasing. “Let’s do this.” She created a portal to connect the tavern to her apartment and stepped through. Fyre followed a moment later and Tanyith was a few steps behind him.

      Zeb called, “Goodnight, folks. Be safe tomorrow.”

      She yelled, “Maybe you and Valerie should join us.”

      He shook his head without a word and waved his arm to collapse her portal and prevent her from adding any of the teasing comments she had on hand. She pointed at the couch. “Yours.” She pointed at the door to the bedroom. “Mine.” Then, she gestured to include the whole apartment. “Fyre’s.” They laughed together and she opened the door to her bedroom. “Seriously, make yourself at home. I have the dojo in the morning, so Fyre and I will leave way too early. You’re welcome to whatever things might be edible in the fridge or the cupboards.”

      He nodded. “Thanks, Cali. I really appreciate it.”

      She smiled and closed the door. Get us all through tomorrow night without injury and you’ll have more than repaid the favor.
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      Cali was surprised to find Tanyith waiting outside with Fyre when her Aikido class ended. He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and sat beside the Draksa, his eyes closed against the midday sun. She thought he looked healthier than he had when they’d first met and the tension he always seemed to carry in his posture appeared to be less intense than usual. Which, given that they would potentially be in the presence of the two gangs that had legitimate reasons to want to cause them pain, was unexpected.

      He tilted his head up when she blocked the sunlight. “Hey. Was it a good class?”

      She shrugged. “Fairly good. Sensei said my mind wasn’t in it. Apparently, there’s something big happening today that’s a distraction.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” He nodded. “I woke up seven times last night and each time, it was like my brain tried to tell me that I had missed something important. I really don’t have any idea what it is so I’ve called in some outside help. I thought you’d want to come along.”

      “We’re going to Emalia’s for a reading? I bet she’d love to get some insight into the mess that is your life.”

      He laughed. “I wouldn’t throw stones, there, Cali. Have you solved any of the mysteries your parents left behind for you?”

      She placed a hand on her heart. “Ouch. You wound me.” She frowned. “I’m sweaty and wearing an old t-shirt and ugly shorts. You gave me enough time to get it together, right?”

      “As long as you do it fast. We have forty-five minutes, and we’ll have to take a car to the garden district.”

      “Okay. I can work with that.”

      Twenty-five minutes later, the car pulled away from the Drunken Dragons, where they’d portaled to meet it. Cali had done her best to keep her relocation to Dasante’s building hidden from anyone who might be watching her. The easiest way to accomplish that was to use the Tavern as a transit point, given that she had the key and Zeb was usually there anyway.

      When Tanyith had mentioned that they would meet a Drow Elf, Fyre had perked up and insisted he come with them. She’d been unwilling to argue and since being ambushed, she preferred having him with her on most occasions. He was a black Rottweiler today, and although the driver had looked askance at him, his presence hadn’t proved to be a problem.

      They exited the car and tied Fyre’s leash to a parking meter. The inside of The Bulldog was shady and comfortable, and the bar ran a long way back from where it began near the door. Behind it, fifty draft taps, each with its own cleverly designed handle, added character. It was fairly empty, being after lunch and before happy hour, and the woman seated on one of the high stools did nothing to hide her lineage and was thus easily recognizable. She had ebony skin, white hair, and long, thin limbs. Her dress left much of her flesh bare while simultaneously didn’t appear to be very revealing at all. That’s a clever trick. Maybe I can get her to explain how she does it.

      Cali scrounged a bowl of water from the bartender and took it outside to Fyre. She knelt beside him and whispered, “Is there anything you know about Drow that I should be aware of?” The only member of the race she’d had contact with was Zeb’s friend, and then only in passing.

      “They are smart.” he whispered in response, “and about as prone to violence as Atlanteans.” Which is saying something. “Also, they’re often very powerful with magic. Not many have come to Earth as far as I know. Of course, my memory isn’t the best.” He chuckled, which was a positive sign. A few days before, he wouldn’t have been able to laugh about it.

      She ran a hand down his back. His scales were fully metallic now and shone brilliantly in the sun. “Thanks.”

      “Be careful.”

      “Stay out of trouble.” He barked at her, and she laughed and escaped from the heat into the building. As she approached, Tanyith and the woman stood and he gestured them both to a table. Glasses of cider appeared for all of them moments later when the bartender swept past.

      Her partner said, “Caliste Leblanc, this is Nylotte. She’s the one who got me out of the prison.”

      Her eyes widened. “Wow. I guess you owe her, huh.”

      The Dark Elf waved that idea away. “I had an obligation to a third party. Tanyith is merely the lucky beneficiary of a number of random chances.”

      Cali nodded. “Damn lucky, I’d say, given what I’ve heard about the place.”

      Tanyith shivered. “Every word is true. And, hey, how about we not talk about it anymore? Nylotte, were you able to dig anything up?”

      “Yes. And the information you gave me about the sword piece you found is of roughly the same value, so our accounts are even again. The cruise ship is operated by a series of shell companies that effectively disguise its ownership. What’s interesting is that it isn’t a publicly held company, which means all the capital to build it had to come from somewhere other than stock issues.”

      Cali frowned. “A loan?”

      She shrugged. “One hell of a big loan, if so.”

      “So you think there’s some funny business in there,” Tanyith said.

      Nylotte sighed. “Let’s engage in a flight of fancy for a moment. Let’s say that you have built a city in the epicenter of the location where ships and planes and people mysteriously go missing so often that a whole superstition has been built up around it. What’s more likely—that it’s the place doing it or that it’s the people who secretly live there?”

      Cali tilted her head, intrigued. “You’re talking about the Bermuda Triangle.”

      The woman’s sarcasm was as sharp as a needle. “You’re right, Tanyith, she is smart and has a complete and total grasp of the obvious. Well done. Should we order you a cookie?” Something about the way she said it allowed her to take the comment as a joke rather than an insult, and she laughed.

      “Chocolate chip, please. And if I can have two, also oatmeal.”

      The Dark Elf bared her teeth in a grin. “I think I like this one. Anyway, yes, the triangle. And if they’ve brought ships and planes down, or if they’re merely salvaging what they find at the bottom of the ocean, they could build a fairly good down-payment given enough time.”

      Tanyith frowned. “So you’re suggesting that even when Atlantis existed, they were already working on New Atlantis?”

      She shrugged. “Is it so hard to believe, really? People with power always devise grandiose plans their constituents don’t know about. It’s apparently in the job description.”

      “So, the entire ship is suspect?” Cali asked. “That’s what you’re saying, basically. That it’s a big floating potential enemy.”

      The Drow nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. There’s no telling what’s going on with it.”

      The man at the table suddenly startled like he’d been pricked with a pin. “Is it safe to let it in here? Couldn’t it be carrying some kind of device? What if they wanted to wipe out the city or something?”

      Nylotte nodded. “Good thinking. I’m already on that angle. If it’s allowed to arrive, it will be because it’s free of any weapon that could do significant damage. Of course, it is a ship filled with considerable fuel and such, so it could never be considered completely safe.”

      “Who would stop it?” Cali frowned. “Like, the Coast Guard or something?”

      The other woman grinned. “Or something. Friends of mine. They work for the government.”

      “Do you work for the government?”

      Her laugh was a joyful, chiming thing. “Gods of Earth and Oriceran, no. You’re too funny.”

      Her face must have displayed her confusion because Tanyith laughed. “She doesn’t exactly operate entirely on the legal side of the line. She…uh, what was the phrase…sells things of questionable providence.”

      “Ah, like Invel.”

      The Drow scoffed. “Invel. Please. He’s a dabbler—a smart male but talks too much and is not at my level.”

      Okay, apparently, we have professional pride in our work. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

      The elf waved casually again. “Anyway, if the ship docks, you don’t have to worry about it doing anything worse than blowing up. And I’ll be nearby, just in case, to help out.”

      Tanyith’s head snapped around to face her. “You will?”

      She nodded. “I’m curious about this. The gang situation is one thing, but that feels localized to New Orleans. Not that it’s any less important because of it. But there’s been a fair amount of noise about Atlantis and Atlanteans lately, and maybe this is part of that. It’s worth hanging around, having a nice dinner, and lurking on the docks for an evening.”

      Cali frowned. “I hate to say this, but if we really think this might be something bigger than it seems, we should give Barton a heads-up.”

      Nylotte’s expression turned questioning, and Tanyith explained, “Detective Kendra Barton. New Orleans Police, anti-gang division.”

      She nodded. “And Tanyith’s girlfriend.”

      He sighed and put his head on the table. “She. Is. Not. My. Girlfriend.” His voice was muffled but still effectively displayed his exasperation. The two women laughed together.

      The Drow raised an eyebrow and regarded her curiously. “I like you more and more. So, is his lover a good detective?”

      Tanyith sputtered a denial, which made them both laugh again. Cali answered, “Well, I’m not sure they ever manage to have any actual conversation.”

      He shook his head. “Enough. Yes, she’s a good detective. No, we’re not dating nor lovers. Yes, we should let her know to keep her eyes open.” He looked at Nylotte. “Honestly, you’re as bad as she is. Shouldn’t you be more mature?”

      She scowled. “Were you going to reference my age?”

      His eyes widened and he paled. “No, of course not.”

      The Drow winked at Cali. “Excellent. So, we’re agreed. You’ll alert the woman you are embarrassed to talk about but who isn’t your girlfriend nor your lover about the potential for trouble at the docks. I’ll be watching, so try not to make idiots of yourselves tonight.”

      Tanyith asked, “And the other thing?”

      She nodded. “As agreed, the bag will be delivered to the Drunken Dragons Tavern at five o’clock. Since the ship isn’t due in until nine, that should give you sufficient time to get ready.”

      He stood. “We’d best get to it. Thank you again.”

      “You’re welcome. And thank you for the information you provided in exchange.” She gave Cali a smile. “Be safe, Cali. You remind me of a friend of mine and she constantly winds up taking on challenges that might get her killed. Try to be smarter.”

      I’m happy not to choose those kinds of challenges but someone needs to make them stop choosing me. “I’ll do my best.”

      She smiled wider. “I’m sure that will be adequate.” The Drow stood and sauntered out of the bar without a goodbye. They watched her go and turned to face each other.

      He laughed. “You suck, you know that?”

      “And you’re way too easy. So, she’s good people?”

      “She is. I have trusted her with my life and I would again.”

      “Then you’re glad she’s watching the docks tonight?”

      “Except for the part where if we make a mistake, she’ll never let us forget it.” He grinned.

      Cali laughed. “It seems like you have a habit of attracting willful women who enjoy mocking you, Tanyith.”

      He seemed ready argue, then shook his head. “Shut up. Let’s go get Fyre and prep for later.”

      When they stepped outside, they found the Drow leaning against the building and staring at Fyre. Cali asked, “Is there a problem?”

      “That is not a dog,” she replied,

      “No, he isn’t. Fyre, this is Nylotte. Nylotte, Fyre.”

      The Dark Elf turned to face her. “He’s a Draksa, but not like any I’ve seen before.”

      Cali gave her a sharp look. “You’ve seen others?”

      She nodded absently. “Yes. And there’s something off about this one.”

      “My mentor told me he’s much smarter than average.”

      Nylotte tapped a finger against her chin. “Is he? Hmm. Well, perhaps that’s it.” She shrugged and assumed a neutral expression before she turned and walked down the street.

      Cali frowned. “What the hell was that about?” No one provided an answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The basement of the Drunken Dragons Tavern was once again strewn with gear for an upcoming operation. Janice was upstairs tending to the customers while Zeb oversaw their preparations. Fyre had made it abundantly clear that he wouldn’t be left behind, so that was one issue addressed. He’d again agreed to stay hidden by a veil if events permitted him to do so.

      They donned the same equipment belts as before, Tanyith’s holding his sai and his healing and energy potions and hers carrying the same flasks and her Escrima sticks. They’d stopped at Emalia’s long enough to learn the command for the shield charm, and she murmured aspida over and over in her mind. Her teacher had assured her that thinking it or even saying it without supplying magic and intentionality wouldn’t trigger the spell. Still, she was nervous about letting the word cross her lips.

      Nylotte had provided them each with a leather jacket that fit like a second skin. How the Drow had judged their sizes—especially hers since they’d never met before that day—was a mystery. But she’d promised Tanyith that the bespelled garb would protect them better than normal leather from bullets and blades. It was all she’d been able to do on short notice, apparently, but Cali was already a huge fan of her coat. “I look great in this. Seriously. It’s perfect.”

      Zeb laughed. “It’s good to see you caring about your appearance for a change.”

      Without turning away from the small mirror she used, Cali extended a single finger at him and drew a heartier laugh.

      Tanyith said, “Do we need to go over the plan one last time?”

      Fyre snorted, and she sighed. “No. We’ve all got it. We go. We watch. If we see the gangs only chatting to people off the ship, we leave it alone and keep watching. If they cause trouble, we go in and cause more trouble for them. If we see both gangs…well, we improvise.”

      He nodded. “And if something big happens?”

      “Run like hell and let the Drow and Barton handle it. What did she say, by the way? Or did you spend the whole time being lovey-dovey?” He had excused himself from the Tavern to make the call, which allowed her and Zeb to laugh at him behind his back.

      With a growl, he said, “We are not interested in each other. Get it through that thick slab of bone that stands in for your brain. She appreciated the heads-up and will take, quote, adequate precautions.”

      So many jokes leapt to her mind, but she decided to spare her partner, who seemed to be fragile over the issue. She changed the subject loudly. “So, Zeb, you’ll be able to handle the bar and keep an ear out for our arrival?”

      He nodded and pointed at two walls. “I’ve installed motion sensors. If you portal in, I’ll get a flashing light upstairs so I can come and make sure you’re not dead.”

      “Excellent.” She snapped her fingers. “Tanyith, I had an idea. You should ask Nylotte if she has healing and energy potions that will work on Draksa, just in case.” She thought about it for a second, then corrected herself. “Healing only. Fyre on an energy potion wouldn’t be good for anyone, really.” The Draksa snorted at her from his position atop a stack of crates, but Zeb’s presence kept his sharp tongue quiet. She wasn’t quite sure why he’d chosen to speak in front of Tanyith but not her boss, but that was a mere drop in the bucket of the things she didn’t understand about her companion.

      “I can do that.” He pulled more unfamiliar items out of the satchel that had been delivered a half-hour earlier, as the Drow had promised, and which had provided their jackets. The next to emerge were three straps with a small box on them. He handed two to her. “Locators of some kind. She told us we needed to wear them.”

      Cali frowned. “Are they magical?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? Magical, half-and-half, all technology—it could be any of them.”

      “Why does she need us to have them?”

      He strapped his over the arm of his coat. “I don’t know, but if she says we should do it, I’ll do it.” She mirrored his actions.

      Zeb chuckled. “That is always a good attitude when working with that one.” He took the longer strap from Cali and moved toward Fyre.

      She asked, “You know Nylotte?”

      The dwarf put the locator around the Draksa’s neck, pulled the Velcro apart, and reset it twice before he was satisfied. “I know of her. She ticks Invel off. He thinks she’s too much of a ‘free spirit.’” He made finger quotes in the air. “Of course, he probably thinks anyone born after him suffers from the same malady.”

      They laughed together at that, and Tanyith withdrew the final items from the bag and tossed it aside. Two hard cases contained what looked like sunglasses. She accepted hers from him and put them on, and the slightly dark cellar was suddenly as visible as being outdoors at high noon. She peered into all the places where shadows had held sway. “Oooh. Night vision, kind of.” He waved his hand in front of his eyes.

      “But without all the icky green ghostly stuff you see in video games. Nice.” He took his off and put them carefully into their protective carrier, then slipped it into a pocket. With a heavy exhale, he checked the straps of the backpack he’d donned and said, “I think we’re ready.”

      She nodded. “Me too. Fyre?” His snout dipped in agreement. “Okay, Zeb, let’s make it happen.”

      The dwarf rotated one hand in a circle and a rift appeared in the air. On the opposite side, Vizidus, the wizard who had brokered the meeting with the two gangs in the tavern, waved at them to come over with a cross look on his face. They complied, and the passage closed the instant they were through.

      Their escort was surprisingly spry, given his aged appearance. Cali considered asking him if he used magic for energy and if he could teach her to be faster or stronger, but decided it wasn’t the time. Next time he’s in the Dragons, though, we’ll have a chat. He led them along a series of side streets and finally paused and pointed ahead. “We’re roughly in the middle of the docks. The ship should pull in soon. It was seen farther up the river a while ago.”

      Before them was the terminal building and on the opposite side, they could see the lights of the docking space. Tanyith thanked him and launched himself into the air, followed immediately by Fyre. She sighed, not willing to try her indifferent abilities at force flying on such an important occasion, and headed forward to find a good place to climb. When she reached the wall, a knotted rope slithered down the side, and she used it to ascend quickly. Together, they crossed the roof, careful to avoid all the skylights that might betray their presence, and crouched behind the ornamental ridge that ran along the edge facing the river.

      They waited and watched for roughly ninety minutes before the large ship eased alongside the dock. Almost instantly, once it was tied into place, openings appeared in four different areas and cargo and people began to appear. It was one of the most impressive things Cali had ever seen, a bizarre combination of overall order and small-scale chaos. Her glasses turned the entire scene to daylight, so it wasn’t difficult to locate the Atlanteans when they made their appearance. A group of them came around one corner of the terminal. They separated and half headed directly toward what looked like a crew gangplank on the far side, while the others followed the direction of the main flow of people disembarking roughly amidships. She pointed it out to Tanyith and he replied, “Now look at the other side.”

      She did and noticed a small group of people loitering at the end of the terminal building, just outside the pools of light that illuminated the rest of the dock. They appeared human and looked intently at the passengers leaving the ship. She nodded. “Okay, I see them. What are they waiting for?”

      He sounded focused and angry. “If I read it right—and I’m not sure that I do—there’s a contingent that expects to be picked up. Those are the ones coming through the crew area. But there must be some who still need convincing or who are hiding among the passengers because the second group of Atlanteans is headed toward the middle. I think the woman who almost speared you is with them.”

      “Good. Maybe I can get payback. What’s up with the humans? They have to be Zatoras, right?”

      “Or members of a lesser gang hired on or maybe others who sell the people they capture. I don’t know. But if your point is that they’re probably here to kidnap someone, I would say you’re right.”

      They watched the scene play out below. The first group of Atlanteans did indeed escort a line of folks away from the crew gangplank and disappeared around the corner with them. The ones in the middle waited, occasionally talking to people and pointing them over to a waiting area where one of their members stood. They still couldn’t act because there was no indication that anything bad was happening. Everyone seemed fine with the situation.

      Tanyith’s expression seemed to mirror Cali’s growing boredom until raised voices emanated from the center of the docks. A group of people coming off the ship walked quickly away from the waiting gang members and toward where the humans were positioned. When the woman in the suit and her cronies followed them, it was clear that a conflict was imminent. She asked, “Now?”

      “Now. Let’s go clean up the trash.” He nodded, satisfaction in his voice.

      He and Fyre leapt from the building, and she ran to where they’d arranged the rope for a speedy descent between illuminated areas. I really need to work on my entrances.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith veered toward the Atlanteans, so Cali approached the humans. Maybe it has something to do with his cover story. Or maybe he simply wants revenge. Either way, I won’t argue. She stayed near the terminal building and tried to get close before they noticed she was there. Ahead and to the right, the four Atlanteans—two women and two children, it appeared from this distance—continued to move in the direction of the darkness at the edge to avoid the entreaties of the Atlantean gang members.

      At a loud honking behind her, she twisted her head as a large semi-trailer stopped next to the cargo gangway. There were already pallets on the way to it. She didn’t know much about how that kind of thing worked, but she’d thought the existence of the terminal building, with its docks on the opposite side sized properly for the big vehicles to pull up to, meant that the truck shouldn’t be there. She shrugged, dismissed it, and focused instead on the four—no, there were six now, with another six about a hundred yards behind but moving in the same direction—humans in front of her.

      She waved at Fyre, who dipped a wing to acknowledge the gesture and pointed at the trailing half-dozen. He swooped in that direction, and she put them from her mind, knowing he’d at least delay them and probably take them out of the fight altogether. The rest were on an intercept course and sauntered without apparent intent on a trajectory to meet the Atlantean newcomers outside the lit area of the docks. She charted her own path to intercept them about three-quarters of the way there and stepped into the light. It was almost ten seconds before they saw her and the guns appeared. A trio turned toward her and the rest continued toward their prey.

      Oh no, you don’t. Shouts rang out from behind, considerable swearing punctuated by the word “Dragon.” Go, Fyre, go. She summoned her full-body force shield and attacked. The gunfire echoed from the buildings but it was far enough away from the main activities that those engaged in cruise ship procedures probably wouldn’t notice, which was good for everyone involved. The bullets met her barrier and ricocheted or fell, depending on the angle at which they’d struck it. When they fired dry, the gang members reloaded and holstered the guns. Two of them drew combat batons and the third two large knives. They spread into a semicircle to await her approach.

      She had only seconds before she’d reach them, and she wondered if she should focus on the other group instead. Still, there was time as long as she dealt with these quickly, and she didn’t want them at her back. She let the shield fall, drew her sticks, and targeted the one on the left with a ferocious grin on her face.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith had hoped he could reach the gathered enemies without betraying his presence, but they noticed him almost immediately when he broke into a run. As one, they turned and raced across the gangway into the cargo area of the ship. His speed slowed as his brain tried to process that decision, and he decided it didn’t matter. Cali has a handle on protecting the people who came off the ship, so all I need to do is find these jerks and deal with them. He increased his speed again and his boots rang as they clanged along the metal slab that connected the vessel to the shore.

      He launched himself inside when he reached the end of the plank in case they were lying in wait. His path carried him over a forklift and numerous people who moved things with hand jacks and he landed on a stack of plastic-wrapped boxes on a pallet. The free-standing stacks were only about eight feet high, but there was a huge scaffolding system set up deeper in the ship that would allow for several pallets to be slotted in to fill the full height of the four-story area.

      A blast of shadow magic struck the side of his support stack, toppled the boxes beneath him, and flung him back. The slide of containers cushioned his fall but it was still an awkward landing, and he smacked his knee hard on the metal deck. He cursed and forced himself into motion in time to avoid the follow-up attack, a line of force that sliced a nearby box in two. Hastily, he summoned a force shield attached to his left forearm and barreled into the open.

      Four enemies were in view, including the woman he’d fought in the Atlantean base. He shifted to the side to put one of her people between them and attacked a third who happened to be closest. The man thrust both hands out and a force ball streaked toward him, but he deflected it with his shield, generated a baseball-sized sphere of magical power in his right hand, and lobbed it at the man’s knee. It thumped home and his foe fell howling to the floor, clutching the damaged joint. One down, too many to go.

      He barely raised the shield in time to deflect the spear thrown by the dark-suited woman. It returned to her as she advanced toward him with all the confidence and inevitability of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cali had intended to charge past the man and put him between her and his allies, but he stepped away to force her inside. She skittered sideways at a different target—the one with the knives. Her left stick chopped in and he managed to catch it on crossed blades, but the kick that channeled all her momentum into his stomach catapulted him away and out of the fight. His weapons clattered noisily when they fell.

      She paid for the attack with a blow in the lower back from the middle man’s baton. Fortunately, she’d maintained her forward motion so its impact was blunted, but it was still enough to drag a cry of pain past her gritted teeth. She spun to her right and lashed out blindly with that stick to drive him away. It caught nothing but air as he backpedaled. Her desire to pursue was thwarted by the third man, her original target, who waded in with his own sticks flying.

      They traded strikes and blocks, evenly matched enough that neither could get through the other’s defenses with a decisive blow. She tried aiming at his fingers, but he was wise to the trick and almost snuck a shot through to her face in return. When she backed away slowly, hoping to draw him forward, he followed and she suppressed a smile and focused on the cadence. At exactly the right moment, she hurled her right stick at the remaining man, who had attempted to sneak in from that side, then slipped ahead and to the left. She caught her foe’s wrist as his strike flashed past her and yanked him forward to break his balance, skipped back, and used the joint as a lever. Faced with the choice of a broken wrist or going with the motion, he chose the latter and she flipped him easily. She pistoned a foot into the nerve bundle in the side of his leg, knowing it would numb the limb and keep him out of the fight for a time.

      If he’s smart, he’ll limp the hell away from here. She caught movement in her peripheral vision and whipped her left stick around to redirect the blow that arced down at her head far enough aside to miss her. Damn. I wish Sensei Ikehara had seen that. It’s evidence that I’ve actually learned something in our training sessions. She launched a sidekick into the man’s exposed ribs and followed it with baton blows to each of his knees when he doubled over. He fell, too, and she raised a hand to summon her thrown weapon. She turned in a circle and noticed an odd reflection in the distance. When she squinted and stared at it for a moment, she realized it was one of the enemies the Draksa had been fighting, frozen in place, and smiled at the prowess of her partner. Now, where did the rest of those idiots get to?
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith wanted nothing more than to confront the woman who had almost impaled him twice, but her allies swarmed around and there was no way he could handle them all at once. He blasted one and then another with bursts of force that thrust them back but not out while he raced deeper into the storage area and finally ducked out of the line of sight behind a series of stacked pallets. In the increased darkness, the image in his glasses shifted to provide both the brighter view they’d displayed but also a smear of color that represented body heat.

      It was the only thing that saved him from the veiled attacker who crept over the pallet beside him. His illusion was flawless with not even a visual ripple, but he hadn’t thought to mask his temperature. As he pounced, Tanyith avoided the tackle by taking a quick step away and blasted an upward kick toward the man’s groin. The assailant grunted and crumpled despite the hard plastic his foot had connected with, and while he was down, a follow-up kick drove into his temple.

      The noise revealed his position, though—or the man had told them—because suddenly, he was confronted by two of his enemies. He summoned a force shield barely in time to block the shadow and flame that boiled out at him and ran forward to thrust the barrier into them. They fell back, but he screamed when the damned woman’s spear cut a line of fire across his calves. If she’d been a little lower, she would have nailed his Achilles and a little higher would have unstrung his knees. He said a prayer of thanks as he launched himself upward on a pillar of force and toward the door to the outside. I only need a second to take a potion. Then, we’ll continue this dance, you wench.
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        * * *

      

      Cali neared the trio who had focused on the Atlanteans when they were still twenty feet from their target. She risked a blast of force to carry her up and over them and twisted as she landed to create alarm in the newcomers and elicit curses from her enemies. She gestured at the gangsters. “How about you boys turn around and go home? These folks don’t seem to want your attention.”

      They looked at each other, and the center person said, “You should stay with your own gang, witch. Your magic won’t help you three on one.”

      She grinned and thrust her hands out to spear the speaker with twin blasts of force, one aimed at his groin and the other at his solar plexus. They arrived simultaneously and she caught a glimpse of his shocked face for only a second before he careened ten feet away to land in a crumpled heap. She called, “I think you counted wrong.” The two in front of her drew pistols, and she leapt back and conjured a wide force shield to cover herself and the foursome behind her. “Get out. I’ll take care of these two idiots. Stay out of their firing lanes.”

      An acknowledgment sounded from behind, and she surged into an attack. She realized she’d screwed up when one of them shot the ground in front of her and the ricochet bounced up under the imperfectly positioned shield and sliced into her leg. The limb collapsed beneath her and she rolled to the side in pain, barely managing to reposition the shield to catch the rounds that followed. When their guns clicked empty, one raced at her while the other started to reload.

      She let the shield fade and dispatched a burst of force at the one with the weapon. It didn’t hit him but did explode a light over his head, and the falling glass drove him away. Great. Good aim, Cali. She pushed herself to her feet as the other man arrived and threw a punch at her head. A hop to the side with her weight on her good leg took her out of range, and he lashed out with a kick that knocked it out from under her. She fell again, and he stood over her with a mocking expression as he raised a foot to stamp on her face.

      Fyre appeared to be angry because instead of freezing the man, he flew directly into him, dug his claws into the enemy’s shoulders, and lifted him. His roar overpowered the man’s scream of agony, and his strong wings flapped once, twice, then again as he rocketed toward the side of a building. The Draksa released the man and pulled up into a loop. His victim barely managed to curl to protect his head before he pounded into the structure and fell the dozen feet to the ground. He didn’t move at all.

      Cali realized she’d watched instead of acting when she heard the click of a pistol being primed to shoot. She pushed the idea of protection to the front of her mind and whispered, “Aspida,” and a barrier sprung to life around her. She curled inside it to wait out the attack, felt the warmth of the blood flowing from her wounded leg into her boot, and hoped he’d fire fast enough that she could swallow a potion before she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith made it outside safely and landed on top of the eighteen-wheeler parked at the dock. He turned to face the ship, ready for the woman to make an appearance so he could blast her back into it and eliminate the other  Atlanteans. It’s cool. We’ve got this. The falsehood of his self-congratulation was revealed when the rear doors of the trailer opened and a flood of Atlanteans in matching hoodies and masks flooded out. His brain refused to accept what his eyes told him, and in the moment when he was distracted, an attack from inside the ship hurled him from his perch.
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      The thought flitted across Tanyith’s mind that he was really tired of being airborne because of others’ efforts. In the next moment, he twisted to protect himself from a painful landing on the street with a flexible bubble of force that absorbed the impact. He scrambled to his feet and stared at the people who flowed from the ship in military fatigues, body armor, and rifles. There were dozens more, at least, all looking like they were ready to form a beachhead to invade the city. What the hell is going on here?

      He ran out of time to worry about the bigger picture when a trio of Atlantean warriors came around one side of the truck and two more around the other. While he fired force blasts as fast as he could, he backpedaled and dodged incoming bursts of shadow and fire. Lightning stabbed in and wreathed him in burning incandescence and his muscles spasmed when the energy surged into them. He screamed in rage and pain and launched himself upward to escape the follow-up assault, aiming for the roof of the terminal building. His trajectory was far from perfect and instead of landing cleanly, he collided with one of the skylights, fell through, and barely maintained the presence of mind to throw another force bubble to cushion his fall. When he landed, he blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Cali heard a loud noise from the direction of the cruise ship—like a whole group of people had screamed at once—but couldn’t focus her attention to find out what was going on. Fyre had disabled the man shooting at her with an ice blast and she’d drunk the healing potion, which had instantly tried to put her to sleep. She guzzled the blue energy liquid and stood unsteadily, trembling as her flesh knitted itself together and happy to discover she could now stand on her formerly wounded leg.

      When her vision cleared, she initially thought she was hallucinating. The sheer number of people who streamed out of the ship made no sense, nor did the outfits they wore. She gaped as the men and women—who looked military—confronted the Atlantean gang members, some with the guns they carried, and others with fists and knives. She peered around to ensure no one was near enough to threaten her, then realized she didn’t know what to do.

      Fyre screeched over her head and flew toward the terminal building, then turned and returned to her and repeated the process. Damn, we need telepathy. Or radios. She jogged after him and he seemed content. They’d covered only a few yards when something entirely unexpected happened. A helicopter swooped in and hovered over the docks, its blades barely clearing the high points on the terminal roof. Four figures leapt out clad in identical dark clothing and body armor. One, about half the size of the others, had shockingly purple hair in the spotlight that shone down from the aircraft. That one, together with two more, slid down black lines, while the fourth clearly used magic to slow their descent.

      When they landed, the new arrivals immediately engaged the people in the camouflage uniforms. Cali pointed upward to tell Fyre to check the roof, then lost sight of the bigger battle when she crossed into the terminal building. In the center, Tanyith lay on his back with a number of enemies closing in on him. She attacked them from behind, blasted two with bursts of force that knocked them into the others, and raced in to stand beside her ally. “Get up.”

      He shook his head and said groggily, “I can’t.”

      She risked a look and saw nothing broken on his body. “Yes, you can. Stand your lazy ass up right now, Tanyith.”

      With a moan, he staggered to his feet and put a hand on her shoulder to steady himself.  They were in the middle of an empty space and enemies surrounded them on three sides. As one, they retreated in the only possible direction, moving toward the large scaffolded storage area that ran through the center of the building and would prevent them from reaching the other side. The woman in the suit from the battle at the nightclub appeared behind their other enemies. Again, she was dressed impeccably, this time in a dark navy-blue suit and matching shirt and tie. all one color but attractive nonetheless. Her hair was slightly mussed, and Cali considered mentioning it but the woman spoke first.

      “We’re here for him, Ms Leblanc. You’re free to go.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what you are all up to out there with all the chaos and guns and stuff, but there’s no way you’ll get to him without going through me first.”

      The other woman frowned. “That’s inconvenient but acceptable.” A surprisingly gentle burst of force knocked Cali a step to the side and suddenly, she was trapped as four enemies placed walls of magical power around her. She could see them maintain the spells while the woman moved toward her target. The barrier didn’t prevent her from seeing or hearing clearly.

      He snarled outrage. “What is it with you people?”

      She shrugged. “You are a thorn in our side. From what I’m told, you always were.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “When I was part of the gang, we cared about the Atlantean people.”

      She gave a dismissive laugh. “You lacked vision and still do. When we’re done, the Atlantean people in New Orleans will be much better off.”

      Cali called out a warning as the gang member behind the woman shifted position, but the leader raised her hand and stopped their motion. She looked over her shoulder and ordered them to back off. They complied and she held a palm out and the magical spear that was the only weapon they’d seen her use appeared in it. She nodded at Tanyith. “I will give you the honor of single combat in recognition of the fact that you were once one of us and, as deluded as you were and are, you still considered the future of our people as your chief concern. Do you accept?”

      She wanted to tell him not to do it but there were really no other options. I’ll find a way out of here, and I’ll show her exactly how much I respect rules set by a gangster.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith drew his right-hand Sai and summoned a shield onto his left forearm. The woman’s subordinates pushed pallets aside magically to create a rough circle, similar to those used for ritual combat in both New and old Atlantis. She wove the spear in an eloquent figure of eight in front of her, and he was forced to acknowledge that every movement she made was incredibly graceful. Damn, maybe Sienna’s right and I was in prison for too long.

      He laughed at himself. Sure, she wants to kill you, but maybe you could do an enemies to lovers thing, right? He shook his head at his own stupidity and pulled on his game face as he circled with her and pushed his aches and pains to the back of his brain. The spear licked out at his eyes and he leaned back. It stopped short when he positioned the shield in the way. She stepped in and twirled the other end up between his legs, and he caught it in the curved guard of his sai before it struck. He whipped the shield around, hoping she’d push in to try to force past his guard, but she backpedaled and circled again.

      Dammit, she’s all cold logic and strategy. The look on her face reinforced the conclusion, as she didn’t seem particularly excited to fight him or even particularly annoyed. It wasn’t a reaction he usually engendered in people, as he tended to be polarizing. It would make forcing her into a mistake exceptionally difficult. Okay, let’s change it up then. He rushed at her and cursed the pain in his calves that stole some of his speed. With the shield, he hammered the weapon aside when she tried to impale him, then swung the sai in a feint. She opened slightly to block it, and he thrust forward, knees-first. Her eyes widened when he careened into her blocking arm and shoved her back.

      She stumbled and went down and he landed on top of her. His initial attack was an elbow blow, but her raised arms blocked it. He pushed up and let his weight fall on her again, but she accepted the impact without reacting. It only became apparent that she’d locked his wrist out when his sai began to move toward his face. He dropped it, and she used the hand that had controlled the limb to punch him in the temple. The blow caused him to shift to one side, and a surge of motion from below threw him off in that direction. He scrambled to his feet in time to evade the point of the spear as it sought his heart.

      Blood trickled down his cheek and his head was ringing. For the first time in the fight, he thought it was more likely that he’d lose than that he’d win, and he glanced around reflexively for ways to escape. When his brain began to function again, he remembered Cali was trapped nearby. There was no way he would abandon her. So, how do I beat this wench? She attacked and he blocked again, but his arms felt heavy as the pain in his skull increased.

      A sudden shout shattered the moment and the enemies who had maintained the barrier around his partner scattered when Fyre bulldozed through their ranks. He froze one who had moved too slowly to evade his attack and grasped another in his claws. Cali appeared at a run from the side and his opponent dropped and rolled away to avoid the surprise attack. He expected the enemy leader to continue the fight but instead, she snarled and ran. A moment later, two dark-uniformed people he hadn’t seen before rushed into the room and engaged the half-dozen enemies who remained. The taller one—a woman with black hair—mixed magical attacks and punches that made loud snaps when they connected. The shorter one was a shockingly unexpected purple-haired troll. Equally surprising was the way he used two combat batons to disable his share of the Atlanteans.

      In moments, the area was clear and the duo raced out through the opening that faced the docks. Fyre landed beside Cali with a fluttering of his wings, then folded them back carefully along his body. She reached out a hand and petted him absently.

      Tanyith looked at her, and she stared at him. “So…uh, this turned out really different than I thought it would.”

      She laughed. “Right? I guess we should be used to that by now or something.” She twisted her head to look in the direction the strangers had gone. “They came in by helicopter but I have no idea why. There were a couple more of them, though. That was a troll, right? I’ve never seen one in person.”

      He nodded, then realized she wasn’t looking at him and replied, “Yeah. Definitely a troll.”

      “I thought they were small. Or really big.”

      “They can be many different sizes, according to what I’ve heard. But my knowledge is minimal.”

      Cali shrugged. “I guess we should see what’s going on outside. I kind of don’t want to, though.”

      He laughed. “I know how you feel. But we need to make sure that no one who wasn’t here to fight was hurt. Do you still have a healing potion left?”

      “Nope. I used it.”

      Tanyith grimaced. “Okay, I’ll hold on to mine, then, in case we find wounded. But if I collapse, you’ll have to carry me.”

      “I’ve more or less carried you the whole time I’ve known you. Why should today be different?” She strode toward the door with the Draksa at her side, and he was fairly sure she walked faster than usual, doubtless only to tweak him. He sighed, shook his head, and followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali stared in surprise when she exited the terminal building onto the docks. What had seemed like a chaotic battlefield when she went inside had transformed into a space of extreme order. Police cars flashed red and blue at each end of the lit-up area near the cruise ship, and a line of men and women bound with zip ties sat in the middle of the wide zone.

      Weapons had been piled on the far side, presumably taken from the military-looking people. How long was I trapped for? Sheesh. Her review of the situation was interrupted by the appearance of a familiar face. Detective Barton grinned at her. “Well, look at that. Massive fighting involving gang members and who do I see but the perennially uninvolved Caliste Leblanc.”

      She snorted at her. “Right. So surprising that I’m exactly where you told me to be. What a shocker.”

      The other woman laughed. “I’m only messing with you. I’m glad to see you’re safe.” She looked past her with a smile. “That goes for you, too, but less, Shale.”

      Tanyith sounded tired. “That is not my name anymore.”

      “Are you both okay?”

      Cali nodded. “Never better. What went on here?”

      Barton shrugged. “I’m still trying to find out. What we know for sure is that the night started exactly like we all thought it would. The Atlantean gang came to meet some people who were clearly expecting to see them. My officers watched them all leave fairly quickly after the ship docked and followed.”

      “Yeah, we were watching them too. But what’s with the rest?”

      “It looks as if the human gang tried to intercept some of them—maybe to replace the ones who miraculously escaped.” She stared into Cali’s eyes and shrugged at the lack of confirmation. “Clearly, there were some small-scale skirmishes. Anyway, things went to hell when the mercenaries attacked the Atlantean gang, who had apparently brought more people than expected. I truly know zero about that, but my superiors will work hard to find answers.”

      She grinned. “So you’ll tell us what you learn?”

      The detective shook her head. “Not likely, unless you have something to trade for it.” She waved and walked off to intercept an officer who jogged across the space.

      Tanyith quipped, “Why can’t you two get along?”

      Cali shrugged. “Mainly because she’s so distracted by you that she’s not logical. Seriously, you two should simply date and be done with it.” Her heart wasn’t in the teasing, though, because she continued to scan the area. It wasn’t clear what she was looking for, but when she saw the troll and the woman who had been with him, she decided they were it. “Come on, you two.”

      As they approached, it became clear that the two were talking to another person and the third member of the trio turned out to be Nylotte. Cali nudged Tanyith, and he glanced up and said, “Well, she did say she’d be nearby. Maybe she knows what the hell went on.”

      When they arrived, the Drow stared at them and snapped at her partner, “Are you simply going to limp around all night or will you take your potion?” He looked like he wanted to reply but clearly thought better of it and sipped from the red cylinder.

      The athletic-looking brunette laughed and extended her hand to Cali. “I saw your attack when the box fell. Nice job. I’m Diana Sheen. The half-pint next to me is Rath.”

      The troll grinned at her and said, “We are the law.” His companion rolled her eyes.

      “Cali Leblanc. The guy with me is Tanyith. The short one is Fyre.” Handshakes were exchanged, and Rath offered them fist-bumps in turn. “I guess you know Nylotte?”

      Diana laughed. “Oh, you could say that. She’s a friend but more importantly, she’s my teacher in all things magic.”

      Tanyith grinned. “So, are you being punished for something? What did you do wrong?”

      The Drow rolled her eyes as Diana joined the laughter. “She’s much worse when you get to know her. She’s probably been on her best behavior with you. I take it you’re the one she rescued from Trevilsom?”

      He nodded. “And I’ll owe her forever.”

      The Drow waved it away. “That particular account is closed. And actually, Diana here owes both of you, now.”

      Cali tilted her head. “Why?”

      The woman twisted to face her, and Cali noticed that a hilt protruded over her shoulder. Okay, guns and a sword. That’s weird. “It would be a really long and ridiculously involved story, so I’ll summarize it. Basically, we had word that there was a human criminal organization that was looking to exterminate a group of magicals in New Orleans. When Nylotte mentioned that you were investigating a cruise ship that was of interest to a magical group in the city, it struck my team that maybe the things were related.”

      She nodded. “That makes sense.”

      Diana continued, “So, my techs did a little hacking and we discovered both a money trail leading back to the Zatora crime syndicate here and an unscheduled stop on the ship’s itinerary. We put two and two together and sent drones in to take a look. The idiots tied up over there are cheap mercenaries who were hired to wipe out the Atlanteans here. But it turns out there was an extra bonus. The additional gang members were here to offload a shipment of explosives from the ship.”

      Tanyith whistled. “That’s a lucky find. Why didn’t they bring them in by portal?”

      She shrugged. “Honestly? I have no idea. Maybe they didn’t come from New Atlantis but somewhere else along the way where they don’t have anything set up. It’s not how I would have done it but sometimes, even the smartest people make mistakes.”

      Nylotte nodded. “Sometime, when you have a week or two, I can tell you about all the screwups Diana has managed since we met. It’s quite an exhaustive list.”

      Again, Diana rolled her eyes, but the smile on her lips clearly revealed her affection for the Drow. “So I guess she’s right. We wouldn’t have been in the right place at the right time without your help. It’s my expectation that this will turn out to be a piece of something bigger, which means my team has a leg up on something we’d probably wind up dealing with anyway.”

      “Your team?” Cali asked. “Who the heck are you people?”

      The woman laughed. “That’s a little uncertain at the moment. We used to be a federal agency tasked with the protection of a given territory from magical criminals. That went a little sideways and now, we’re more of a self-determined organization but still focused on things magical and answerable to the United States government.”

      “Do you have investigators on your team?”

      “Yep. We didn’t bring our primary one with us on this adventure, but he was a detective for many years before he joined us. Plus, everyone has some basic skills in our previous careers.”

      Tanyith laughed. “Are you thinking of joining up, Cali?”

      “If it’ll get me away from you, show me where to sign,” she quipped,

      There was a laugh from behind as another woman in dark body armor pushed through. She had long black hair, dark eye makeup, and perfect lips. Where the other woman looked like someone you’d see in real life, this one could have been a model. Or a recruiting poster. “Okay, boss, it looks like we have this place locked down. They’ll quarantine the ship until Glam and her bots can give it a proper search.”

      Diana nodded. “Cali, Tanyith, and Fyre, this is Cara, my second in command.”

      Cali laughed. “Wait, you have a team with two women in charge? Seriously now, where do I sign up?”

      Cara smiled and replied, “Skill is the only thing that matters to us. If you have the credentials, we could certainly talk about it sometime.”

      Her boss shook her head. “But now is not that time. We need to get a move on.” She turned to Nylotte. “Do you have a suggestion for where we can portal to in the city? It’d be more convenient than using the jet or helicopters if we have to pursue investigations here.”

      “I can help with that,” Cali interrupted. “I mean, I could help with the investigation, but that’s not what I was referring to. My boss, Zeb, could probably be convinced to let you use the basement of his business as a landing location.”

      Diana looked at the Drow, who gave her a nod. “That sounds good. How about we go and meet him?” She turned to Cara. “You and Hercules wrap things up here and head back. Rath and I will go check Cali’s place.” The other woman nodded and headed off, and the team leader asked her teacher, “Are you coming along?”

      She sighed. “Given your lack of ability with people, I probably should.” Diana laughed, as she had at all the Drow’s sharp-tongued comments. Rath and Fyre stood from where they’d played some kind of game involving batting an object that looked very much like a grenade between them.

      Cali summoned a portal. She couldn’t hold back a laugh when the troll did a series of flips and launched himself into it, and she followed them through with a wide grin. This is absolutely the weirdest night ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken Usha an hour to calm Danna’s anger over the events at the docks before she sent the woman to seek information on the results of the evening’s activities. Her subordinate was most upset over her own inability to eliminate the thorn that irritated them all but was also irate over the unexpected attack by the mercenaries the Zatoras had hired.

      Danna had texted shortly after her departure with confirmation that it had been the syndicate. They had picked up one of their middle-level people off the streets and tortured him until he confessed. The enforcer, who still lived, had apparently proven quite adept at breaking bones in what appeared to have been the most agonizing way possible. While she was aware that information gleaned in that fashion was often unreliable, she had confidence in what she’d heard.

      Given the successes they’d had, it made sense that the human gang would have to act and do so decisively. How they knew about the ship—and most concerning, about that particular shipment of goods from the Empress—she didn’t know. Danna had vowed to find the answer for her. As if the thought had summoned her, Usha’s second in command entered the office and joined her on the couch. She waited to be addressed before speaking, as always.

      “What news?”

      She smoothed her tie under her unbuttoned suit jacket. “All but nine have reported in. We are investigating whether those still missing are dead, imprisoned, or captured. The docks are still on lockdown, though, so information is difficult to come by.”

      Usha nodded. “We need better people in the police department and maybe in the city government. Look into that.”

      “I will. We secured additional confirmation that the mercenaries were hired by the Zatoras using the tip the captive provided about how they were paid. They went cheap.”

      She laughed. “That describes our friend Rion Grisham well. He thinks he’s a classic gangster when in fact, he’s a jumped-up lieutenant at best. He doesn’t know that when you attack first, you need to strike hard enough that your opponent can’t get up. We’ll make sure he learns that lesson well.”

      Danna smiled. “I look forward to being a part of that.”

      “You will be. Now, what of the people in the black uniforms?”

      She scowled. “I can’t find any information about them at all. They’re like ghosts. No one has seen them or heard of them. We scoured the Internet and found some stories by searching for a purple-haired troll but even then, they were inconclusive and nothing more than rumors.”

      The corners of Usha’s mouth turned down. “That’s not a good sign for our future endeavors. Perhaps we’ll be lucky and discover that they’re after the Zatoras but somehow, I don’t imagine that will be the case. Since they were seen using magic, we must assume they might be interested in us.”

      “It is always safest to be paranoid.”

      “Agreed. Finally, then, what of Tanyith and Caliste?”

      Danna sighed. “If not for the girl’s interference, I would have killed him before the woman and the troll interfered.”

      Usha patted her subordinate’s leg. “Let it go. There will be another chance. What do you suggest we do about them going forward?”

      She shrugged. “The girl was promised a week of preparation time. There are still several days left of that. In the meantime, we should scour the city, try to find out where their base is aside from the tavern and the dojo, and make sure we get and keep eyes on them. It might be best to synchronize the next attacks so they can’t warn one another.”

      “What pairing do you suggest?”

      “It seems unlikely that we can separate the woman and her dog. So that will need to be the pair on her side.”

      Usha raised an eyebrow. “Clearly, it is not a dog.”

      Danna nodded. “Yeah. I know. But we’re still not sure exactly what it is. Magical, almost certainly, since the girl can’t be powerful enough yet to maintain that veil while doing other things. The creature must be doing it for her. Plus, it keeps changing color.” She laughed softly. “It really is a shame we can’t get her on our side.”

      “Maybe once Tanyith is dealt with and if she survives the next round, we can try to recruit her.”

      “Voluntarily?”

      The leader shrugged. “Or involuntarily. Perhaps her karate teacher or the tavern owner would be enough to convince her. Or one of the people she plays with in Jackson Square.”

      Danna sighed. “I really don’t think it will work, but I agree that it has to be tried. The last issues are with the drug distribution. We have the one for the humans ready.”

      “Excellent. Let’s start right on the border with the Zatoras, everywhere our territories connect. If we can drum up a demand from their side of the lines, it should weaken them and strengthen us. Even better, we might find someone who’s on the inside, which will make everything easier.”

      Her second recognized her words for the dismissal they were and departed without responding. Usha drummed her fingers on the back of the couch and wondered what else they could do to convince Leblanc to join them. If she did survive the coming attack, it would speak volumes about her abilities and to add the girl to her team would be an unprecedented coup. Surely, the Empress would reward her magnificently if she could only pull it off. It might even be enough to get her a seat on her council of advisors.

      She fell asleep with that image in her mind and dreamed of ways to turn Caliste to the cause of her people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After the adventures of the previous evening, Cali slept until it was time to leave for work at the Drunken Dragons. She wandered around more or less in a daze and told Zeb the whole story when she had moments to spare. He’d heard part of it the night before when he’d agreed to let Sheen and her team use the basement as a portal location and provided the magical extras that would let them pass through the wards built into the place. She’d explained to Diana that she should be honored since most didn’t have that privilege.

      Toward the end of the evening, Tanyith showed up for a quick drink. He was dressed for his date with Sienna and looked charmingly nervous about the whole thing. She decided not to tease him but only wished him good fortune and went about her business. Once he departed, she took a seat across the bar from Zeb. “Do you think the date will go well for him?”

      Her boss shrugged. “There’s no way to tell. People change, and the time in prison no doubt turned him into a very different person. It might be a better fit or might be worse. It’s good that he hasn’t shied away from finding the answer, though.”

      She nodded. “On another topic, did you discuss last night’s events with any of your friends?”

      “Yeah, a couple. They were as surprised as we all were. There was no hint that the Zatoras might try something that audacious.” He shook his head. “Life’s never dull in the Big Easy, right?”

      Cali laughed. “That’s certainly one way to put it.” She scowled as someone called her name and yelled, “In a minute.” She grinned at Zeb. “I love messing with them. But hey, if you could ask around to see who knows about weird languages and symbols, that would be awesome.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “You need to go to the library. I’ll let Scoppic know you’ll stop by on Sunday afternoon.”

      She began to protest but his raised eyebrow stopped her. Fine. I have a ton of questions begging for answers, so I might as well dig into them. It’s probably a safe place to avoid the gang’s next attack, too. “Okay. Magical library. Sunday. Got it.” She turned and muttered, “Emalia’s right, there are no damn shortcuts to be had in this life.” Another voice called her name and she yelled, exasperated, “Shut it! I’m on my way!”
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        * * *

      

      He had expected that she might cancel, but his date agreed to return to town for the occasion. Tanyith escorted Sienna into a booth on the far right of the Stallion Bar. It had seemed appropriate for them to have their night out here, the place indirectly responsible for the opportunity. She slid in first and he moved to the other side. They ordered drinks—both chose Manhattans—and he asked her to select all their food exactly like it used to be.

      She perused the menu with a smile and selected an oyster appetizer—half-raw for her, half-barbecued for him—and a chicken entrée and a pasta dish for them to share. They talked about history until the meals arrived and the conversation turned serious. He explained how sorry he was about her house, and she told him it didn’t matter, that insurance would cover it, and besides, she needed to redecorate anyway. She told it well, but he knew it was a lie.

      The night of the attack had been a turning point, even though neither of them had necessarily realized it at the time. While Sienna was willing to be with someone who wasn’t entirely legal, she had no desire to be a part of that world directly, and the violence and mental baggage of the event at her house had obviously affected her deeply. He saw it in her struggle to stay relaxed, in the way she held her drink, and in the slight downturn at the corners of her mouth.

      He made his best effort to keep the conversation light and pleasant. When dessert arrived, he focused on watching her eat and on giving himself good memories to add to the mental scrapbook with all the other ones they’d shared. He touched her hand. “This was lovely, but it’s not there for you, I think. Am I right?”

      She nodded. “You are. I thought maybe I could find it, but there’s too much history. Too much stuff.” He knew she was referring both to the distant past and more recent events.

      “Well then. Friends it is.”

      With a smile, he raised his glass in a toast and she clinked it. “Friends. Always.”

      He’d expected that he would feel sad, but it was okay. There was some regret but nothing critical. Maybe it wasn’t right for me either. Besides, who has time for a relationship, anyway? He grinned at her. “So. Let’s talk strategy for tracking down the idiot who disappeared on you.”
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November 10, 2019

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the second book in the Scions of Magic series! I hope you loved it as much as I loved writing it – and I really dug the events in this book! I am grateful every day for the chance to share stories with others who love them as much as I do.

      Martha’s suggestion that I include some of the characters from my other Oriceran series (Diana, Cara, and Rath) was so much fun! I enjoyed kind of seeing them from the outside, through Cali’s eyes. Hopefully you enjoyed them, too. Maybe Cali should become an agent? Guess we’ll see where things go!

      Quick shout out to the beta readers who made the first book so much better. They really came through with a bunch of stuff that I was just too close to the story to see, and in doing so made it so much better.

      When I started the series, I didn’t have the character of the Empress among my initial ideas. She’s really become interesting, to me and hopefully to you, and will probably feature heavily in the second arc (books 5-8). It seems like she’s got a lot of potential depth, plus a reason to wind up on the wrong side of the heroes!

      I’m gearing up for the 20booksto50k conference in Vegas. It’s the premiere indie author event, and I’ve been attending since the first one in 2017. This one will have TRIPLE the amount of people as that initial gathering, I believe, which is really saying something!

      I’m an avid gamer in my occasional spare time, and I’ve been spending time that I should probably be spending on work playing Outer Worlds. So far, it’s big fuTn. Still counting the days to season four of the Expanse. And I just introduced my daughter to the Matrix, which is something I’ve been wanting to do since she was born. Very positive response, making me very happy!

      My life is uncommonly busy at the moment, with strange and unexpected tasks appearing as if from nowhere. I’m looking deeply forward to the chance to surround myself with other authors and get my brain on straight again. And then it’s on to the craziness and fun of the holidays!

      My grandmother died recently, with fairly little drama, at 95 years old. I can’t even imagine the changes she saw in her life, from beginnings as one of seven children whose father went out for coffee one day and never came back. She worked at a University for a lot of years, running a dining hall and making generations of students happy. Some of my fondest memories are spending summers there with her. Near the end her brain was losing its fight with Alzheimer’s, but she still managed to be cheerful and caring most of the time. I’m sad she’s gone, but glad that the pain and confusion won’t afflict her anymore. And it reminds me to grab onto each moment with my family and wring every last drop of love out of it. Definitely something I’m going to do this celebration season!

      My next read is going to be Michael Anderle’s Obsidian Detective. I loved Blade Runner, and the book’s ambiance hearkens back to that. November 2019 is also the month the film was set in, so it’s doubly appropriate!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      Oh, and if you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Thanks!

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: .

      For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.

      Stay up to date on new releases and fan pricing by signing up for my newsletter. CLICK HERE TO JOIN.

      Or visit: www.trcameron.com/Oriceran to sign up.
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November 26, 2019

        

      

    

    
      So, we’re cruising toward the end of the year – and the start of a new decade. Both for me and for the planet. I turned 60 this year and we’re all heading into 2020. My rallying cry for the next year is to do less and create more. I’ll explain…

      At the start of this year, my goal was to see if I could expand. Maybe create a universe on my own and call it what I wanted (Peabrain… and side note… mixed reception on the name – big love for the books – and let’s test if Michael Anderle is reading these notes – he was right…), go to more conferences, create more opportunities. I guess the watchword was… MORE!

      And I got more. More staff, more responsibility, more deadlines, more things to do, more travel, more shaking hands, more meetings, more phone calls. Till one day I noticed I was creating less, doing more and not as happy. It’s always a good idea to pay attention to who you’re dying to emulate. Mine were all authors who seemed to have more time to contemplate what they wanted to put on a page. You know… write.

      I think the best moment was when I was doing daily Facebook Live readings of books that were coming out that week with a throwback oldie on Fridays and I was doing timed sprints with another author, Charley Case who’s in the new universe, Terranavis (more on that in a second), and answering a few emails so I wouldn’t forget or nothing slipped through the cracks. Sprints, by the way, are when you go for 30 or 40 minutes writing as fast as you can, take a break for 10 minutes and then do it again. No social media, no phone calls, no nothing during that sprint. I did the best I could under the circumstances. And Charley and I took turns keeping time.

      But for some reason on this particular day, I was the timer and I remembered to set the timer on my phone – good first step. Somewhere in there I noticed the time and realized I needed to get on Facebook Live and start reading. Totally forgot about Charley…

      Even better, during the live reading the timer went off on my phone and I looked over, turned it off and thought, What was that about?

      Even better than that, after a while, Charley wondered if I had forgotten about the timer and he took his own break, wandering over to Facebook to take a look around and who should he see LIVE! He even said hello and listened for a few minutes.

      We had a good laugh about it after the reading was over.

      It was time to simplify and get back to what I love. So, all the series in the new universe I was doing have been merged with LMBPN and have a new name, Terranavis. They even have a Facebook page - https://www.facebook.com/terranavisuniverse/ and a Facebook Group will be coming tomorrow. I shut down a lot of the other things and felt a weight lift off me, and I planned out a sane number of books to write for next year (sane for me, okay, I get it – work in progress).

      There’s some really good stuff coming out – to start with all those Terranavis books at the end of December, plus some great expansion of Oriceran and a familiar detective and her troll will make a return. Maybe even another new collaborator.

      Plus, I’m still sprinting with Charley, but he’s agreed to be the permanent timer. I’m timer emeritus. I even got a cool new chair that Charley raved about almost every day for months. It comes Monday. Gotta go. It’s been a long day of words and dinner needs to be fixed, before it all starts over tomorrow. Simpler plan though, which will also leave me with more time to chat with all of you. More adventures to follow.
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      Caliste Leblanc imagined that any of the New Orleans party crowd who saw the three of them flash past would remember the sight, assuming they weren’t too intoxicated. The man they pursued was dressed like Dracula, a result of the decision to confront him at the end of the evening vampire tours. Their quarry had been a part of the Atlantean gang back in the day and was now mostly legit, Tanyith reported after several days of surveillance, although not above a little petty theft when the opportunity presented itself.

      She was a step ahead of her partner and made a mental note to tease him about the obvious onset of age-related decay. Her black boots thudded on the sidewalk, and she wore mostly matching hues—jeans and a concert t-shirt with faded lettering promoting The Police, with the cover symbols from Ghost in the Machine in a slightly darker black than the rest. Her curly red hair trailed unfettered like the tail of a rocket.

      He pounded along a pace behind. She risked a quick glance at the former prisoner and current amateur wannabe private eye. His chiseled face was filled with annoyance and sweat darkened the armpits of his untucked white dress shirt. So that’s something else to taunt him with. “Stop that vampire!” he shouted.

      A crowd of laughing revelers raised their gigantic beer bottles in a toast as the trio whipped past, and Cali shook her head. He had to choose to run along Bourbon street, naturally. Even if this group wanted to help, their reflexes are so damaged they’d miss by a block and a half.

      In the week of relative quiet since the events at the docks, Tanyith had investigated all the people he knew from the gang who were still around and no longer an obvious part of the criminal group. His effort was focused on the intention to locate someone who might have information about Sienna’s missing boyfriend. Most had nothing to share and welcomed his inquiries with varying degrees of enthusiasm. This one, though, ran as soon as he saw them, which suggested it had been a good call to ask her to accompany him. Fleeing at the sight of us has to mean something, right?

      Their quarry looked over his shoulder at her partner’s shout and hissed, then suddenly surged forward with a burst of speed. You’re taking the whole Nosferatu identity a little far, buddy.

      Cali pulled up a touch of magic—only enough to get the job done—and put her most recent lesson from Emalia to work. Power flowed into her legs to energize them and enable her to run faster. She’d been sad at the revelation that she couldn’t become superhero-fast, the top limit being what her body could handle before it actually damaged itself. Still, she was half again as fast with it as she was without it. She narrowed the distance, then growled in annoyance and slid to a stop several yards beyond the archway he’d ducked into to evade her lunge at his cloak.

      Tanyith gave her a superior look as he took the corner with ease. She grimaced and moved at normal speed in the right direction in time to see the caped figure dart through the tables of a packed restaurant patio. Diners shrieked, waiters yelled as they dodged or fell, and shouts from the bartender in a language she didn’t recognize followed her as she trailed the others. She did her best to avoid colliding with anyone but still stumbled from a chair that she’d mostly, but not entirely, leapt over. When they emerged onto the crowded streets once more, their target was now a fair distance ahead of her, with her partner a dozen paces behind him.

      A sensation of a new presence in her mind and a metallic flash overhead heralded the arrival of Fyre, and the Draksa swooped with his claws extended toward the fugitive. A faint shimmer surrounded the creature who’d adopted her, a trace of the veil that rendered him invisible from everyone other than her. He was about to snatch their quarry when the man tumbled into a somersault that allowed him to evade the dragon lizard’s sharp grasp. He hurtled through the doorway of an apartment building, which gave Cali flashbacks to the ambush laid for her a couple of weeks before. She gritted her teeth and pursued, confident that if there was a trap ahead, she and Tanyith would be able to deal with it and that Fyre would prevent any outside reinforcements from joining the melee.

      She cleared the doorway as she drove her shoulder into the closing door, burst into the structure, and had a moment of disbelief at what lay within. While the exterior of the building appeared to contain a set of six separate apartments, the interior held only a single large room that stretched three tall stories high and occupied a rectangle about forty feet wide and sixty long. Long strands of twinkling lights adorned the walls, doubtless repurposed from Christmas decorations. Mismatched bunks and sleeping bags, most occupied, covered almost the entire ground level. A part of the area was sectioned off with shower scrawled on the plywood that enclosed it in spray paint. Pictures done by graffiti artists filled the first-floor drywall, judging by the style. Some had ventured higher but not so many as to fully cover the other levels. Or where the other levels would be if the place wasn’t gutted.

      The man panted in the center of the room, bent over with one palm raised in a “stop” gesture toward them. Tanyith and Cali obeyed, not because of the signal but because of the two men and two women who trained pistols on them.

      Her partner muttered, “Whoa, now. We only want to talk. There’s no need to escalate.”

      One of the men laughed. “I’d say you did the escalating when you apparently chased our friend.”

      Cali shook her head. “He chose to run. All we wanted was a little conversation. Maybe you could lower those weapons? We wouldn’t want one to go off by accident.” In truth, they looked experienced enough that she didn’t worry about unintended bullets fired inadvertently. Still, it was always preferable to have a weapon barrel pointed somewhere other than at one’s face.

      The woman with the man who’d spoken, both off to Cali’s right, shook her head. “I have a better idea. You and your boyfriend back out of here. Now.”

      She sighed. “He’s not my boyfriend and I’m not an archaeologist.” The woman tilted her head as a quizzical expression crept onto her face and she sighed again. “Because archaeologists are into fossils. And I’m not into fossils. Or an archaeologist.” She rolled her eyes. “Okay, enough.” She raised her fingers to her mouth an inch at a time so as to not set the gun-wielders off and used them to discharge a sharp whistle. Moments later, the surrounding air was disturbed by Fyre’s passage. She kept her gaze locked on the woman to avoid betraying his presence.

      With her hands on her hips, she noted that the man they’d pursued was now properly upright and breathing normally. Which means he’s able to talk. “Here’s the thing. All we want to do is have a short chat. If you aim the weapons at the floor, we won’t have to take them from you. Of course, that means if you don’t, we will.”

      The man laughed derisively and twitched his pistol at her. “I’d like to see you try.”

      Cali answered with her magic. With a twisting dive to the left, she fired a force blast to knock the weapon out of his hand. In her keyed-up state, she misjudged the power and he careened back and tripped over one of the bunks. At least I didn’t send him through the wall. A curse from the woman signaled Tanyith dealing with her, the gun, or both. A chill pervaded the air before she rolled up from her dodge. The gun-wielders were frozen in place, and the other people in the room, all of whom were awake now, cringed away from the suddenly visible Draksa.

      The man who’d led them there twitched, and she pointed a finger at him. “Don’t even think about it, or I’ll have him freeze your legs.” She and Tanyith walked over to stand before him, and she gestured for her partner to take the initiative.

      He stepped forward and shook his head. “All right, Parker, why lead us on this chase? And why the hell are you working as a tour guide? A friend told me you’d cleaned your act up and come into some cash. I don’t think this is what she was referring to.”

      Parker sighed and finger-combed his hair out of his eyes. His locks were floppy, perhaps a sign that he was growing them to better fit his image as a creature of the night. The face below them was clean-shaven and sharply angled, and his slender form was mostly hidden beneath the black and red cape, white shirt, and black trousers. Sneakers ruined the look, but at least they were black. His laugh held portions of disbelief, regret, and resentment. “Tay, it figures you’d be back in town at the precise moment when everything went to hell. You’ve always been trouble’s lackey.”

      Tanyith frowned. “Let’s let bygones be gone, Park. What are you talking about?”

      With a suspicious glance at the Draksa, the man took a few steps sideways, sat on a bunk, and folded his hands in his lap. “I had a good thing going with one of the smaller groups in town. We didn’t do any of the really bad stuff, only a little smuggling for rich folks—things from the homeland.”

      “Rich Atlanteans?” Cali interjected.

      The man frowned at her with enough condescension that she considered having Fyre freeze his feet. “No, for humans. There are some who consider themselves collectors of arcane knowledge and artifacts.”

      “Not actual artifacts, surely.” Her partner sounded alarmed. “You’re not that stupid, are you?”

      The laugh he uttered seemed forced like it had to fight to escape the clutches of his chest. “Sadly, that’s a shoe that fits. Our boss had a connection. Then, suddenly, he didn’t and we were attacked by the Atlantean gang.” He shrugged. “I walked away from everything—a new place, a new ID, and new job, such as it is. The last I saw of the others, they were headed to the swamps.”

      She looked at her partner and he nodded sharply to verify that the man’s words were likely the truth. But something in how he’d said it scratched at her instincts. “Who was the final collector you worked for?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. That was boss-level stuff.”

      With a scowl, she folded her arms. “There’s no way you didn’t discuss it among yourselves and try to find out. Spill, or you’ll go into deep freeze.” She gestured toward Fyre.

      Parker glanced at the dragon lizard and sighed. “Rion Grisham.”

      “It had to be him.” Cali put her head in her hands but spoke loudly enough to be heard through her fingers. “And what’s the last thing you sourced for him—the thing that pushed it over the edge with the others?” She knew what it had to be even before he answered. Finding the first piece was random chance. Discovering the second among the things her parents left for her pointed to something bigger.

      “A hunk of metal with stuff engraved on it. Part of a sword, the boss said, from long ago.”

      She sighed. “Of course it was.”

      Tanyith snapped his fingers, and both she and Parker turned to him. “That’s all very interesting, but it’s tangential. What I really need to know is this—when was the last time you saw Aiden Walsh?”

      The man frowned. “Who?”

      “You might know him as Adam Harlan or Harry.”

      Parker laughed. “Oh, that guy. He’s an idiot.” She noticed the flicker of a smile on her partner’s face at the characterization, but it vanished quickly. “Probably about a month ago. He was trying to get in with the boss or something, I guess. They were talking at a bar.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t remember and it probably wouldn’t matter. They didn’t, like, simply run into each other. Someone put them together.”

      Tanyith growled his irritation. “Who?”

      The other man shrugged. “I don’t know. Not me. But what I can tell you is that one other person was there for that meeting.”

      “Who was it?”

      Parker stood suddenly, and Cali reached inward to touch her magic, ready for anything. He stepped forward to look the other man in the eye. “Something for nothing, is it?”

      He shook his head. “You owe me. A number of times over.”

      “This clears it.” It was a statement, not a question, and he received a nod in response. “Fine. It was Grisham’s jerkwad assistant.”

      She thought back to when Grisham and his associates visited the Dragons to deliver their threats and promises. “The muscle or the brain?” She’d put her money on the thin man, who’d had as much intelligence sparkling in his eyes as his partner had bulges straining the lines of his suit.

      The man laughed. “The smart one. I’m not sure the other is capable of speech. But I’ll give you this for free since Tay and I are even after so long. Grisham has two smart ones, at least, and maybe more. His fingers are in way more pies than anyone outside his inner circle knows about.” His voice turned stern, and the two guards who’d been thawed stepped behind him. “Now, get out. You’re not welcome here, ever.”

      Fyre snarled once, which made the trio flinch visibly, but they relaxed as the team departed without further incident. Once they were back on the street, Cali asked, “Do you feel like we’ll never get any useful answers and only more questions?”

      Tanyith laughed darkly. “Yes, exactly that.” The dragon lizard snorted his agreement.

      “Fantastic.” Sarcasm dripped from the word as she shook her head. New week, new troubles. But at least I made good tips tonight. Maybe I’ll treat Emalia to lunch tomorrow while I grill her for information on the sword.
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      The decision to sleep in hadn’t been entirely voluntary, but after spending the early morning hours racing through the streets, Cali had been grateful for the break. Unfortunately, it meant she was late to meet her great aunt, so not only was there no time to take her out to lunch, but she had to wait outside while Emalia told the fortunes of a tourist couple. The woman’s ability to correctly predict the future was remarkable, although most of her customers doubtless attributed her accuracy to coincidence or luck rather than true magic.

      Her great-niece knew better. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, her last remaining known relative had the gift. In cultures past, she would have been an adviser to queens, a village’s wise woman, or some such thing. While predicting job promotions and finding lost items for tourists was a far cry from those lofty roles, Emalia seemed content with her life. Well, except where my studies are concerned. Then, it’s all “you can do better” and “why do you want to make an old woman sad?” She laughed quietly and a wave of affection for her teacher and guide swept through her. Not a day went by when she wasn’t keenly aware of how lucky she was to have her mentor in her world.

      The lock on the door clicked as the couple exited. The man looked stunned and his apparent girlfriend dragged him along as if in a hurry to get somewhere. Cali ducked past them into the shop. The public room was decorated in black and purple fabric and contained a low table with a crystal ball and three seats around it as the only furniture. Emalia sat in one, dressed for work in a long flowing robe with her grey hair piled perfectly atop her head. Sharp eyes tracked her and the Rottweiler at her heels, and a grin spread across her face. “Fyre, Caliste, it’s so good of you to visit.”

      She groaned. The use of her full name was a signal that she’d done something to irk her mentor. The older woman rose at her approach and escorted the new arrivals behind the curtain at the back of the room. Beyond was a small kitchenette, with a well-worn rectangular table in the middle, the yellowing plastic top peeling at the corners. She sat, obedient to Emalia’s unwritten rules, and remained quiet until a steaming cup of rejuvenating tea was set before her. Tentatively, she took a sip and grimaced. “I don’t think this recipe is a step in the right direction unless your goal is to use it as a punishment.”

      The older woman sat primly, her posture perfect, and tasted her own beverage. Her lips twisted a little to satisfy the girl’s desire that she share in the pain, and she set it down slowly. “What it lacks in taste, it should balance by restoring your magic.” Cali had long been concerned with maximizing her pool of power, and only in the last month had she learned that it was because the reservoir had been artificially limited by her parents to keep her existence from registering on her enemies’ magical radars. Now, with that restriction removed, she had more than was sufficient. Still, Emalia demonstratively believed it best to ensure it was topped off. The woman’s brow lowered as she stared at her student. “You’re late.”

      She pointed at the disguised Draksa curled under the table. “It’s his fault.” The creature snorted chill breath over her feet, and she shivered. “Okay, it’s my fault. I gave Tanyith a hand after work last night and it took longer than expected.”

      The other woman nodded. “I heard.”

      Startled, she raised her eyebrows in a question. “You did? Already? How?”

      Her teacher laughed. “I have my ways.” She lowered her tone and switched to her fortuneteller’s role. “The streets have a voice if you only know how to listen, child.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “Okay, spooky lady. Whatever.” They shared a laugh, and she continued, “Actually, before we do any training, I have to ask you about something.”

      “It sounds serious.” Emalia adopted an expression that was overly attentive, and they both laughed together again.

      “Stop. It is serious. What do you know about the broken sword piece my parents left me?”

      The corner of her mouth quirked. “I know you should visit the library to research it.”

      You’d think everyone in my life owned stock in the library given how excited they are about my going there. “It’s in my plans as soon as I have a chance. But last night, we learned that Rion Grisham bought a piece of something that sounds identical to it. And we already know the Atlanteans have a similar piece. That’s too many to be a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

      Her aunt nodded. “I would agree. I’ve had a discussion with Invel on that topic, actually.”

      She wiggled her eyebrows. “It seems like you’ve found a number of reasons to chat with him lately, Great Aunt.” The Drow was a friend of Zeb’s and a member of the magical council that collaborated on common issues facing their communities in the Crescent City. He was knowledgeable about a wide variety of things by virtue of his position as a buyer and seller of unusual goods, more often than not magical and frequently of dubious sources.

      “Pish.” She waved a hand at the suggestion, but the slight curls at the corners of her mouth revealed the truth. Well, what do you know? “He is of the opinion that your piece is a portion of an artifact sword, based on the engravings. Presumably, the others are part of the same weapon since it would be odd for there to be multiple versions.”

      “Odd, but not impossible.”

      “Of course not. But unlikely.”

      “So what exactly is an artifact sword?”

      Emalia sighed, took another sip of the tea, and winced. “You do really need to go to the library.”

      Cali laughed. “Why? I have you.”

      The woman shook her head in mock despair. “An artifact sword has power of some kind infused into it. Many different types exist, and there’s no particular way at the moment to identify which this one might be. Some have the ability to store power for you to draw upon. Others have memories trapped within that can share knowledge. There are even those that have the power to heal, or so I’ve heard. And there are bound to be more than only those. I haven’t made a study of it.”

      “So, in any case, I should probably be concerned that both the human and Atlantean gangs are interested in the sword.”

      “I think that’s a fair statement.”

      She sighed. “Okay. So, we’ll add that to the remaining mysteries of the key, the book, and the other charms.”

      Her aunt snapped her fingers. “Actually, I’ve discovered something about the key. Invel recognized a marking on it from the picture I showed him. It’s for a commercial building or a storage unit.”

      That drew a pained groan. “There are how many storage places around New Orleans? I’ll never find it.”

      Her mentor nodded. “That would be a challenge. But I bet you could narrow down other kinds of commercial buildings. There are probably only a few located at a 1601 address anywhere nearby.”

      Cali considered that, then agreed. “You’re right. That’s not too bad. I can check that on the Internet after work. But if it turns out to be a storage unit, we’ll need an army of volunteers to find the correct one.”

      “Then let’s hope it’s not that. Are we done with the questions?” She nodded. “Good, finish your tea so we can head upstairs.”
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      They’d taken to using Emalia’s dressing room as a teaching space. Cali found it the least distracting chamber in the small dwelling, and it offered the most area to move around in. Since moving into the apartment next door to Dasante, her expectation that her new living quarters would be a perfect place for magical training and practice had proved false. Tanyith still crashed on her couch but claimed he’d leave inside the week. Which is good, because I’m not really the long-term houseguest type.

      Fyre snorted, and she looked at him. He currently circled much like a cat as a prelude to laying down in a safe corner. His ability to read her emotions seemed to have improved of late, almost to the point where he could understand her thoughts. She willed the idea of “bratty lizard” to him, but he didn’t react.

      Emalia stood at her wardrobe, her arms folded, and focused on where her student sat before her dressing table. “So, telepathy first.”

      Obediently, she locked away the distractions in her mind and reached inside for her magic. She sent out an intention to her great aunt to prime her to listen and be receptive to the message she was about to send. Then, she pushed her thoughts forward. Your shoes are on fire.

      The woman glanced down but shook her head. “That is too much like a distraction. I didn’t get the idea as a thought but as a feeling in my feet. You need to separate those two approaches.”

      She frowned as she thought the critique through. “Okay, let me try again.” This time, she focused on the words themselves rather than the ideas behind them and pictured the letters in her brain.

      Emalia grinned. “So much better, and yes, Invel is attractive and also, stop it.”

      Cali laughed. “Never.”

      “Try it with Fyre.”

      She twisted in her chair to face the Draksa and concentrated on sending him a message. He raised one lazy eyelid and winked at her, confirming he’d heard her request to do so. “Okay, I think I’ve got it. Will I be able to communicate over a long distance?”

      Her teacher shrugged. “Maybe. That’s up to you. You have the key now, so practice will make all the difference.” Her tone conveyed pride at the achievement, then turned serious again. “Good. That is one thing accomplished. Let’s move on to more direct mental influence.”

      “I discussed this with Dasante.” She chuckled. “He said it sounds very much like cantrips from Dungeons and Dragons.”

      “I have no idea what that means. But do you think you should share everything with him?”

      Cali nodded. “He knows all my other secrets. It’s a little late to hide anything now.”

      “I’m sure you know best.” Her tone suggested the opposite, but she had heard that caution often enough that it didn’t really faze her anymore.

      “I gotta trust someone or I’ll wind up alone like some other people I know.”

      A small smile surfaced, only to be quickly banished with a scowl. “Impudent whelp. Let’s get on with it. Prepare your mind as if you were about to cast a distraction but this time, instead of going the subtle way around your opponent’s mental barrier, you’ll use focused force to pierce it. When I do it, I imagine my will is a needle stabbing through a balloon with enough precision to not pop it.”

      The girl frowned. So much of mental magic had turned out to be building one’s own metaphors and often, hers were not in alignment with her teacher’s. Still, it was a place to start. She pictured Emalia’s mind before her as a balloon, stretched her will, and focused it into a sharp point. When it reached the edge, the barrier’s resistance held her at bay. She began to search for the spaces between as she’d done before, then stopped and forced herself to refocus.

      With intense concentration, she pushed against the resistance and suddenly broke through the outer seal. Two more pushes took her inside. Again, she returned to old habits, tried to make Emalia’s nose itch, and cursed inwardly. She imagined her great aunt’s mind as a computer waiting for a program and told her brain to make her sneeze.

      The loud noise snapped her out of her inward focus, and she grinned as Fyre jumped, startled by the sound. Her aunt raised an eyebrow as she dabbed her face with the handkerchief she always had hidden somewhere on her. “It’s exactly like you to choose something so messy.”

      Cali grinned. “I thought if it was against your nature it would be harder.”

      Her teacher laughed. “Lies. You did it because you’re a brat.”

      She stood and stretched. “Yeah, okay, you got me.”

      “Are you headed to the library next, then?”

      “No, homework this afternoon and work tonight,” she replied and sighed. “I’ll try to get there tomorrow after the dojo.”

      The older woman crossed the room and wrapped her in a hug. “You’re over-committed. Maybe you should give something up now that you have extra money from your parents.”

      Cali squeezed her in return, then released her and stepped back with a smile. “I wouldn’t know what to do with free time. Keeping busy keeps me from worrying, which is all good.” She snapped her fingers, then growled impatiently. “Fyre, come on, lazybones.” He struggled to his feet and she summoned a portal to her new apartment. When he sauntered through, she rolled her eyes at his attitude and gave Emalia a mischievous grin. “Say hi to Invel for me,” she called as she stepped into the rift and closed it behind her to cut off any reply. Heh. It’s nice to have the last word for a change.
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      Zeb wiped the bar carefully and made sure the polishing cloth touched every part of its surface. Unknown to anyone who lacked the requisite experience to identify it, the wood was not from Earth. He’d brought it over himself by direct portal into the Drunken Dragons tavern with the help of his only brother, who held a similar position at a similarly named inn on Oriceran. The unique piece of furniture connected them and grounded him in his new home without sacrificing his attachment to his former one.

      He was sure some of the council members were sufficiently savvy to recognize it but also assumed they’d understand. Not that he particularly cared what others thought—with precious few exceptions—but he did have some significant pride wrapped up in the bar. In another decade or so, the timber would be suitably saturated with the oil he used and be ready for carving. He looked forward to spending his empty moments working on it. Although, if the business continued to be as steady as it had been that night, he might not live long enough to see it completed.

      Cali made a circuit of the last lingering customers, all of whom should have been out the door ten minutes before when the tavern’s official closing time came and went unnoticed. He shouted, “Okay, away with y’all. The girl has studying to do.” She scowled at him for reminding her. That’ll teach her to complain where I can hear her. He offered a wide grin in reply, and she shook her head and began to verbally and sometimes physically push their patrons toward the exit.

      The dwarf locked the door behind her fifteen minutes later, which left barely enough time to get ready for the meeting. A quick series of words invoked the wards around the tavern, which he’d added to since the human and Atlantean gangs had become interested in it. He bustled downstairs and levitated several crates out of the way, then placed his hands on two small protrusions and muttered a command. The wall slid away to reveal a room beyond it, dominated by a large round table. Seven chairs and seven glasses were already positioned, as were the casks of red wine, white wine, and his own autumn mulled cider.

      He opened the hole in the magical defenses protecting the building and a portal appeared immediately. Malonne the Light Elf, first to arrive as always, stepped through with a nod and headed to the refreshments. New portals materialized on schedule, one per minute, until the group was assembled.

      Small talk accompanied the filling of glasses, but a diffuse sense of urgency inspired everyone to take their places quickly around the table. When he lowered himself into the final seat, the eldest of the council, Vizidus the wizard, spoke with what sounded like deep concern. “Thank you all for coming tonight and as always, thank you to Zeb for hosting us.” They exchanged nods, and the old man pushed a stray hair from his white mane out of his face. “Events move in the direction we expected and may soon require a response from us. It would be prudent to share our perspectives now, rather than when time is an urgent factor.” He gestured to his left and invited the next being to speak.

      One of the things Zeb found interesting about his compatriots was their habit of choosing a different chair each time they gathered. It was not something he saw often in the tavern above, where most of his patrons had a favorite seat and didn’t change unless forced to. He always made sure to be the last to sit at the council gatherings, which allowed him to observe their choices. Tonight, Scoppic was in the chair to Vizidus’s left and looked decidedly bookish with his round glasses, neatly braided white beard and trimmed mustache, and soft face. His long wavy white hair and ornate burgundy waistcoat completed the look. The latter’s gold buttons winked in the flickering light from the fireplace. The gnome coughed once before he spoke, his voice thin and high-pitched. “Our neighborhood has not been affected. Still, we see the gangs on the streets and in the shops and know it’s only a matter of time until someone comes to us.”

      Zeb nodded, as did several others. The city’s gnomes lived mainly near the library and museum in the most affluent section of the Garden District. The area wouldn’t be on the front edge of the territorial expansion, but neither would it escape the determined forces that wrestled for control of the city. Beside Scoppic sat Delia, an aggressive witch who was rumored to be quite powerful. He’d never seen her in action, but the intensity in her eyes added weight to the stories that people he trusted had shared. She was clad in a Loyola sweatshirt and black jeans, and long sparkly earrings dangled within the rock-and-roll-messy black hair that tumbled over her shoulders and covered part of the school’s logo.

      The woman’s voice was hoarse and sounded like every word had to be forced from her body. “Well, we are everywhere, and both the damn gangs are in our business on a daily basis. My people are seriously flipping tired of it. If we don’t do something collectively, you can be damn sure me and mine will do something without you.”

      Vizidus shook his head gently, which made his own long hair—far stringier and whiter than hers—float about momentarily. “Surely it has not yet reached that point?”

      The witch shrugged. “We have different opinions about what is tolerable, old friend. And my tolerance for their nonsense is rapidly reaching its end. With the power those at this table can bring to bear, we could eliminate both gangs easily.”

      Brukirot, the hulking Kilomea with the unexpectedly soft voice, nodded. “It’s become clear that both the Zatoras and the Atlanteans will definitely not content themselves with taking territory solely from the human residents of the city. While my people are unlikely to be intimidated by any show of force that may emerge from either group, we must acknowledge that protecting all magicals from the humans’ delusions of might and the Atlanteans’ overreach is necessary. I suggest a concerted effort to take their soldiers off the streets in secrecy. In doing so, we could weaken both groups and frame the other for the action.”

      Zeb sighed. It was a good plan and reflected the Kilomean hunter instinct. Too often, humans and other magicals ascribed qualities to that race based on their size, which ranged from large to enormous. It failed to account for the nuanced skills that generations upon generations of experience hunting prey for food, sport, and pleasure had engendered in them. Brukirot was one of the smartest he’d come across. However, the giant’s proposal was also overly optimistic and radiated confidence in the council’s superiority that the dwarf didn’t share.

      Fortunately, he was next in line to speak. “I have two things to say. First, both gangs are aware of our interest in their activities. It is unlikely that we would manage to act in secret for long as their suspicions will naturally turn to us. Second, after the incident at the docks, it is to everyone’s advantage to keep matters quiet. If we were to take a role, it would need to be more hidden and subtle than the plans that have been suggested so far. If we goad them into greater action, we risk damage to the innocent citizens of the city, which I’m sure we all agree must be avoided.”

      Lingering distrust of magicals was common more or less everywhere as the people of Earth came to terms with their changed reality. Even though there had been ample time to process the knowledge, the emotions inspired by an influx of aliens from another planet who possessed magical powers had proven harder for some to contend with.

      Beside him, Malonne tapped his chin with elegant fingers and gemstones set in delicate rings glittered with the motion. His pale skin and light hair were a shade brighter than the off-white suit he wore. His words emerged slowly, which Zeb interpreted as thoughtful consideration.

      “On one side of the scale lies the knowledge that we cannot stand idly by in the face of this threat. To do so would be entirely unacceptable. On the other, our involvement, if detected, risks increasing the danger to all.” He lowered his hand to the table and drummed his manicured nails lightly to generate a decidedly annoying clicking sound. “So, if we are to act, we must do so with complete deniability as we cannot rely on secrecy.” He nodded toward the dwarf, who returned the gesture. “I would contend that our best tools for the job are the ones already involved.”

      Invel, in the final seat, had remained inscrutable throughout the discussion. The Dark Elf’s ashen hair and mottled skin made him look imperfect next to the Light Elf beside him. Intelligence radiated from him, and Zeb knew it was matched by cunning and a ruthless practicality when necessary. Unfortunately, the practical side was ascendant. “I agree. We should support those already in the gangs’ sights—Caliste and Tanyith—as we have done since their first encounters with them.”

      Zeb winced. He’d hoped for something more substantial as an outcome. When he met Vizidus’s eyes, he recognized the same sentiment in them. However, the others at the table nodded at the Drow’s words, which meant the decision was essentially made.

      Their leader asked, “Are all in agreement?” For the sake of unanimity, the dwarf signaled his assent along with the others. The wizard nodded. “So, on to other things,” he said and the discussion turned to more common issues.

      An hour later, everyone was gone except for Invel, who had raised his damaged leg and rested it on the chair the Light Elf had occupied. Their glasses had been refilled with the mulled cider, and he took an appreciative gulp. “Ah, Zeb, you are truly a master at the alcoholic arts.”

      He laughed. “What can I say? Sometimes, the stereotypes are true. Dwarves do enjoy a hearty drink from time to time.”

      “Like on the strike of every hour, day or night.” The elf’s grin was tired but no less mirthful for it.

      “Nah, we have to sleep sometime. There are four or five hours without in there somewhere. But this is as potent as fruit juice for me as far as intoxication goes.”

      “Ah, to have been born among your people would have been a wonderful thing.”

      “We all have our advantages, my friend. Speaking of which, what do you know that I should know?”

      Invel held his cup out, and Zeb carried it to the cask. The Drow drank half of the new serving, then set it on the table. “The great aunt asked me about the sword, among other things. There’s no doubt, now, that it is in play.”

      Zeb shook his head. “How does an ancient Atlantean artifact end up here?”

      His companion shrugged. “New Orleans has been peopled by magicals more or less since its founding. If a magical weapon was going to wind up anywhere, this certainly makes an eminently logical location.”

      “Do you know which one it is?”

      “No. The pictures she shared weren’t enough to tell. If I could put my hands on the other piece Caliste saw, I might be able to get somewhere.”

      The dwarf sighed. “I’m sure that’s locked up safely somewhere, protected by wards and guards and who knows what other defenses.” He assumed the Atlanteans would now rely on more than simply secrecy to ensure the safety of their prize.

      The elf nodded. “Probably.”

      “Anything else?”

      Invel grinned. “Nothing pertinent. I have some new things in the shop that might interest you—old weapons from Oriceran and interesting metals.”

      He waved a hand to push the idea away. “My forging days are behind me. Valerie was my last work. Now, I’m merely a simple innkeeper.”

      “So you say. But I noticed the way you straightened when Brukirot talked about removing some of the street soldiers. Your mind might be past the old days, but your heart isn’t.”

      Zeb scowled. “My heart is exactly where it needs to be. Here, watching over all of you.” He took the empty cup and filled it again, then handed it over. “This is your last glass. I won’t carry you home again. I’ve had my fill of those particular strange looks.”

      The Drow laughed. “Are you afraid of being seen with a wicked Dark Elf?” It was a standing joke between them.

      He snorted in false disgust. “Certainly not. But escorting a drunk one who’s not all that good at walking when he’s sober does nothing for my reputation as a tavern-keeper.”

      Invel put a hand over his heart. “You wound me. And yes, I’m wounded. Deeply. Tragically. Wounded.”

      The dwarf rolled his eyes. “I’m fairly sure that’s your exit cue.”

      “No, I’m sure I have a better one. Wait, let me think for a second.”

      “Trust me, that was your closing line. It’s time to depart. Leave the audience wanting more. Go, you buffoon.”

      Laughing, his guest pushed to his feet and walked mostly steadily to the unwarded portion of the room. Moments later, his portal vanished behind him. Zeb chuckled quietly as he cleaned and mused on the fact that while the Drow might seem to be less influential than the others at the table, he was the first one he would want at his back in the face of real trouble. And if things keep going the way they are, we could see that face before too long.
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      Zeb’s urgency to push her out the door the night before had been the catalyst for uneasy dreams. While Cali had always been dimly aware of the presence of a council of magicals present in the city, she never imagined that she would somehow be noticed by it, much less become an unofficial influence upon it via her boss’s membership.

      So, when her phone rang with the sounds of “Rock Me Amadeus”—she resisted the urge to pound on the wall and wake Dasante up for adding that particular song to her playlist—she was more than willing to get out of bed and start her day. She ran her bare foot over the scales on Fyre’s back and, as always, marveled at the way they managed to be strong enough to protect him but still completely soft to the touch.

      In addition to the joy of not having to share a bathroom with the other members of the boardinghouse, her new apartment also boasted a seemingly unlimited supply of hot water. She luxuriated under it for as long as she could but marked the passing minutes off in her mind until she had to dry herself, get dressed, and head to the dojo.

      She left the apartment quietly so as to not wake Tanyith, who slept on the couch. Allegedly, he would move out today, although there’d been some small possibility of a delay. He wasn’t a bad roommate and they mostly stayed out of each other’s way, but she was ready to have the space to herself. Well, Fyre would be there, of course, but they were a team now. Where the one went, the other would go, and that basically meant always.

      Except for that morning, apparently. When she’d tried to rouse the Draksa, he’d merely rolled onto his back and studiously ignored her. With a muttered, “Traitor,” she had popped her earphones in and put on her jogging playlist for the run to Sensei Ikehara’s dojo.

      It was a typical start to a New Orleans day outside, the temperature already climbing. The streets were quiet except for dedicated revelers still up from the night before and the city’s early shift on the way to work. As her feet pounded the pavement and the music swirled in her head, she drew on her magic and sent it out in a broad circle around her in a query for danger. So far, the practice had not produced any results, but she was hopeful that it might give her at least a little warning if an attack should materialize unexpectedly.

      Frankly, waiting for the Atlanteans to make their move had become a stress of its own. They had promised seven days, and that deadline had passed almost a week before. Since then, she’d kept a watchful eye on her surroundings in search of trouble. The delay in its appearance suggested she wasn’t their first priority or that the adventure at the docks had changed the timetable or something. All she knew for sure was that the fight would happen eventually, and she would do her best to be ready for it the instant it did.

      Thus, when she arrived at the rear entrance to the dojo and discovered an envelope with her name on it stuck to the door, it wasn’t as big a shock as it might otherwise have been. The flowing letters were beautiful, almost calligraphic, and looked to have been written with a pen so fancy it would probably take her a month’s pay to afford one. She detached it and carefully cracked the ornate wax stamp with an unknown seal that held the heavy envelope closed.

      The message inside was simple and to the point.

      Caliste Leblanc. The time for your reckoning is at hand. Appear at the location on the map within at four o’clock. Failure to do so will result in the destruction of the dojo where you train, the tavern where you work, and the boardinghouse in which you live, in addition to your own execution.

      Well, at least they haven’t caught on to my change of address. That’s not necessarily good, though, since it puts Mrs. Jackson and her tenants in unnecessary danger. The note was unsigned. A piece of paper with a hand-drawn map on it was enclosed, directing her to what was labeled as a school.

      She sighed. Awesome, way too much time to dwell on my fate. There’s no reason not to clean and practice this morning. She chuckled grimly. Who knows? Whatever I learn might come in handy later today.
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        * * *

      

      When the class was over, Cali portaled to the apartment and discovered that Tanyith had indeed removed his belongings from the living room and was gone. “It’s probably for the best,” she announced to the empty space. “He would insist on coming along, and that wouldn’t work at all.” She headed into the bedroom to find that Fyre had moved from his place on the floor to the bed and blinked sleepy eyes at her. She flopped onto the mattress, her head next to his. “Guess what, long, dark, and scaly. We have a date for a fight later.”

      The Draksa pushed himself into a seated position and stretched his neck toward the ceiling. “Who have you offended now?”

      She shrugged. “Based on the language and the elegance of the note, my guess is that it’s the Atlanteans.” She tossed the paper beside him. He looked at it for a moment and snorted.

      “It’s about time.”

      Cali laughed. “Right?” She stood with a groan and paced slowly through the room. “So from what I’ve been told, each of the ritual battles increases the numbers on each side as a measure of how many allies one can convince to help them out or something. This fight will be two on two. You, of course, are my first choice of partner.”

      He snorted again. “Naturally. As if any other solution would be acceptable.”

      She nodded. “And unfortunately, the only weapons allowed are magical ones, so I can’t simply bring in an Uzi and spray the place with lead or anything.”

      “You’d be more likely to hurt yourself with a gun than damage anyone else, based on what I’ve seen of your dexterity.” His tone was teasing, and she rewarded him with an extended tongue and single finger.

      “So, I have my sticks, you have your skills, and we have all the strategies we’ve worked on together. I would think that should be enough to overcome whatever they might throw at us.”

      His snout dipped and rose in a nod. “Still, a backup plan is never a bad thing.”

      A quick nod indicated agreement. “I thought about that while I got the dojo ready this morning. Now that Dasante knows the truth about you and me, we can impose on him for that. In fact, let’s have a chat with him about it.”

      He answered the door readily at her knock and ushered the two of them into his apartment. It was a mirror to hers in layout but was better furnished. He’d explained that whenever other people moved out and left furniture, he took the nicer pieces and traded them for his own less appealing versions. His laugh had sounded slightly embarrassed as he confided, “Sometimes, it’s good to be the person in charge.” His role as the caretaker for the building on behalf of his mother and stepfather made him uncomfortable, that much was clear, but she liked that he seemed to take advantage of the perks it afforded him.

      She extended a flip phone to him. He took it, turned it over in his hands, and chuckled. “The ultimate in decades-old technology. Gee, thanks, Cal.” She punched him in the arm, and he gave a small yelp that inspired a smile.

      “Don’t be a chucklehead if you can help it, okay?” She pointed at the device. “It’s got two numbers in it. Mine and Detective Barton’s. If I’m not back here tonight by, say, seven o’clock, send her to this address.” She handed him the map she’d received, which was already locked in her memory.

      Her friend looked at her like she had said the words in a foreign language. “Of course I’ll do it, but why?”

      Cali shrugged. “I have a date with some Atlanteans and I’m not sure how it will turn out. You’re my backup plan.”

      A hint of alarm entered his voice. “Are you going alone?”

      She shook her head. “Okay, it’s probably better to say you’re my backup backup plan. Fyre will come with me.”

      His relief was palpable. He nodded. “This is the one you’ve waited for, then, right?”

      “It seems like it is.”

      “And there’s no way out of it?”

      “Maybe,” she responded uncertainly, “but I would have to believe they won’t make good on their threats to hurt innocent people who have the misfortune of knowing me. Unfortunately, I don’t think they’re bluffing.”

      He looked down, tapped the phone with his index finger, and was silent for a couple of seconds, then met her gaze. “How about having the police ready for them when they arrive? Roll the whole gang up at once?”

      “If only.” She sighed. “They won’t bring everyone, and even though there might be some important people there, they’d probably be able to delay the police at least long enough to escape. That’s the best-case scenario. The worst-case is too many dead men and women in blue uniforms. No, I think we need to do as they say. Fortunately, they seem constrained by their weird rules regarding Atlantean ritual combat. I plan to research it when I go to the library.”

      He laughed. “So you finally gave in?”

      She frowned at him. “I did not give in. I was never against the idea but I have so much going on. Perhaps you’ve noticed.”

      His grin preceded a nod of acknowledgment. “Well, at the very least, you should wear that awesome jacket from the Drow. Extra padding could come in handy. And, hey, try not to be killed, okay? I don’t want to have to look for a new tenant this soon after finding one.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she said with a dramatic eye-roll. “See you tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali used her phone to guide her to the location, which was across the city and in a residential area. It was clearly abandoned—probably a high school based on its size—and the side door had been knocked from its hinges. She climbed over it and moved deeper into the structure. A faint glowing trail shimmered on the tiles, and she followed it with Fyre close beside her. He was in his usual disguise as a Rottweiler in case they came upon something unexpected. She’d listened to Dasante’s advice and wore the tough leather jacket zipped over her t-shirt. Black jeans and boots finished the outfit. Her fingers moved rhythmically to circle her wrists as she walked, comforted by the feel of the heavy magical bracelets.

      The luminescent path ended at the gymnasium where she found exactly nothing unexpected. A crowd of onlookers were present like the time before and surrounded a rectangular basketball court that would doubtless be the combat arena. The same man she’d fought previously stood with his arms folded at the opposite side from the doorway. His muscles were still large, although they were hidden under a baggy sweatshirt of some kind instead of on display under the tight shirt he’d worn before. His dark skin and tightly braided hair shone under the weird lighting, and his long beard had been clipped to a short goatee. Tactical pants and boots finished his look.

      Beside him stood the witch who’d overseen the last bout, presumably to act as his partner. She’d traded her simple dress for a tight tunic and camouflage pants with sand-colored army boots. The necklace with arcane symbols still hung around her neck. The long hair she hadn’t paid attention to before was bound in a long braid that rested on her shoulder. Cali scanned the crowd quickly and her gaze stopped at the sight of a familiar woman in an expensive suit.

      Danna stepped forward and directed a grin at her. “Cali, it’s so good to see you again.”

      She scowled. “Are you gonna lock me in a box again, wench?”

      Her laugh was condescending. “Well, if there’s enough left of you at the end of the battle to put in one, rest assured I will. And I’ll return it to the tavern so your friends can remember your failure after we take the business over.”

      Now, it was her turn to laugh. “Please. I’ve already proven to be more than a match for muscles over there, and my second will make mincemeat out of his partner. He’ll chew her leg off before she knows what hit her.”

      The Atlantean leader shook her head. “We underestimated you once—twice if you want to include our first meeting. It won’t happen a third time. And no one here is fooled by the nature of your partner.”

      Cali waved and Fyre dropped the illusion. Several indrawn breaths greeted the sight of the dragon lizard. His metallic scales shimmered in rainbow colors under the industrial lights from high above. “My statement stands. Bargain bin Jason Momoa and the Wicked Witch of the West over there won’t be a match for us.”

      Danna shrugged. “Then you’ll be one step closer to your victory, not that you’ll ever reach it.”

      She sighed. “Do we really need to do this? Couldn’t you all simply, you know, head back to New Atlantis and leave my city alone?”

      This time, the woman’s laugh was throaty and almost seductive. “Oh, no, princess. Soon, the city will be entirely ours, and you will come begging to have a place in it.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      The evil grin widened. “That’s the plan.” She stepped back and cleared the path for the fight to begin.

      Cali looked at Fyre with a grin of her own. “Which one do you want?” He jerked his head toward the right to indicate the witch, and she nodded. “Good. As long as you keep her busy, it shouldn’t take me too long to disable the meathead. After that, we can finish her together and be done in more than enough time for me to get to work.”

      She turned to her two opponents, raised one hand, and crooked a finger at the man. “Bring it, big boy.”

      He attacked instantly, an eagerness to start the battle that equaled her own visible in his gritted teeth and wild eyes.
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      Fyre was a blur in her peripheral vision as he raced toward the witch. Cali set her feet to withstand her opponent’s assault. She reminded herself that escalations would bring retaliatory escalations and to focus on keeping it hand-to-hand for as long as possible. Avoiding the trident that had so vexed her the time before seemed like a very good plan.

      His charge ended with a sudden leap and his foot snapped out at her chest. She flinched instinctively, then continued the motion and fell away from the kick so it barely grazed her shoulder. He was out of range before she had a chance to counterattack, and she lunged toward him. When he landed and lashed out with a back kick, it was a move she’d anticipated. She grasped his leg with both hands, fell back to the floor, and twisted it over her head. He had no option except to spin horizontally if he wanted to avoid having his knee dislocated, and he landed hard on his back. His other foot drove down from above, and she rolled to escape it and scrambled in the hope that she could gain her feet before he recovered.

      She succeeded, and as he straightened, she delivered a sidekick to his ribs. The blow struck padding of some kind under his loose athletic jacket, and he flicked a grin at her. Well, apparently, he’s smart enough to learn something. Good for him and bad for me. He brought an elbow down on her shin, and she cursed as she staggered away.

      The Atlantean pressed his advantage and lurched at her while she struggled to find her balance on the injured leg. She evaded his jab with a quick sidestep, ducked under his hook punch, and almost bent herself in half backward to evade the uppercut that carried his full power behind it. Instinctively, she turned the backbend into a hands-assisted flip—one of the few acrobatic moves she was capable of—and came up ready to defend herself.

      He snarled and shuffled in, then drove his rear arm forward with a twist of his hips to aim his fist at her forehead. She swayed to the side, caught his wrist, and punched her knuckles into the nerve cluster above his elbow. With his arm weakened from the strike, she used it to yank him off balance and push him toward the floor. He twisted his body violently and wrenched his limb out of her grasp.

      Her adversary stood opposite her, shook the damaged limb, and growled with suppressed fury. “Okay, little girl. That’s one for you. But now, it’s my turn.”
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        * * *

      

      Fyre’s plan had been to overwhelm the witch with a sudden rush and relied on the likelihood that she would underestimate exactly how fast he could be and expect him to take to the air. Even though the room’s ceiling was two stories high, it would nonetheless hamper his ability to attack from above as he couldn’t get up far enough for a proper dive. His swift advance involved shifting from side to side, the serpentine motion a natural and effective instinct for his species.

      It proved valuable yet again when the blasts of shadow magic the witch flung at him passed on all sides but failed to connect. With only a moment before he would reach her, she abandoned the attacks and threw up a shadow barrier between them. The Draksa darted to the right and conjured a veil that curved almost all the way to the line of onlookers in an attempt to sneak behind her protective wall.

      The witch snarled and waved her hand in a wide arc to deliver glitter in a sparkling rain through the surrounding space. It was drawn to him despite the veil—a type of magic he hadn’t seen before and didn’t know how to counter—and he dispelled the illusion. She scythed a narrow line of shadow at his feet, and he elevated hastily as it sliced a clean groove into the gymnasium floor. Her other hand whipped toward him and another line of shadow emanated from it, as thin as a beam of light but undeniably wickedly sharp and destructive. He banked to the side to avoid it and found his progress instantly hindered by the back wall of the room. With a snarl, he pulled up and rotated so his feet pointed down and his teeth faced his foe and without pause, dove directly at her.

      One of the shadow lances cut across his wing and he howled in pain and anger as it parted the scales and the flesh beneath. His claws stretched toward the witch, and a tearing sound confirmed that he’d snagged the shoulder of her tunic as she dropped and rolled away. Fyre landed in a scramble of claws, slid on the slick surface, and managed to reorient himself quickly. He expelled a cone of frost at her, but she summoned a shadow shield to protect herself and the frozen particles flowed around her without effect.

      Frustration roiled his mind, but the joy of combat surged in his heart. With a deep, throaty growl, he launched himself at her again.
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        * * *

      

      Her foe’s long dark braids whipped around him as he attacked. He had abandoned the previously ineffective boxing style and was now a constant blur of motion. His approach was graceful and unpredictable as it involved steps, skips, and small jumps that made any interruption to his advance too difficult to manage. Cali remained loose, kept her balance evenly distributed, and waited for the actual attack. When it came, it was a surprise, nonetheless.

      He raised his arms and telegraphed a punch, and as her body reacted to it instinctively, he hurled himself into a lightning flip that whipped his feet at her in a blur. With an undignified yelp, she skittered to the side and barely managed to avoid taking a heel to the head. The strike of his heavy boot on her shoulder sent a red haze across her senses and she staggered away. He dove forward, planted one hand on the ground, and used it as a pivot to swing his boots at her face. She thrust them away frantically and this time, the only damage was a stinging blow to the forearm she used to block, which went numb from the impact. As soon as his feet found purchase, he launched up again and aimed a jumping sidekick at her chest. She raised her arms in defense but the strike pounded into them and she careened away.

      With a muttered oath, she fell and slid on the slippery floor, thankful for the padding in the jacket Nylotte had given her, which had probably saved her from broken bones. Before her momentum stopped, she used it to roll into a backward somersault and rise to her feet. He had already surged into another assault, but the shock and anger at being hit had accelerated her brain. When he repeated the flip, she rotated sideways with a quick stutter-step and pistoned a kick into the side of his knee as soon as his foot landed. The Atlantean crumpled but pushed off with his other leg to gain enough distance that her follow-up attack fell short. He rolled to his feet with a grin. “Pitiful. Is that all you have?” He flicked his braids out of his face.

      Cali shook her head. “I beat you once and I’ll beat you again.” Her palms itched for the feel of her sticks but she still believed facing his trident would be more dangerous than dealing with his hand-to-hand combat skills. She offered him a condescending grin. “I’ll admit your dancing was something of a surprise, but that’s the thing with surprises—once they’re revealed, they’re easily dealt with.”

      Her provocation failed to elicit the desired reaction. The enforcer merely smiled and advanced again.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre was ready for the shadow lance as it streaked out to strike at his feet again. This time, instead of launching fully into the air, he made a small hop assisted by a wave of his wings and veered to the side. It didn’t appear to be an attack the witch could sustain for long, as her routine was to summon the line, slash with it, and let it dissipate. If the weapon had been more permanent, his evasion wouldn’t have worked. He sent another blast of frost at her as a distraction and surged forward at an angle. She cowered behind the protection of her shield to avoid the icy blast as he’d hoped she would. He spun as he arrived in range and whipped his tail behind her.

      The heavily muscled appendage smacked into her calves and she immediately fell. Her skull made a resounding crack when it met the wooden surface, followed by a series of loud curses as she regained her feet. The scent of her blood wafted to him and drew a fierce smile. She’d landed the first strike, but he was fairly sure he’d done far more damage with his retaliatory blow. As she swung her hands to bring her shadow magic to bear, he caught sight of the very small wands held in each and hopped to the side as another line of shadow emanated from one of them. His jump was intercepted by a sudden wave of her other hand, which conjured a wall of force that pounded into him and propelled him in the direction in which he was already moving. He landed and skidded on his flank to scatter the onlookers in his path before his spine impacted with the bleachers.

      The Draksa twisted into an upright position with a growl. It had been a clever attack and one he hadn’t expected, but she didn’t follow it up in the seconds during which he was vulnerable. Instead, she swayed for a moment with her eyelids closed, then opened them again with a smile. The only conclusion he could draw from the focused awareness in her gaze was that she had used her magic to block the pain or to heal herself. Not that his kind gambled, generally speaking.

      He checked on his partner and saw that she was injured but still fighting. Rage surged through him at the sight but he forced it back and moved cautiously toward his opponent. He and Cali had discussed strategy ahead of time and had concurred that the rules of the battle probably ensured that as long as they stayed with their selected target, their foes would be required to do the same. So, while he wanted to rescue her, he couldn’t. They’d agreed they would only cross opponents if their enemies did it first or if the need was so great that it left no other option.

      Fyre belched another barrage of ice at the witch and again, she summoned a shadow shield to protect herself. He maintained the assault as he advanced, which forced her to stay cowered and covered, and tensed his muscles for a second tail strike.
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        * * *

      

      Her opponent used a mix of his direct and indirect styles as he renewed his advance. When he tried the flip kick again, she was ready for it and skittered out of range. As soon as he had regained his balance, he launched a punch at her temple that would have knocked her into the next century if it had connected.

      Cali flinched to allow the strike to pass in front of her and used her left fist to guide his arm away. She caught his wrist with her right hand and yanked him forward, then controlled the joint with a sharp twist as she ducked under the limb, spun so her back faced him, and hammered an elbow into his ribs. He grunted at the impact, but she didn’t feel anything break and cursed under her breath. Whatever he’s wearing seems to have as much protection as the jacket Nylotte gave me. I hate competent enemies.

      She raised her other hand to his trapped wrist and pulled down sharply in an attempt to snap his elbow over her shoulder. His response was unexpected, and she felt rather than saw him flip over her head. When he landed, he planted a sidekick into her chest, which drove her back a step and stole her breath. She managed to not fall and pushed forward to counter when he moved faster than he had in either battle. This time, his flip came in at an angle instead of from the top, and her frantic effort to shuffle out of danger failed. His feet struck her left shoulder and forearm. The cracking sound promised a fracture or break lower in the limb, and the way her arm suddenly screamed fire at her and hung limply told the tale of a dislocated shoulder, based on her many viewings of Lethal Weapon.

      The Atlantean enforcer stepped back and laughed, which helped her to master her pain and transform it into a simmering cold rage. She shouted, “Fyre, now,” and willed the bracelet on her right hand to become an Escrima stick. The sight of the Draksa bathing the enforcer in ice made her smile, but it quickly turned to a frown as a shadow shield stopped the freeze at his thighs and the blasted trident appeared in his hand. Okay, jerk. So you want to take it up a notch? Let’s get to it.
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      The Atlantean enforcer used his magical trident to break away the ice that had gathered around his feet, then threw the weapon at the Draksa. Fyre leapt to avoid it and flapped his wings to gain height. Cali noticed that he seemed to favor one of them. She made a wish that he wasn’t too badly injured and pushed down the additional rage that his injury inspired. I have plenty, thanks. Fortunately, the quick healing powers of his species gave him a greater ability to sustain damage than she possessed.

      She raced forward with the held stick in her right hand and winced at each uncontrolled swing of her dislocated left arm. With a cry of surprise, she threw herself to the side to avoid another throw of the forked weapon, which had magically returned to the man’s fist. Fortunately, she had reflexively dodged to the right and landing on that shoulder was nothing more than an inconvenience. She scrambled to her feet as her enemy kicked away the remaining ice that had trapped him.

      Entirely focused on regaining her balance, she didn’t notice the powerful blast of water until it swept into the side of her head and flung her violently to sprawl on her back. She rolled sideways and searched for the source. The witch directed another focused line of liquid at Fyre and thrust him off course. The dragon lizard landed quickly to avoid any further attacks while airborne.

      His wing must be bothering him more than I thought. Normally, the Draksa was more agile in the air than on the ground, which was saying something given his earth-bound prowess. She yelled, “Back on the witch,” and once again scrabbled to her feet as her partner crossed in front of her and returned his focus to their female opponent.

      She focused her attention on the enforcer, who strode forward with the trident in his hands. He flipped it to horizontal and fired a force blast from its tines, but she sidestepped it easily. “Been there, done that, got the t-shirt,” she taunted. He tried again and this time, slashed it viciously to generate a sustained line of force along that vector. She simply spun to the side to avoid it and continued to close the distance between them.

      The stick in her hand hampered her ability to launch direct magical assaults, and her dangling arm was equally useless for that task. She saw her opportunity when he abandoned the magic in favor of a direct attack—maybe he wanted to make it personal. That suits me fine, buddy.

      He stabbed with the trident and aimed at her heart. Cali circled her stick from outside to in and up to down to deflect the attack to her right as she sidestepped so it couldn’t catch her if the block missed. She flicked her weapon hard at his face and caught him a glancing blow on the cheek as he jerked away, which accomplished nothing more than to increase his anger. He spun the forked weapon hand over hand in front of him. The action turned it into a blur before he lunged it suddenly at her face. She shifted her head left, then right, then ducked to avoid the third attack. When she threw the stick forehand at his knee, it connected with a pleasing crack.

      With her hand temporarily free, she punched the air with a fist and a force blow hammered into the same knee and forced it out from under him. He caught himself on the way down but the distraction opened him to her punch at his face, and his nose broke under the impact of her force magic. He snarled and hurled the trident at her. The angle was bad but it still compelled her to drop and roll away. She’d momentarily forgotten about the damage to her arm, but the devastating wave of pain that seared through her when it impacted with the floor was an immediate and effective reminder. A curse fought free between her gritted teeth as she staggered to her feet and called her stick to her. Her foe mirrored her and his weapon slapped into his hand. He shook his head and it seemed like he no longer enjoyed the battle nearly as much as he had at the beginning. “It’s time to end this.”

      She nodded. “So, you surrender?” His snarl suggested that wasn’t his intent at all.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre decided he’d had enough of the enemy witch. The blast of water had been more annoying than painful, but the damage the shadow lance had done to his wing was healing more slowly than he would’ve expected, probably because he put it constantly under strain in the battle. She fired a staccato line of shadow bolts at him, and he dodged them with ease as his serpentine advance again caused them to miss. He rushed in and swiped with his tail, but she managed a shadow shield to block it. While her attention was focused on his tail, he raked his talons at her legs and rent the camouflage pants she wore. She screamed as blood flowed, and he growled a laugh at her.

      He was too close to avoid the force blast she fired with both hands, and it hurled him violently away while he twisted to slow his momentum. From nearby, Cali called, “Switch,” and as he landed, he spun and charged the man she’d been fighting. The attack clearly surprised the enforcer, and Fyre’s claws scored the boots at the backs of his calves as he flashed past. The Draksa changed direction, anticipating a counterattack, and took a glancing blow from a blast of energy released by the trident.

      He whirled with a growl and snaked in toward the man, who spun his weapon several times before he thrust it out in a stabbing motion. The dragon lizard was faster, and he dodged easily while he continued to close the distance. He stopped suddenly and breathed heartily, and a cone of frost surged toward his adversary. The Atlantean spun the trident again, and it redirected the icy blast upward before he countered with another force bolt. Fyre vaulted up to avoid it, flapped his wings once, and extended his claws toward the man’s face.
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        * * *

      

      The pain in her arm had turned to numbness and her brain mercifully shut off the warning system once it discovered that she didn’t pay attention. She rocketed into an attack on the witch and counted on the change of opponents to give her an edge. When the woman raised her arms, she hurled her stick at her enemy’s face. The surprise move made the witch flinch, and although she batted the projectile away, it was enough distraction for Cali to get close. She delivered a front kick to the woman’s stomach that doubled her over, then a snap kick to the side of her leg that brought her down to one knee.

      Before she could deliver a decisive blow, her adversary managed to raise one hand and fire a shadow beam that burned into her leg. The damaged limb buckled, and she turned it into a forward tackle. Her opponent landed a weak elbow to her head while she maneuvered into position, then squealed in pain when Cali’s legs clamped around hers and her right arm slithered around her throat. Her feet pressed the woman’s knee in one direction and her shin in the other, locked the joint, and caused her to flail madly from the pain. I only have to hold it long enough until she passes out. Chokeholds were always the last resort for her because the danger of accidentally killing the other person involved was significant. Still, if there was ever anyone she’d want to do serious damage to, the sneering witch ranked high on the list.

      Her foe keened again as she readjusted her legs. When the woman wrenched against the hold, the leg lock slipped. Although her lower leg broke with a loud snap, the desperate move allowed her to wriggle free of the chokehold. She blasted her adversary’s face with shadow and thrust her head against the floor hard enough to fill her vision with stars. Cali summoned her stick to her hand and lashed out before the attack could be repeated, and the woman rolled off her. She sensed the witch gathering power for a final blow and whispered, “Aspida,” to activate her shield charm.

      Quickly, she segmented a piece of her mind and focused on finding her partner. His uniqueness among the creatures in the room made him easy to identify, and she pushed a thought into his brain. The wash of approval that returned to her signaled his acceptance of her request. Moments after the witch detonated a force blast that battered her shield and knocked her back several feet, the Draksa coated the woman in ice. Meanwhile, from her position mostly hidden by the dragon lizard and the enemy witch, she let her shield fall, summoned all her magical strength, and thrust it in a punch at the Atlantean enforcer. It caught him directly in the forehead and he staggered and fought to keep his balance. She tried to rise, but her leg buckled again. Instead, she threw her stick at him, and while his groggy brain focused on the incoming projectile, she delivered another force punch. He fell, unconscious before he landed.

      Fyre stepped beside her and used his snout to help her into a seated position, then eventually, to stand using him as support. Danna stepped forward from the crowd, her slow clap the only sound in the room. Grudging respect was present in her tone. “I didn’t believe you would survive this round. Congratulations. The next battle will be three on three, and you have two weeks to prepare for it. During that time, as long as you do not attack any of us, none of us will attack you.” She pointed at several of her underlings, and one of them opened a portal while two others went to assist the defeated Atlantean champions.

      Cali growled, “When does this end?”

      The woman in the suit laughed. “Why, when you lose, of course.”

      “That won’t happen. I won’t lose to any of you.”

      “It is inevitable. There are many of us and not that many of you. Eventually, you’ll run out of allies, but I never will.”

      It took several minutes for the Atlanteans to vanish. Cali and Fyre kept their guards up the whole time, fearful of a surprise attack despite the woman’s words. In the end, though, it didn’t materialize, and she collapsed with a loud moan. She swallowed the healing potion she’d brought and was surprised that even after the rush of warmth flowed through her, neither her arm nor leg felt fully healed. With her good hand, she dug her phone out and called Dasante. When he asked if she was okay, she laughed. “Not quite. Call Zeb, tell him where I am, and ask him to bring another healing potion.” She dropped the cell and turned toward Fyre. “I’ll take a little nap. Wake me up when…” Her voice trailed off as darkness filled her vision and she fell into unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith rose from his chair when the Drow arrived and extended a hand. “Thank you so much for meeting me.”

      Nylotte nodded and took the seat across the table as he reclaimed his own. He’d chosen one of the city’s better under-the-radar seafood restaurants for their meeting. The exterior was dilapidated and the hand-painted Stephan’s sign weathered and in need of renewal. Inside, though, the eatery was cool and crisp, both in temperature and in design. The square tables that filled the dining floor were a little closer together than he would’ve preferred, but their starched white tablecloths and bright red elegantly folded cloth napkins communicated a subtle elegance that made a customer feel as if they’d wandered into a retreat from the outside world.

      And, after more failures than successes in tracking down Sienna’s ex-boyfriend, a break from those pressures was very welcome. The Dark Elf across from him looked like a performer or a rock-and-roll star with her long white hair unconfined and wild and a form-fitting scarlet tunic with far too many silver buttons over black leather pants. Her expression, as it had been most of the times he’d been in her presence, gave away nothing useful other than a vague sense of irritation atop the fundamental intensity that radiated from the woman.

      She flicked her napkin open and deposited it in her lap in an elegant movement, then put her elbows on the table and laced her fingers. Nylotte looked over them and met his gaze. “So, Tanyith, what’s so urgent that I needed to come to this sweltering city of yours?”

      He laughed. “As if you don’t have enough magic to be at whatever temperature you like.”

      Her wave was casually dismissive. “Magic is for important things, not petty comforts.”

      His reply was forestalled by the arrival of their server, a tall man in a white dress shirt and black trousers. His Atlantean heritage was visible in his thick braids that every so often seemed to twitch with a life of their own. He took their orders and departed quickly, seeming unmoved by the presence of a Dark Elf in the restaurant. Even in New Orleans, which was home to a wide variety of magical species, Drow sightings were comparatively rare. She stared at him, and he sighed.

      “My continued efforts to set up my own information sources have not met with grand success. Too much has changed since I was sent to Trevilsom prison. Not only the people I knew but the…” He paused to search for the right word. After a moment, he continued, “The currents, I guess, are unfamiliar and difficult to chart.”

      She nodded. “It was similar for me when I first went to Stonesreach.” Before meeting her, he hadn’t been aware of the presence of a kemana beneath the city of Pittsburgh. The discovery had made him wonder whether one of the magical underground cities could be present in New Orleans, but with the high water table, he deemed it unlikely. Although Atlantis and New Atlantis were built underwater, so who knows?

      “How did you overcome it?”

      The woman shrugged. “Time, really. Plus, I established contacts among a wide variety of people with different circles of friends. Then, I found a way to make myself invaluable to all sides.” She referred to her role as seller and trader of things magical, which had given her access to any number of individuals she otherwise might not have met. Ultimately, that was part of the reason she had been more or less compelled to help break him out, so he was grateful for whatever brought her to that point.

      “That’s good advice, although with the conflicting sides that have emerged here, it’s a little difficult to bridge the gap. Speaking of which,” he said and winced at the clumsy transition, “have you learned anything more about what went on at the docks? No one here has been able to shed any additional light on it.”

      Her reply was interrupted by the arrival of their lunch. They had elected to share a seafood boil, and the waiter cut a large net filled with crawfish, shrimp, lobster, corn, and potatoes and discharged the contents onto a silver platter he had placed between them. He provided each with a set of tongs to retrieve their food, freshened the ice waters both had selected, then departed quickly and professionally. They loaded their individual plates and tasted their first mouthfuls, and the smile on her face indicated that he had chosen the right restaurant.

      Nylotte swallowed and took a sip of her water before she spoke. “Diana and her team have looked into it since then. They traced the ship’s movements and it did make a scheduled stop at Jamaica, so it appears the story the people you rescued told you was true. There is a channel leading from New Atlantis to the islands and from there to here. Neither the agents nor I have any connections in the Caribbean, though, so we haven’t been able to generate any more progress on that front.”

      He nodded. “Still, it’s good to know the information we have is correct.”

      She speared a small potato and popped it in her mouth, then made an unexpectedly funny pleasure-face. He suppressed a laugh while he waited. She licked her lips. “Their computer tech managed to access satellite footage that gave partial recordings of the cruise ship while it was at sea. He caught a smaller vessel docking with it in the middle of nowhere. It positioned itself near one of the cargo doors, apparently. They’ve concluded that things were transferred between them, but the coverage was too sporadic and the image quality too poor to make out anything more definitive than that.”

      Tanyith drummed his fingers on the table. “So, not only do they bring people here illicitly, they bring stuff, too.”

      The Drow pointed her fork at him. “Very elegantly said.” Her sarcasm was dry as the desert.

      “I know, right?” He laughed. Something about her always made him feel off-center. “Is there anything else?”

      “Actually, yes. They looked into the local police force and found that your detective Kendra Barton is a good one. She has a clean record, considerable interaction with other agencies, and doesn’t seem particularly interested in anything other than getting the job done and moving onto whatever is next. The rest of the organization is basically what you’d expect. There are some great officers and some less great officers but overall, it’s positive. Which is impressive given how hard policing must be in a city like this.”

      He lowered his head in acknowledgment. While he had been part of the criminal element in the past, his gang had merely done what they needed to do to help recent arrivals to the city from New Atlantis. Technically, they skirted the edges of the law and hadn’t become entangled with anything truly nefarious. Speaking of which. “Have you heard any whispers about drugs?”

      She nodded, and the corners of her mouth turned down. “Unfortunately, yes. The human gang is involved in distributing all the usual drugs to both magicals and non-magicals. The Atlantean group, though, has really upped their game. They have something specifically for magicals that’s already out on the street. It’s highly addictive from what my sources say, and the demand is growing fast. And there are rumors that they’re getting ready to sell a version that works on humans, too.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “That’s all bad.”

      “It is. Diana says the local authorities are aware but there’s not all that much they can do beyond the usual.”

      “I imagine they’ll use a secure distribution system for the human version, much like they have for the magicals.” He’d been present when several of those deals went down, and it had involved people very high up in the gang structure. So high, in fact, that it had been a shock to see them personally linked with the trade. Maybe that’s a way to destroy them—if we can put the police in the right place at the right time. Even as he thought it, he knew it was too dangerous. The local authorities weren’t well-equipped to handle magical threats, which was why the Atlantean gang and others like it had prospered for so long. And while they try and fail to deal with the magical gangs, the Zatoras take advantage of the opportunity.

      Nylotte shrugged. “Only time will tell on that one.”

      “How is it that you have better sources of information in my city than I do?”

      His companion laughed. “I know people who know people. More importantly, I know people who know people who owe them favors.”

      “You’re talking about Chadrousse,” he commented with a chuckle

      “Not only him but others like him as well. You meet many different folks in my business and some of them know people in your city.”

      “Speaking of different folks, what more can you tell me about the black-suited people, the agents who joined us at the docks?”

      She leaned back and folded her arms. “Is there something specific you want to know?”

      Tanyith sensed suspicion—or maybe it was merely protectiveness—and hurried to explain. “They seem incredibly capable and highly knowledgeable about magical threats. I guess I wondered how they might be able to help us in the future or how we might be able to help them, besides providing a convenient portal location.” He’d been surprised and pleased when Zeb had agreed to allow the unexpected arrivals at the docks to use the tavern as a location for transits to the city.

      The Drow sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “The leader is my student. She and her team have kind of a wide mandate to deal with magical trouble wherever it crops up. So far, they’ve operated mainly in this country and primarily in the Northeast. But their footprint is expanding rapidly. You could help them by continuing to report anything weird to me so I can pass it along. Whether or not they’ll be able to help you depends on many factors that are outside of your control and mine. Unless it’s something catastrophic, I wouldn’t count on their assistance. They’re a fairly small unit and have significant challenges to contend with already.”

      “But if we had a lead, you’d be willing to take it to them?”

      “Within reason.” She scowled. “I’m not a bloody messenger service.”

      He smothered a laugh. Initially, he’d totally bought into her projected animosity. But the way her student had laughed at her without retribution at the docks had confirmed his suspicions that it was an act—or at least mostly an act. “Of course. I would certainly try to resolve whatever it was on my own first.”

      Nylotte shook her head slowly. “Unless it’s about the drugs. If you hear anything more about them, definitely let me know. For some reason, that situation worries me.”

      “Will do.”

      The conversation lagged as they finished their meal and they went their separate ways thereafter. Tanyith had hoped for more concrete information and a peek into her perspective on the gang’s future plans but chose not to push for it when it hadn’t been volunteered. It might simply be that no one knows. Which means we’ll all wind up surprised together. He sighed and pushed the concern out of his mind. It’s time to track down another ex-gang member. Hopefully, this one won’t run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Usha leaned back in her oversized bathtub—which was easily capable of holding at least two more people her size—and luxuriated in the hot water and the steam that filled the room. The well-appointed apartment wasn’t far from the Shark Nightclub and was in fact owned by the same shadowy corporation that ran the business. Unlike the previous leaders of the Atlantean gang, she thought big and hired big-thinking financial wizards to help her.

      This residence was one of many fringe benefits she’d instituted after winning the position of leader. Her wardrobe was another, as was Danna’s. And she’ll wind up taking us out of the black and into the red at this rate. That woman is a veritable clothes horse. She snorted fondly at the thought of her second in command. They’d been partners since the beginning and she trusted no one more, except the Empress herself.

      A chill ran through her. And she’s not likely to be all that pleased with me at the moment. The incident at the docks had been an embarrassment for her and would reflect badly upon her ruler if anyone in New Atlantis took notice and was brave enough to mention it. The former was feasible but the latter far less so. Political machinations with words were rare in the underwater city, as insults tended to be answered with fast and brutal violence. The failure of the enforcers to kill Caliste Leblanc was another negative reflection on her superior since they came from the second tier of the Empress’s people.

      What I wouldn’t give for one of her personal guards for a week. The city would be ours and our enemies absorbed or destroyed. She shook her head to clear the happy vision. Focus on reality, Usha.

      While her brain was on the line between fantasy and reality, she again took up the idea of converting the girl to their cause. She had proven stronger than expected, and strength was always a virtue in Atlantean culture. Admittedly, she’d need to learn her place, but that was true of all people as they transitioned from young adult to adult and discovered the deeper, faster-moving currents of life. So far, unfortunately, the child was as great an annoyance as her parents had been.

      The Leblancs and their private war against anyone who tried to upset the balance of power in the city had been a thorn in her side from the moment she’d arrived on the continent. Alone, the two would have been nothing more than a nuisance, but they had wisely formed connections with most of the magical communities in New Orleans, which gave them access to intelligence and protection they otherwise wouldn’t have had.

      The Empress had naturally demanded that Usha claw her way to power in the new city as she had in New Atlantis. She remembered the woman’s words distinctly and could picture her standing above and looking down with a soft smile. “If you cannot take power, you do not deserve power. It is better to die trying than to live a life you haven’t earned.” Killing the Leblancs had been a big step on that path, and she vividly recalled the triumphant sight of them dying at her feet. She took a deep breath and let herself slip beneath the water.

      Of all the things in her life, this was her solace. The feeling of being under the surface, the way the sounds changed and the sensation of primal comfort mixed with the instinctive fear of being unable to breathe. Especially, though, the otherworldliness of it, like she’d left all the dingy realities of daily existence behind in trade for a place that would permit a purity of thought. Her brain traveled unfamiliar paths, searching for new solutions to the challenges she faced. After several minutes, she rose, dried herself, and wound her hair in a towel and her body in another before she stepped into the master bedroom.

      This, too, was oversized, at least twice as large as any bedroom she’d ever had. Her residence occupied the entire top floor of its building, which had once housed two apartments and some utility space. Now, it was all hers. The bed was king-sized, her walk-in closet enormous, and the antique-white dressing table that was her destination was bigger than her office desk. There, she focused on business. Here, she indulged her desires, within reason. No one but her and her cleaning staff had access, and the workers had been carefully vetted and given the impression that an actress lived there. She sat and retrieved the variety of skin-care products that made up her evening routine. Her phone rang and with a small smile, she tapped the button to put Danna on speaker. “Yes?”

      Her second’s voice was flat and businesslike, which suggested that she wasn’t alone. Usha was sure she was the only person who knew the real Danna, who was as capable of laughing and joking as anyone. But the woman’s projected image was all serious, all the time. “There have been no problems with the Zarcanum deliveries to our magical clients. We’re still on target to start distributing the new drug to the humans tonight. I’ll check on the initial push personally.”

      “Excellent. Do you anticipate trouble getting the Shine into their hands?” Entrusting something so important to the gang’s future to Danna made her uneasy, but at the Empress’s urging, she tried to be a little more hands-off in the day-to-day responsibilities so she could focus on the bigger picture. Including the rebellious redhead who takes after her parents and is becoming as big a nuisance as they were.

      “It’s doubtful. But it’s good to keep an eye on things when they’re starting out.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. What news of our alleged champions?”

      The other woman gave a dismissive chuckle. “Alas, they were unable to rise above their failures.”

      She sighed. The enforcer had seemed like he would be useful, and the witch had been part of the group for some time and had shown promise. But the proscribed punishment for failure was to fight each other to the death, from which the victor would emerge with a clean slate and the loser ascribed the blame for the lack of success. Her second’s words meant that whoever had won had been too injured to survive, so both were lost. She shrugged. It is our way. And perhaps it will inspire those who face the girl next to greater efforts.

      “Do we have adequate replacements for the third bout?” When Danna hesitated, she added, “No. Not you. Not yet.”

      The other woman made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a growl. “As you wish. I’ll find better champions, even if I have to portal to New Atlantis to do it.”

      “Excellent. Text me when the night’s activities are done and let me know they went well.”

      “Will do. Goodnight.”

      Usha clicked the end button and pulled the towel off her head as she picked her brush up. She found that particular self-care chore soothing and needed something positive to shrug off the dirt of her underlings’ failures. Like her lack of success shaded her superior, theirs soiled her. She would have to find a way to atone, and one idea returned constantly to the front of her mind.

      How can I convince the girl to join us? A second thought emerged unexpectedly. Or how can I force the girl to join us?
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        * * *

      

      Rion Grisham held court each evening in a different restaurant and varied his choices and schedule so no enemies could predict where he might be on any given night. He was treated like a king in each, though, and his lieutenants delivered threats and promises as needed to ensure he would be afforded every luxury the venue could provide. Tonight, it was Carlyle’s Bistro, an Italian restaurant on Decatur a few blocks away from the touristy areas. The main area was all glass and metal, with small candles on the tables and romantic seating all around.

      The back room held only the gang leader and his closest comrades. Even his girlfriend of the moment was unwelcome and spent her time at the bar in the main room as he’d ordered her to do. They sat around a table that could have seated six, with Grisham at the head, his two human lieutenants on his left, and his magic man on the right. Tonight, the wizard was in his usual disguise—probably due to the presence of the others—which was welcome. His tendency to use his powers for trivial things, generally at his boss’ expense, rubbed him the wrong way. However, since he didn’t have a replacement handy, it was something he’d decided to simply accept. For now, anyway.

      In front of them rested plates of pasta, glasses of wine, and baskets of bread with small dishes of oil and balsamic. The owner, a portly man in a fine suit, stood in the shadows nearby. The mage had raised a sight and sound shield that would prevent him from hearing their words or reading their lips, which he lifted only when they needed something from the restaurant.

      The thinner of his human helpers was closest and dabbed sauce from his mouth with the cloth napkin before he set it aside. Colin Todd was clean-shaven and wore a suit and tie as always, following the example of his boss. His brown-blonde hair hung to his collar and no lower, and his face was perfectly ordinary. He wouldn’t have looked out of place behind a pharmacy counter, merely a little overdressed. “So, boss, the word around town is that the ʼLants are bringing a new product to the streets in addition to the one for magicals. A drug for humans.”

      Grisham frowned. He’d heard the rumors, certainly, but the reality had materialized faster than expected. “Have we managed to get any?”

      The bigger man, Jack Strang, played the role of muscle when he needed it but was much more capable than that. He’d been a linebacker in high school and might have gone pro if he hadn’t become involved in a betting ring in his first year at college. His suit was too big and he hated ties but otherwise, he was a handsome giant. He shook his bald head. “Not yet. So far, it’s only words. But there haven’t been as many of the bastards out on the streets today. They might be gearing up for something.”

      “Like what?”

      The slender man took control of the conversation again. “My bet is they’re rolling out the new product. It’s the only thing that makes sense. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to try to attack us. Not after the last time.”

      Grisham took a bite of the Farfalle Bolognese in front of him and chewed thoughtfully, then chased it with a deep drink of the entirely pedestrian Chianti that was the best the place had to offer. Even though he’d become accustomed to the finer things in life, he hadn’t left his roots behind. At his core, he was a street rat made good, and nights like tonight kept him grounded. “So. What do you suggest we do about it?”

      The mage was the first to reply. “Kill them all.” Three heads turned toward him, and he shrugged. “What? Why should we be afraid of them? If they’re moving in on our territory, we should make sure they discover real fast exactly why it’s a bad idea.” Ozahl’s words were always at odds with his almost boring presence. Tonight, he was in a polo shirt and khakis, neither of which seemed to fit well. Brown hair, brown eyes, and dull as dirt. But he’s as smart as hell and deceptively vicious.

      The slim man leaned back and folded his arms. “Isn’t that a little…uh, provocative? We don’t want an all-out war, here.”

      He shrugged. “Neither do they, which is what makes the strategy work. If we push, they’ll get mad and consider countering but will realize the only real options are to back off or match us at street level. But we have the advantage. We know we’re already at war, even if it’s a secret one. If they attack us, we’ll eliminate those people, too.”

      Grisham’s human lieutenants swiveled their heads toward him, clearly unwilling to move ahead without first gaining a sense of his perspective. He remained silent and nodded for them to continue. Strang shrugged and cracked his knuckles. “I’m not against using the opportunity. They’ll be focused on doing their deals and we can hunt them in packs. We can find the outliers, attack them when they don’t expect it, kill them, and take their merchandise.”

      The mage extended a hand toward the other man with his palm up as if to say, “See? He gets it.” The gang leader tapped his fingers on the table. “If it blows up, are we strong enough to win?” He had his own opinion on the answer but was always interested to know what those closer to the action might think.

      The men on his left both nodded but unexpectedly, Ozahl shook his head and spoke. “No. If it goes to full, all-out war, their magic will provide an edge that we can’t match no matter how many guns or soldiers you can bring to reinforce you. But it won’t go that far. They’re not ready.”

      “How do you know?” Todd asked.

      The mage smiled. “I have my sources.”

      “And you trust these sources enough to bet your life on their information?” he demanded.

      His pet wizard nodded. “Completely. Believe me, the Atlanteans are still getting their ducks in a row. In a few weeks from now, my answer might be different. But tonight, as long as we’re careful, we can act without worry that we might draw any retribution we can’t handle.”

      Grisham considered the options. His patience for the situation had worn thin, and his people had taken a few losses at the Atlanteans’ hands lately, both at the holding facility and at the docks. A little revenge would feel good personally and more importantly, would look good for the Zatoras as a whole. So, let’s do it.

      He pointed at the men on his left. “You two spread the word. Have our people watch for theirs and report to Ozahl when they see them. Also, warn them to be on the alert for counterattacks.” They nodded, and he turned to the mage. “You gather a couple of troops and get out there. Take out as many as you can without pushing it to the point of forcing a reaction. Let’s be quiet and conservative on this one. And definitely bring back a sample of the new stuff they’re peddling. We need to find a way to compete.”

      His magic man smiled. “As you wish, boss.”

      The owner bustled forward to refill his glass while his men all stood and headed to the door. He watched them leave and shook his head at their departing backs.

      We may not want an all-out gang war and they may not be ready, but neither of those things guarantees that one isn’t about to start. He finished his wine and rose to find his girlfriend of the moment. So we’ll party tonight, for tomorrow, we might die.
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      Ozahl walked into one of the trendy clubs the Zatora soldiers frequented and circulated through the room in search of individuals he considered at least moderately reliable to join him on the night’s adventure. He’d donned a dark overcoat that covered him from shoulders to ankles that he liked much more than the rest of his outfit. But one must keep up appearances.

      He noticed two of his favorites quickly, a man and a woman who could almost always be found together. They were imports from New York City, and he’d endeavored to create a working relationship with them immediately after they’d arrived a year before. The chances of them being connected to people in town who might cause him trouble were remote since they were newcomers, and that made them an ideal choice for his needs.

      The duo was drinking together at a table with a gaggle of other Zatora people and a few civilian groupies around them. They didn’t have a romantic relationship and hadn’t yet engaged in any within the gang, according to all the information he could discover. Which, to be fair, is considerable. They would quickly be crossed off his list of associates if they found a special connection with anyone other than one another for fear that they might be influenced. But for now, they seemed to be enjoying themselves without concern for anything other than increasing their value to the organization and satisfying whatever desire pushed them at any given moment.

      The mage stepped up to the table and caught their attention. “Hey, you two. I have a task from the boss. Do you want to come along?”

      They responded exactly as expected, pushed the other people out of the way, and climbed out of the semicircular booth behind the table. Lila came first, her long blonde hair hanging in braids over her brown suede jacket. “You know it,” she replied and smoothed the legs of her leather pants. Dalton stood a moment later and answered with a nod. He played businessman tonight and wore corporate casual khakis and a button-down dress shirt. He’d claimed once before that it appealed to the kind of women he liked, and Ozahl had stopped him from sharing more.

      “Good.” He turned and headed to the exit, confident that they would follow him. His mind was already considering the next steps. When they reached the street, he turned and strode toward the location where he expected the Atlanteans would begin their distribution. It had taken a fair amount of internal deliberation to decide which of the several potential options would be the most likely and in the end, he selected the one that offered the easiest repositioning in case he’d misjudged.

      They arrived at the target block, which was filled with a number of seedy bars. It was mainly a destination for locals, rather than tourists. He was positive the Atlanteans were interested in more than simply making money from the trade, which made a focus on the city’s visitors less likely. No, they’re up to something else. He remembered being told that everything the gang did served their larger plan, and that was doubtless still the case.

      Ozahl drew his associates into the shadows when he recognized two Atlantean street soldiers meandering down the sidewalk. He couldn’t see their faces under the low-tilted ball caps they wore, and their baggy jeans and sweatshirts might conceal any number of weapons. Quickly, he cast a subtle veil, an increase of shadow that would break up their outlines. Against humans, he would have done more, but the problem with battling magicals was that they could often sense enemy magic nearby. It required walking a fine line to use enough to gain an advantage but not enough to lose anonymity. The cadence of their shuffling footsteps didn’t change, which suggested that his effort had been successful.

      “They’re the muscle,” he whispered. We need to wait for the dealers.”

      His allies were too professional to risk discovery with a reply, which was another reason he preferred to work with them. A group of revelers stumbled out of a nearby bar, and the remainder of the enemy crew materialized. The one who held the product emerged from the shadows across the street and the money man slid out of hiding farther down the sidewalk from them. The soldiers watched the transaction without being obvious about it, and a fifth person appeared to make the delivery after the cash changed hands. He shook his head. “Five. We’ll have to go hard and fast. Our first priority is to snatch the drugs. The second is the cash. Third is to make sure they are all incapacitated—preferably permanently. If one gets away and it’s safe to do so, we pursue them so they can’t warn the others.”

      The man chuckled quietly. “And the more we get, the more we make, right?”

      He nodded. “Same as always.” They perked up at his words because one of the things that kept them loyal and willing to go with him at a moment’s notice was that he didn’t take a cut for himself. He had many ways to obtain money and allowing them to enjoy the earnings from the tasks he needed to accomplish to stay in Grisham’s good graces was an easy sacrifice that paid huge dividends. “I’ll disable the holder. You two target the delivery boy and the cash man. The soldiers will want to fight rather than run, so if we strike fast enough, we can deal with them all with minimum effort.”

      Quiet rustles beside him announced that his soldiers drew their weapons. Lila produced two blades. A punch dagger appeared in her left hand and a foldout knife for slashing in her right. Dalton slipped brass knuckles over his right hand and with his left, grasped a heavy sap that he usually carried at the small of his back. He always took the left side and her the right, so their dominant hands were apart, a sign of their intelligence and martial aptitude.

      Ozahl waited until the group started another sale before he hissed, “Go.” He hurried across the street and hoped he’d make it all the way before the guards decided to check their surroundings again. Fortunately, the new customer was an attractive woman in a short dress, which seemed to hold their attention. He reached the alley and the man who stood there stiffened in surprise and demanded, “What the hell are you doing?”

      The mage grinned and gestured with his hand. A surge of force lifted the Atlantean and hurled him sideways into the brick wall beside him. He fell, dazed, and Ozahl collected the tiny marked packages from where they’d fallen to the pavement and shoved them into the pockets of his overcoat. A squeeze of his fist summoned magic that began to choke his foe, and he continued to apply pressure while he turned to watch his cohorts engage their targets.

      They had raced past the guards, who lurched into motion to follow them but were still several seconds behind. Lila chose the one with the cash, a dark-skinned Atlantean in the standard jeans and hoodie combination. He had no chance to resist when she bounded up to him and punched him in the stomach with her left hand. The short blade stabbed into him and as he grunted, she slashed with the other hand to slice deep wounds in his protecting arms. He howled and fell and she searched his pockets quickly. She shoved what she found into her own as she turned toward their remaining opponents.

      Dalton’s quarry saw him coming and tried to angle away. A sprint brought him in range, and the sap whipped in a short arc and caught the opposing gang member in the temple. The Atlantean fell without a murmur. His attacker searched the man’s pockets and claimed what he discovered.

      By then, the guards had closed and one gravitated to each threat. Ozahl had feared they’d draw guns, but they were wiser than that. So far, the skirmish hadn’t drawn much attention, so they probably thought they could finish it quickly and get on with their night, not realizing how formidable those who had attacked them were. He considered blasting them but decided to conserve his power and enjoy the show instead.

      His henchman met them first and he chopped a short block as the Atlantean whipped a haymaker at his face. He intercepted it with ease and the guard followed up with a shuffle inward and jab to the midsection that Dalton took with a laugh. He evaded the follow-up straight punch, and when his adversary threw a hook with his left, it was halted by a blow to his forearm with the brass knuckles. Even though Ozahl couldn’t hear the snap over the sounds of the wind, the strange angle his lower arm assumed and his shriek of pain told the tale. The distraction cost him as his attacker whipped the sap up between the guard’s legs, then struck at his head as he bent in agony. He toppled, unconscious at the very least.

      By then, Lila had engaged her opponent. This man had brought a toy of his own, a large knife he produced from somewhere under his dark sweatshirt. He slashed horizontally, then flicked the blade in a surprise backhand. She avoided both strikes with quick shifts of her weight and snapped a kick at his midsection. He blocked and brought his off-hand down hard enough to make her lurch forward. Ozahl was fairly sure he saw the man grin as he lifted the knife high and plunged it down at her spine.

      Her stumble had been a ruse, however. She dropped flat to avoid the attack and thrust her knife through his sneaker into the top of his foot. The Atlantean howled in pain as she yanked the blade out and stabbed it into his other shoe. He fell and she kicked the weapon out of his hand. She bent toward his face and when he tried to raise an arm to stop her, she jabbed the limb with her small blade. Ozahl couldn’t hear her, but he was adept at reading lips. Lila said, “Remember how it feels to lose,” and flicked her main blade to slice his cheek. She straightened and headed over to the mage, joined on the way by her partner. When they arrived, she asked, “Should we finish them?”

      He detected the faint sound of a siren and shook his head. They’d fulfilled their most important objectives, although he would have preferred to actually kill them. “No, we’ve done what we need to do here. Let’s find another group in a less public location and you can take them off the board permanently.” The bloodthirsty grins on their faces confirmed that, once again, he’d chosen the right support for his mission.
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        * * *

      

      When Ozahl reached his apartment, he carefully deactivated the wards that protected the space in his absence. It had been the work of many days to create them, placing an obvious layer over a less obvious one, and a truly devious one beneath. He was sure it was impossible for anyone other than him to get through them unless he permitted it.

      The entry opened onto the living room, which held two comfortable couches covered in even more comfortable pillows set at a right angle to one another. A dark wood coffee table stood between them with a metal holder supporting three pillar candles in the center. A whisper and a pointed finger lit each, the magical energy channeled through the wooden rings he wore that were obvious enough to cause most to judge them some kind of strange wand that allowed him to cast.

      Most would be wrong, however. They were a misdirection, as was his entire persona. Only here, with his publicly carried phone carefully locked away in a box that prevented it from sending or receiving signals, could he truly be himself. With a sigh, he stretched his arms high and let the illusion fall. His height remained constant as the fifteen pounds of extra flesh he pretended to have evaporated and left a slim man in its wake. The messy brown hairstyle he’d adopted morphed into a well-styled shining black, and his skin became paler as the tan he affected vanished. His eyes changed color from dull brown to a stunning blue that bordered on turquoise. He wandered down the hall and washed his face, another part of his ritual for clearing the other personality out of his mind for a time.

      The person in the mirror wasn’t a wizard and in fact, wasn’t from Oriceran at all. He was a pale-skinned half-Atlantean, the product of a mixed marriage involving a human. Most of her mother’s looks except the eyes had come to him along with all his father’s magic. His true self grinned at him before he turned and headed down the hallway. When he entered the bedroom, Danna Cudon looked at him from where she sprawled on the bed, her normal suit traded for skimpy shorts and a skimpier t-shirt. She smiled widely. “How was work, love?”

      He let a long, deep kiss serve as the first part of the answer, and by the time they surfaced for breath, they’d both forgotten the question.
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      Cali had stayed in bed all day Tuesday to allow herself to heal and rose only to wrangle food for herself and Fyre. In truth, the amount the Draksa ate was one of the most surprising things about him. Some days, it amounted to nothing. Other days, he seemed to eat his own weight in fish and meat. She guessed it was some generational adaptation for the species, but when she thought to ask during one of her lucid moments while awake the day before, he’d simply given her his most annoying smile and replied “Look it up. You know, at the library.”

      She’d forced herself up with a groan that morning and arrived at the dojo in time to do her chores there before her training session with Ikehara. Her whole body seemed to drag and she had barely managed the energy to put on her least dirty shorts and a t-shirt. Of course, her teacher noticed her sluggishness as she went through the warmup forms and questioned her. They’d spent half their time together with her sharing details about the fight and him offering comments and critiques about her decisions.

      Everything is a teaching opportunity for this guy. She was glad for the instruction but relieved when the debrief ended, as there were apparently many different choices she could have made that would have improved the outcome. She knew it all came from the best of intentions but was still a little raw over the injuries she’d sustained. Even if he hadn’t chided her for it, she would have chided herself.

      She stood opposite him with her magical sticks in her hands and waited for his command to begin. He lifted training knives in his fists, shifted his feet into a fighting stance, and nodded. She darted in quickly, then sidestepped to circle him. The feint failed to draw him out and he turned with her. It was worth a try. Let’s see how he likes this. She stepped in far enough to reach him and swung both sticks from their guard positions in simultaneous outside-in strikes aimed at his temple and his elbow.

      Her expectation that he’d retreat was thwarted when he stepped toward her. He raised his left arm in a block against her right wrist, stopped the weapon aimed at his head, and accepted the other’s impact against his right elbow, which was too weak to damage him because of his altered position. The right knife stabbed at her stomach, and she stepped around with her back foot to turn perpendicular and allow it to pass in front of her. She let the left stick fall from her grasp and attempted a lock. As her fingers closed on his wrist, he tried to twist the knife to cut her but she bent the joint in such a way that it locked with the sharp edge of the blade away from her.

      She had many options from that position but selected the one she liked best and yanked him forward. He stumbled, and she recognized it for the trap it was in the instant before he spun and lanced his left-hand knife at her head. She pivoted as well and blocked it with her right stick. For a moment, they stood back to back before he made a deft twist to free himself from her grasp.

      “Stop,” he commanded, and she obeyed and assumed a wary but respectful stance across from him. Only once had he followed an order to halt with a follow-up attack, but contrary to Emalia’s oft-stated opinion, Cali was actually capable of learning.

      Ikehara nodded and approval glinted in his dark eyes. “That was a good response. You didn’t let yourself be distracted by the moment. But you’ve become predictable. Anyone who has watched you fight before knows you’ll try that move at some point.”

      She sighed. Expillarimus. Exactly like Harry Potter. He had used the fictional wizard’s over-reliance on that spell and how it resulted in disaster as an example before. “Got it. I’ll work on it.”

      “Excellent. So, your reflexes with the sticks have improved dramatically. They are truly an extension of your hands now. Against knives, you will need to better maintain your distance as shorter weapons will limit your responses.” She nodded. He’d provided a very concrete example of why she’d have to do that. “What would you like to face next?”

      Cali gazed at the weapons wall in thought. Over the last couple of weeks, he’d chosen a weapon for the first part of their training session, then allowed her to select one for the second half. She thought about what she might face, which led her to think about the Atlanteans, which led her to consider the biggest mystery in her life at the moment. With a small laugh at all the answers she didn’t have, she replied, “A single sword.”

      He clapped his hands together in approval and strode to retrieve the weapon, each step a demonstration of his abundant strength and grace. If I moved like that, I’d totally have my choice of boyfriends. If I had time for a relationship, that is. She locked that thought away in her brain and wrapped it in caution tape so it couldn’t escape. Her teacher spun the blade through an impressive series of warm-up swings, shifted it from hand to hand, and twirled it around his body.

      Ikehara slid seamlessly into a ready stance and she squeezed her sticks and matched him. His bamboo sword was held high, the point angled toward her and his body a straight line that presented the narrowest target. She raised one stick high and positioned the other low, prepared to counter an attack at any height. Typically, she would take the defensive against the larger weapon, but when he started to move, she attacked in a rush. Exactly as he’d done with the knives, she narrowed the distance so her shorter weapons would have an advantage. She flicked the left one toward his head as a distraction and paid for it when the hilt impacted with her hand and made her drop the stick. Her main hand weapon whipped forward at his knee, and although he lifted his shin to take the blow, she knew she could have scored with it against almost any other opponent.

      His sword whistled as he chopped down and she maintained momentum into a roll to get behind him. He had already swung as she stood, but she blocked it easily and called her magic weapon to her hand. She whipped it at his face and he was forced to release the sword with one hand to intercept it. A quick loop with her other one positioned it for a strike at his fist and he dropped his weapon. She stepped back quickly to end the round.

      A wide smile spread over his features. “Good. You made some changes there. Well done. Between now and our next session, consider what moves you use too often and how you can modify or replace them. You won’t disarm me so easily again, that I promise you.”

      Easy? You call that easy? She shook her head and laughed. “Whatever you say, Sensei.”

      He nodded with a playful glint in his eye. “As it should be. Now, get ready for class.”
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        * * *

      

      After the class, Cali portaled home for a shower since Ikehara had decided that everyone “looked tired and needed to sweat.” The blissfully hot water that cascaded over her was a luxury she never wanted to leave but after ten minutes, she ran out of time. She dried her hair, put on her favorite jeans and a Led Zeppelin t-shirt, and nudged Fyre into motion. The walk to Emalia’s lasted most of a half-hour and brought them there precisely when she was supposed to arrive. A closed sign hung on the door but it was unlocked, and they passed through into the small room at the back.

      The tea was already waiting and appealing notes of cinnamon and apple floated through the air. She sat, took a few delightful sips, and sighed happily. “Now that is a good brew.” The Draksa sniffed and made a pleased noise, then curled under the table.

      Her great aunt had apparently decided not to tell fortunes that day as she was in her casual clothes, a long skirt under a button-down shirt and oversized cardigan. She laughed at Cali’s reaction. “You kids today are soft. When I was young, we drank bitter tea and we liked it.”

      “Made from roots you harvested from dying trees on the way to a fourteen-hour shift simultaneously working in a factory and going to school. Yes, I know the story.” She grinned.

      The older woman continued to laugh, then wiped her eyes. “The mouth on you, child. You remind me of your mother more every day.” Some memory caused her to frown slightly, and she pushed it away with a visible effort. “So. You were in another fight.” Before doing her Rip Van Winkle imitation, Cali had called everyone to update them on the event and her reasonable health.

      “I did. And now, I have two weeks before I have to worry about the next one.”

      “Which will be three-on-three.” That she knew the rules of Atlantean ritual combat shouldn’t have been a surprise and yet it was, merely another in a long line of unexpected talents revealed by her great aunt.

      Cali finished her tea and held the cup out for more. “Yes.”

      As she poured, Emalia asked, “Who will you choose as your third?”

      The question was unexpected, and she chided herself internally for not having thought about it already. “I guess I don’t have many options. Tanyith, I suppose.”

      The woman nodded. “You might want to get Zeb to ask the council for help beyond that. Your list of direct allies is frightfully small and I’d prefer not to have to take the field myself. I’m a little old for such things.” The soft smile told her she would do so in an instant if necessary.

      No way can I allow that to happen. “Will do.”

      “So, I think it’s time to change the direction of your training for a while. What you’ve learned so far should serve you in most subtle situations, but we need to prepare you for the coming battle and the ones after that.” She paused, then added, “You know, you really should read up on the rituals.”

      She sighed, stood, and stretched her arms wide and twisted them to loosen tired muscles. “At the magical library, yes, I’m fully aware. I’m going there in the next couple of days. Let it go, woman.” Emalia rose with a laugh and summoned a portal. On the other side was a large, dark, open space she didn’t recognize, but she stepped through without worry, knowing her mentor would never, ever lead her astray. Fyre followed on her heels and the older woman did as well before she closed the rift behind them.

      They were in an empty warehouse judging by the large doors along one wall and the numerous scuffs on the floor that made a grid shape suggesting pallets and forklifts. The amount of dust lingering in the air and rising from the ground with each step indicated that it hadn’t been used in some time. She whipped around as a thought occurred to her. “This isn’t 1601, is it?”

      Emalia shook her head. “No, child, no such luck. I’m sorry. This is merely a place that…a friend owns.”

      Cali folded her arms and regarded her with a grin. “Invel.”

      The older woman blushed enough for it to be detectable. “Perhaps. But that’s irrelevant. We are here to work on your skills.” She made a complex series of gestures and said words she couldn’t make out, and a translucent target appeared about twenty feet away. It was humanoid and resembled an enforcer, stocky and tall. “Show me your force magic.”

      She obliged and punched the air and the image rippled where the magic struck. When she turned to her teacher in expectation of approval, she received only a slight frown.

      “Can you do it without punching? Point and fire?” She demonstrated with a raised hand and the air itself rippled as a blast of magical force crossed the distance to the illusory enemy.

      The girl frowned and concentrated, raised a palm, and willed the power to flow. When it didn’t, her expression transformed into a scowl, and she searched her brain for a way to make it happen. The image of a stormtrooper from Star Wars slipped into her mind, and she pictured the energy as a blaster bolt. A burst of force leapt from her hand to drive into the target with enough power to make it vanish for a second. She turned to Emalia with wide eyes.

      Her teacher nodded. “Yes. Exactly that. You chose the paths that worked best when your magic was restricted, but now that it is free, there are better ways to use it.”

      “Could I channel that into a punch like I used to?”

      She shrugged. “Doubtless, with enough practice. Now, I want you to imagine your pool of magic as lava.”

      Cali closed her eyes and visualized the heart of a volcano roiling within her. It took her almost a minute before she felt like she could sustain it in the face of distractions. When she opened her eyes, Emalia pointed at the target. “The idea is the same. Send fire from your hands to the target.”

      Fear coiled around her mind. She’d never been comfortable with that form of magic, a fact her great aunt was well aware of. Despite her misgivings, she took a deep breath and pushed but nothing emerged.

      “Don’t force it,” her mentor whispered. “Release it and simply let it flow.” She nodded and adjusted her thinking to imagine a line extending from her hand to the enforcer illusion like a candle wick. With that in place, she focused her entire being on the idea of flames racing down it. The power erupted from her almost instantly, seared across the intervening space, and engulfed the target. Unfortunately, it also spread about ten feet in every direction and several small fires started when piles of debris ignited.

      Fyre responded in an instant. He immediately became airborne and swooped to bathe the area with his frost breath. For good measure—or simply fun—he rolled like an old-school biplane and coated the target as well, then flew through it with his claws extended in a show of Draksa martial prowess. Both women laughed at the display, and the dragon lizard made a few more rolls in the air before he landed beside her with a strong flap of his wings and folded them primly along his body.

      Her great aunt shook her head. “So, control is an issue. Under the circumstances, we probably shouldn’t practice fire anywhere other than here.”

      Cali laughed. “So, no showing off at the tavern?”

      “I think Zeb would be upset if you incinerated his guests. Or his furniture.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably true. Depending on the guest, of course.”

      The older woman put her hand on her shoulder. “You did very well today. Changing your use of force and accessing new magic is no small feat. You have what it takes to be a devastatingly powerful sorcerer.”

      As they stepped through the portal, the statement she knew was inevitable was finally delivered. “You know, you could probably learn about how to do magic at the library. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”
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      Tanyith pushed through the door of the Drunken Dragons, careful not to let it slam against the wall, and took his usual seat with its back to the entrance and nearest Zeb’s custom brew. The dwarf pulled him a tall glass, which turned out to be a delicious mulled cider. He’d learned the hard way that the cask tended to be far more potent than most of the other offerings at the tavern, and this was no exception.

      They chatted for a minute before the bartender stepped away to exchange words with the annoyed redhead who’d bounded up from the common room. Cali looked physically none the worse for wear after her fight against the Atlanteans, but he imagined it might nag at her mind. Or she’s simply irritated because customers are sometimes the worst kind of people. He laughed. Me included.

      His reverie was interrupted when a heavy hand settled on his shoulder. “Hey, Shale, what’s up?”

      Without looking back, he replied, “Not a thing, Detective. Are you here for work or pleasure?”

      Kendra Barton shrugged as she slid onto the seat closest to him around the curve of the bar’s corner. “Work is a pleasure, am I right?” She was definitely off-duty, though, since she wore jeans, a t-shirt, and a motorcycle jacket, none of which he’d seen her wear in her official capacity.

      “Not as such. Whatcha drinking?”

      “What do you have?”

      “Alcoholic rocket fuel with hints of apple, cinnamon, and cardamom.”

      She laughed. “Can I have a taste?” He slid the glass to her, and she took a sip, then another. “Damn, that’s fine stuff. Barkeep,” she called and when Zeb looked at her, she pointed at the cask. He nodded, and she shoved the glass to her companion after one last sip. The red-bordering-on-purple shade of her lipstick was stuck to the rim.

      He tapped his finger on the bar. “So, technically, you evaded my question rather than answered it.”

      The woman nodded. “I’m good like that. It’s one of my better qualities. Try another.”

      “Are you here to see me?”

      “Not specifically.”

      “Cali?”

      Barton turned to look at the common room and her head tracked the girl’s movements for a few moments before she turned back. “Not specifically.”

      “Zeb then.”

      She laughed. “As a bartender, very specifically.” Her glass appeared before her and she drank a third of it quickly.

      “Okay, so you’re suffusing yourself with the magical community, I get it.”

      “What are you doing, question man? Have you found a job yet? Or are you still playing at PI?” She leaned an arm on the bar and twisted toward him. Her dark eyes were piercing, which was doubtless an advantage in her line of work.

      “I’m not playing. I’m private and I’m investigating. It’s work.” Work that isn’t going particularly well at the moment. “Chasing down leads.” Literally. “Putting the pieces together.” Hah. If only they’d fit. “You know how it is.”

      The woman drained another third of her drink. “I do indeed know how that game is played.”

      Tanyith scowled to cover his enjoyment of the banter. “Not. Playing.”

      “Right. I forgot. Sorry. Hey, maybe you should get a Sherlock Holmes hat and one of those big magnifying glasses.”

      “He was a detective, Detective. Perhaps you should.”

      She laughed. “You might be right. I could totally rock that look.” She leaned closer to him. “Okay, for real, I did come here for a drink, but I also kind of hoped I’d run into you three. Caliste seems busy, so you’ll do.” She dipped a hand into the pocket of her jacket and slid a small waxy package to him. A faintly glowing blue powder rested inside and a red symbol appeared on the front. It looked like a shooting star or something.

      He shifted his gaze to meet hers. “Is this what I think it is?”

      The detective nodded. “It’s a new drug on the streets aimed at humans and distributed by Atlanteans. They call it Shine.”

      He turned it in his hands, careful to hide it from outside view. “Holy hell. That can’t be good.”

      “The people on the drug enforcement side of the house shared it with me. They think it’s merely more of the same. But, given what y’all have been involved in recently, I have some serious doubts about that.”

      “Me too.” He thought about the implications. “They must be trying to cut into the Zatoras revenue, at least.”

      “Yeah, and they don’t seem to be too happy about it. There were beatings and a couple of killings of Atlantean gang members. They didn’t have any drugs on them but it wasn’t too hard to put two and two together.”

      Tanyith caught Zeb’s eye and gestured for another round while he considered what she’d told him. “What do you think the Atlanteans are up to?”

      “You’re the one with the inside track.”

      He sighed. “I’m honestly not sure if you’re merely bashing me for no good reason or if you believe it.”

      She finished her drink and leaned closer. “It’s the first one. I’ve had people watching you so I know you’re clean. At the moment, anyway.” She returned to her previous pose and sipped her second glass.

      “So. Quit dodging and answer the damn question, then.”

      “Okay.” Barton laughed. “There are a number of possibilities, any or all of which could be true based on my long experience with criminal organizations.” She counted them on her fingers. “One, it’s only a money-making ploy. Everyone needs money, especially those who need to show flash and success in order to stay in power.”

      “That’s a given. Even stupid people like me could have come up with that one.”

      “Two. It’s a deliberate strike against the Zatoras’ ability to make money for the same reasons in reverse. It would make them look bad and weaken the leader.”

      “Okay, I can see that. When do we get to the part where your vast knowledge of criminal organizations comes into play?”

      The woman stuck out her tongue at him, which probably didn’t achieve the effect she was going for since it made her seem less professional and more fun. “Three—and here’s where the scary stuff starts—it’s a deliberate effort to weaken the humans in the city through drug addiction. We’ll know more about that when we get the tests back and have an idea about how potent it is.”

      That possibility hadn’t occurred to him and the potential danger left him speechless for a moment. When he could make words happen again, he asked, “How likely is that? And how long before you have the results?”

      Barton shrugged. “There’s no way to tell how depraved these bastards might be. We gotta plan for the worst. And hopefully tomorrow, maybe the next day. It’s fast-tracked, but the lab is busy, as always.”

      “It must be hard putting yourself in that headspace.” He didn’t know the comment was coming until it was already out, and the look of pain that flickered across her face was equally unexpected.

      She sipped her drink before she replied. “It can be but it comes with the territory.” She sighed. “And we haven’t even reached the worst one yet.” She lifted four fingers. “What if it’s a delayed poison? They could be out to kill everyone who’s not a magical.”

      The shock of her words left him momentarily woozy. “That’s…insane.”

      The detective nodded. “Yep. There are many crazies out there, though. Mind you, that’s worst-worst-case and unlikely.”

      “What would you do if it turned out to be true?”

      Her laugh was brittle. “Call in the National Guard, quit my job, and move to Kansas to become a corn farmer.” The image of her on a tractor in a straw hat surfaced, and he choked on the sip of cider he’d taken. She slapped him on the back several times before he regained his composure and raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you all right over there?”

      He nodded and his eyes watered. His voice was hoarse, unfortunately not in the leading man sexy kind of way. “Yeah. You. A farmer. Not likely.”

      “I agree. So let’s hope option four doesn’t happen. Okay, tell me about your alleged job.”

      “That will require a third round. Maybe something a little less potent, though.” Zeb was in earshot and delivered a winter lager from one of the local breweries. It complemented the cider, which proved once again that the dwarf knew his brews. Barton nodded in satisfaction after a sip. “So, I’ve been hired to find a guy who seems to have vanished into thin air.”

      “By who?”

      “An old friend. It’s not important. I’ve gone through all the people I know from the past who are still around. I track them, watch them for a while to make sure they’re not connected to the gang anymore, then have a chat with them. By now, I’ve talked to more than a dozen and a half and only a couple have had anything useful to share.” It was mostly the truth, although Dray’s connection to the gang activity in town retained an open question mark. The other man had been out of touch since their last meeting, and part of Tanyith worried about what he’d landed himself in by pretending to be interested in joining his team.

      “So, you’re saying you’ve also identified some who are still with the gang?”

      He shook his head. The woman is always working. “I guess I have.”

      She leaned forward so they wouldn’t be overheard, even though the only one close enough to do so was Zeb or maybe Cali as she hurried past on the way to retrieve drinks. “Do you care to share?”

      “You don’t quit, do you?”

      Barton laughed. “Never.”

      Tanyith took a deep breath and looked her squarely in the eyes. “What’s it worth to you?”

      An elegant eyebrow raised in response. “If you rub my back, I’ll rub yours.”

      A million flirty answers came and went in an instant, and he selected none of them. “Do you have access to police records on your phone?”

      “Sure. We’re not complete Luddites.”

      “Will you look someone up for me and forget about them?”

      Without hesitation, she slid her hand into the inner pocket of her jacket and pulled a cell phone out. It was in a heavy black case with the NOPD logo on it. She set it on the bar so he could watch as she swiped to wake it, put her finger in a box that appeared on the screen, and entered an eight-digit code. In silence, she swiped through apps until she found the one she wanted, and when she tapped it, had to enter another numerical password. Finally, she said, “Okay, who’s the person?”

      He sighed. “I notice you didn’t actually commit to forgetting about them.”

      She gave him a smile that would have looked right on a movie star. Damn, no more drinking for you. He pushed his glass away. Barton gestured toward the phone. “Are we simply gonna dance all night, or will you make your move?”

      “Try Adam Harlan.” He assumed the odds of the alias being in the system might be greater than the man’s real name. Or maybe he was still somehow trying to protect Sienna from the truth about her ex-boyfriend. Either way, I’m probably an idiot.

      She typed it in and data scrolled on the device. “Okay, Adam Harlan. He was picked up several times for small stuff, including drug use but not dealing, and it looks like five arrests but no convictions. He’s a handsome fellow.” She held the phone up to display a mugshot that had captured him with dirty and tousled hair and a drugged expression. She returned to looking through the information. “Gang affiliations—oh, look, he was part of your old crew. Imagine that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, get on with it.”

      “It says here he was also a person of interest in investigations with several other gangs, both magical and not. Your boy got around.”

      “Why do you say that in the past tense?”

      Her expression remained blank. “His records end about seven months ago.”

      “Damn it.” He thumped his fist on the bar in frustration a little more powerfully than intended. “Can you try Harry? Harry Harlan maybe? It was a nickname.”

      She stared at the record, then typed in a few words. “I’m updating the known aliases for Adam. Okay, let’s see what the new search brings.” Her eyes widened as the data scrolled. “There’s considerable chatter about a Harry, sometimes also using the word Harlan.” She looked at him. “Everyone’s looking for this guy, and not to shake his hand.”

      “Including the police?”

      Barton nodded. “Yeah. He’s into some stuff, man.” She turned the phone so he could see the details and he gaped in surprise. Murder was at the top of the list, and not only a single charge. “Shale—Tanyith, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “I really don’t know.”

      She snaked a hand out to catch his wrist. “I’d tell you to stop but somehow, I don’t think you’re smart enough to listen. So instead, let’s go fifty-fifty on this guy. I help you find him and you help me catch him so we can either protect him or put him away, depending on what’s actually going on.”

      The seriousness of her grasp made him abandon the flippant reply that was his brain’s first offering. The happy haze of drinking had been banished by the cold shower of the new information about the man he thought he knew. He nodded. “Deal. I’ll start tomorrow.”
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      Cali had kept an eye on Tay and Barton at the bar all evening and made up stories about their future lives together as a married couple as she worked the floor of the tavern. The crowd wasn’t bad for a Wednesday, all things considered, although an annoying group of drunken, cackling witches in the back corner was downright irritating.

      Thoroughly disgusted, she stepped up to the bar and gave their orders to Zeb. “Honestly, if they’d drink something other than daiquiris, I’d probably have at least a little respect for them. But as it is, I think they’ll have to be banned forever.”

      He laughed as he filled the order. “Now, now. Remember, those folks pay your salary.”

      She snorted. “I can do without that portion.”

      “Well, I can’t. This place costs money to run, you know.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m aware.” She stacked the new drinks on her tray. “I couldn’t possibly help but be aware, given how much you talk about it.” She spun away and headed to the crowd before he mustered a reply. Lame answer, Cali. Do better.

      The rest of the evening passed in a blur of service activities, trading quips with her boss, and trying to listen in on Tay’s conversation. Eventually, Barton left and looked a little unsteady as she crossed to the door. When closing time arrived, Tanyith was still in his seat. He helped with the final cleanup and ushered people out of the bar, then reclaimed his seat as she climbed onto the stool the detective had abandoned. Zeb shot a stream of soda water at Fyre, who was resting behind the bar, and they all laughed as he snapped at it exuberantly. He settled onto his belly and the dwarf lit his pipe and pulled a soft cider for each of them before he sat across the wooden surface from her.

      “Good work tonight, Cali.” He usually gave her some kind of gruff compliment at the end of the evening. She was sure it was a technique he’d picked up from a management book or something.

      “Yeah, it was a decent night, but the bartender has the worst attitude. I wish you’d fire him.” Another lame response. I think my sarcasm generator is broken. She turned to Tanyith. “So, you and Kendra had quite the conversation. Did you set a date for the wedding? Where will you go on your honeymoon?” That’s a little better but it’s still not up to my normal standards. I must be tired. And why am I talking to myself? She sighed and took a sip of her cider, then focused her sleepy brain on the man across from her.

      He rolled his eyes, but his heart wasn’t in the banter either. “Yeah, that’s right. We’re thinking New Atlantis. I hear it’s nice this time of year.”

      Cali laughed. “You’d probably be eaten by a monster octopus en route or something, the way our luck is running.”

      Zeb interjected, “Speaking of luck, have you made any progress on your mystery man?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “Nothing particularly useful. He’s in the system and Barton will run more searches to see what she can dig up. But pinning him down at any particular time or place is difficult, present or past.”

      She barked a laugh. “So, no more late-night chases through the city?”

      He gave a half-smile. “I make no promises. Now, I need to wait for the next thing to break.” His expression widened into a grin. “Speaking of break, how’s the arm?”

      “Fine.” She growled in annoyance. “It was nothing a healing potion or two couldn’t fix.”

      “Two? I’ve never heard of it taking more than one.”

      “Apparently, I’m special.”

      The dwarf laughed. “Oh, I’ll say you’re special. It means the formula isn’t quite right for you so you must have something weird going on in your genetics. We’ll get it dialed in.”

      Cali looked at Tanyith. “Did he actually use a science word?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      Zeb sighed. “You know, stereotyping is hurtful. There’s considerable science in brewing. Tons.”

      She raised her gaze. “Don’t talk to me about stereotypes until you’re not a heavy-drinking dwarf with a battle-ax nearby.”

      They all shared a laugh at the familiar teasing. Zeb was the first to stop, and he looked uncomfortable when he spoke. “So, I have some information to share with you both. From the council.”

      “Well, that’s an ominous start.” A frown immediately settled on her face.

      Tanyith nodded. “Seriously.”

      The proprietor didn’t smile, which ratcheted her concern up. “It was my hope that the others would agree to take a more active role against the gangs. But while there is definitely a consensus that a problem exists and must be addressed, the group chose what they felt was the most appropriate and expeditious option.”

      Her frown deepened. “And that is?”

      “Basically, letting the two of you run with it until things get worse.”

      She slapped her palms on the top of the bar. “Damn it. That’s seriously shortsighted. What, they’ll take an active interest after we’re dead? Cowards.” The vehemence that surged through her clearly shocked her companions judging by the looks on their faces but did the same to her. Okay, chill out, Cali. “Sorry. It’s only…it’s stupid.”

      The other person in the line of fire nodded his agreement. “Did they offer any help at all?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “Essentially what they’ve done so far. Information without restriction and help where it can be done in secret.”

      Cali growled in frustration. “So, they’re worried about getting noticed, is that it? What kind of leaders are they?”

      Zeb patted a hand in the air in his long-standing signal that she needed to calm herself. Many customers had prompted a plethora of similar admonitions in the past. “They’re leaders who are afraid their citizens will wind up in the middle of a battle.”

      She sighed. “Okay, that’s legit. But still. This sucks.” She shifted her gaze to Tanyith. “Can your girlfriend help us?”

      “She. Is not. My Girlfriend.” He said it slowly, presumably so she’d understand. Yeah, that won’t happen, buddy. Now that she had a way to get under his skin so quickly, she wasn’t about to abandon it for anything silly like “facts” or “reality.”

      “Sure, sure. The question stands.”

      “Maybe. We’ve agreed to work together on Aiden, so we might be able to do more. But do we really want her involved? The fights you’re in and the stuff we’ve done aren’t exactly legal. I’m reasonably sure we’ve chalked up at least one fatality. It might not be a good idea to have a sworn police officer around us any more than absolutely necessary.”

      Cali tapped her index finger on the bar and considered his words. While nothing he said was wrong, Detective Barton also seemed like a reasonable person. Mostly. If they were able to keep her at arm’s length on the fights—meaning I can’t use her as a backup plan anymore, which probably is a good idea, regardless—maybe they could at least share information. “Okay. We’ll let that ride as is for now. But if you find an opportunity to get any relevant info from her or if you think it’s safe to give away something we know, I’d say go for it. The same applies to me, although I would guess you’ll be the one she seeks out.” She wiggled her eyebrows in case her meaning had been unclear.

      He rolled his eyes. “Sure.”

      She turned to Zeb. “Congratulations. You’re now my primary backup plan for trouble. If I call you, can you muster people other than you and Valerie to come and help?”

      The dwarf grinned widely and fluffed his beard where it rested on his chest. “In the very unlikely circumstance where me and my lady wouldn’t be sufficient, I think I could manage to find some folks. I’ll lay the groundwork now. It seems like the council ought to at least be able to commit to having backup on call.” She was sure she heard a note of disgust in his voice at the group’s behavior, which fit her opinion of them well.

      It would suffice, for now, and she nodded. “Is there anything else where they’re concerned?”

      He shrugged. “The gnomes are worried that the gangs will eventually expand to their doorsteps. A couple of others were behind starting a war immediately. The rest don’t feel it’s the right time and that things haven’t reached the critical moment where action is required.”

      Tanyith finished his cider and held it out for a refill. “They’ll only see that point when it’s in the rear-view mirror.”

      “That statement is sadly accurate, I think.” Zeb topped off all their ciders as he continued to speak. “But in their places, we might do the same.”

      “All the others lead their communities,” Cali said. “I guess I always believed you were involved because this is a natural gathering place, but you’ve never mentioned another dwarf. Are you their leader?”

      Zeb laughed. “We’re mostly not interested in what the others have to say, and there aren’t that many of us here, in the first place. We tend to be loners, except when we get together for a drink or a party. None of us sees the need for a leader, and it’s enough for them that at least one dwarf is included in discussions. I don’t presume to speak for the rest.”

      “It’s like magical Switzerland here,” the man said, “and you’re the prime minister.”

      He grinned. “I prefer to consider myself as a builder of bridges between people. Who takes a percentage as they eat, drink, and connect.”

      She frowned. “So you’re basically a fairy tale troll. Not the Tolkien kind but the live-under-a-bridge kind.”

      “Trolls have been horribly misrepresented in your culture. Seriously, who would choose to live under a bridge? It’s xenophobia, is what it is. The person taxing travel was probably a human in disguise.”

      “So, since you don’t do that, you’re what, Robin Hood?”

      “Not hardly.” He laughed. “Although the idea of robbing the rich to give to the poor has some merit. It merely makes me a convenient go-between.”

      Cali shook her head. “There is nothing convenient about you.”

      Tanyith interrupted the banter. “Did they say anything about drugs?”

      Zeb frowned. “No. Why?”

      “Barton mentioned that the Atlanteans have a new product on the streets—one aimed at humans. Combine that with their magical one, and they’re making connections with all kinds of people. She thinks that the chances of it only being about money are very small.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, they’re definitely up to something. They’re always up to something.”

      “So. One more thing to worry about.” From the look on the man’s face, this one really caused him some concern.

      The notion disturbed her as well, and she banished any hint of playfulness from her voice. “Okay, to paraphrase Bad Boys, stuff just got real. We have two weeks before the scumbags can force me to fight them again, as long as I don’t mess with them. Or, at least, mess with them in a way that they know it’s me.” Fyre gave a growl of support from behind the bar. “In that time, we need to find out more about the sword, what the situation is with the drugs, and where your ex-girlfriend’s ex-boyfriend fits into the situation. You might not want to mention that part to Barton. I bet she gets jealous easily.” She couldn’t suppress the humor in her voice on the ending.

      Tanyith shook his head. “You’re gonna keep doing it, aren’t you?” She nodded. “I need to go home. Too much time around you starts to melt my brain.” He pushed off his seat and wandered out to laughter from her and Zeb.

      Cali turned to her boss. “I’ll need a third for the next battle. Do you want to bring Valerie out of retirement?”

      He shook his head. “You have better options and I have to remain the go-between. But if you need help to find someone, I can do it.”

      It was the answer she’d expected. “No worries. I’m on it.”

      “So, will you go to the library tomorrow?”

      She sighed, exasperated. “What is it with you people? No, actually—dojo, busking, and classwork tomorrow before I come in here. I’ll go to the library on Friday when I can devote most of the day to it before I report to my uncaring boss for another evening in the alcohol-mines.”

      He laughed. “Good. It seems like you have your priorities mostly straight. Get out of here.”

      With a final grin of affection, she headed to the basement and Fyre moved lazily behind her. Even with the guarantee of a couple of weeks of downtime, she didn’t want to tempt fate by walking home in the dark with so much going on. She sighed inwardly. I need to eliminate these bastards so I can get back to my old life.
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      Tanyith strode into the tourist bar and immediately cringed at the sounds of gleeful visitors spreading their happiness loudly and indiscriminately among their fellow patrons. He’d been glad when Dray had texted him with the location because it hadn’t been near his new apartment, which he wanted to keep off the radar from everyone. But meeting in the heart of the French Quarter on a Thursday night carried its own challenges, most of them drunk.

      He pushed through the crowd and did his best not to offend as he squeezed through openings that were too small to navigate without touching. Ever careful, he tried to chart a course that didn’t force him to rub against anyone of the opposite sex, that being an all too common and neanderthal practice in New Orleans’ crowded drinking spots.

      His contact waited for him in the back corner as he’d said he would near an opening with a neon sign proclaiming “restrooms” over it. Quick exit options, most likely. He’s still smart and probably more street-savvy than when I knew him. Dray was an old friend, but the discovery of his presence in a human gang with anti-magical tendencies was a surprise. Like Tanyith, his Atlantean heritage wasn’t easily noticed but the situation was, nonetheless, an unexpected twist.

      The other man looked thinner than usual, the sharp lines in his face keen enough to cut. He wore an expensive suit with no tie and his shoes shined. He nodded at his approach. “It’s good to see you again. Nice work on the other thing.”

      “That guy was an idiot.”

      Dray laughed. “Yeah. But as an entrance exam, he was a useful idiot. I’ve made the case that you should be given the option to join us to those above me. They know about our shared past but I’ve convinced them you don’t care for the old gang any more than I do.”

      Damn, way to strike to the heart of the matter, dude. He said, “I think I need a little more information about how you wound up in the…what, upper echelon of a human gang?”

      The other man laughed. “Yeah, that’s quite a tale, to be honest, and much of it isn’t relevant. Quick strokes, though—when you were taken away, things went in a direction I didn’t support. I spoke up and the wench in charge sent a team to kill me. I decided to act against their interests whenever possible from then on because I’m petty and vengeful, and I did some solo work robbing their people after they’d picked up payoffs, things like that.”

      Tanyith nodded. That sounded exactly like something the man he’d known would do. “And then?”

      He shrugged. “This group noticed what I was doing and asked if I wanted to think a little bigger. We agreed that I’d never have to go up against any magicals other than the Atlanteans and that they’d do the same. It’s been good since then. Sure, we have the occasional douchebag recruit who needs his or her prejudices beaten out of them, but the group’s commitment to our deal has been solid.”

      “Wow. It’s hard to know what to say to that. Are you allied with the Zatoras?”

      “Nope. We’re independent.”

      He shook his head. “Now I’m even more amazed. How have you pulled that off?”

      Dray laughed, but his body language conveyed tension. “We’re too big to be swallowed easily and too small to be a threat. Also, we work hard to ensure we correctly map the edges of their activity and stay on the outside. When they target someone we’ve had a relationship with, we fade and find someone else to tap. It’s the same with territory. It’s a vast city and neither of the two big players is too concerned with the smaller parts.”

      He frowned as he finished, and Tanyith had the sense something was amiss. “Trouble?”

      His companion nodded. “A group of street soldiers trying to avoid notice at the front. It looks like four.”

      “Atlanteans?”

      “The hoodies would suggest so. But the fact that they haven’t come in means they’re probably not alone.”

      He looked at him in confusion. “Why?”

      The man chuckled. “There’s been action on the streets over the last few nights. Both gangs travel in larger numbers and are far more conservative when they make a move. A week ago, they would have sent the four in after me without a thought. That it hasn’t happened means they’re waiting for something. Or someone.” He stiffened. “And they must have arrived. Let’s move.”

      Dray led the way through the opening at the back of the bar, past the restrooms, and to an unmarked door near the rear of the building. It claimed an alarm would sound if it was opened, but he pushed through without a reaction. Magic, maybe, or cheap and lazy owners. It led to an alley with an asphalt surface, about eight feet wide and as long as the block. Tanyith peered right and located three men in hoodies who stood and waited. He moved left, only to see two more come from that direction.

      His companion muttered curses under his breath. “They seem to have planned this one reasonably well.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      The man turned, raised his hand, and sent a wide cone of fire at the trio to the right. “Same as always. Attack.”

      A quick glance showed that their foes had summoned shields to protect them from the blaze, so an easy end to the situation was clearly not an option. He conjured a force wall to block the duo that raced forward from the street in front of the bar, mentally attached it to the buildings on either side of the alley, and extended it as high as he could without using too much power. They immediately began to batter it with their own magic, and he gasped at the intensity of the attack. “They have skills.”

      The flame dropped and his old friend ran past toward the three nearest them. “Yeah, I see that.”

      Tanyith ducked and rolled as one of the trio fired a shadow blast at his head and came up in a run toward the Atlantean. Ahead, Dray had angled toward the other two and used two small force shields, one on each hand, to deflect the shadow magic they discharged at him. His skills were impressive and again, he was forced to acknowledge that the man in front of him was not quite the person he remembered.

      In the instant before he had to focus on his own problems, his companion performed a nifty spin kick that caught the center opponent in the stomach and propelled him back. That was all the time he had to watch his friend before he was forced to block another shadow bolt with his own small shield as he closed and dispatched a kick at the other man’s groin. He intercepted it with both hands, which left his face open, and Tanyith snapped his head forward and drove his forehead into his opponent’s nose. It gave with a satisfying crunch and the one-two punch combination that followed felled the man, who lay moaning.

      He turned to assist Dray, but his help was unnecessary. His ally pounded the man’s face into the brick wall of the building opposite and dropped an elbow on the back of his neck. The Atlantean gangster fell like a stringless marionette.

      His magic surged and flowed out of him with a suddenness that made his knees wobble. Four men now battered his barrier with their power and the sustained attack drained his ability to maintain it much more rapidly than the two before had. He exchanged looks with Dray, who seemed to understand the situation without words. The other man said, “Can you hold it for thirty seconds?”

      “Twenty. Maybe.”

      He nodded. “Let’s run.”

      They sprinted toward the other end of the alley. Three-quarters down, four more Atlanteans appeared to block their path. They skidded to a halt, and Dray laughed. “Sometimes, the only way to go…”

      Tanyith remembered the phrase from similar situations years before and finished it. “Is up.” He let the shield fall and blasted the ground with force magic to thrust himself upward, slightly below and to the right of his old friend.
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      Their enemies had followed quickly and after a short pursuit, they’d dodged around an obstruction and discovered a place to hide. They wriggled hastily under a huge piece of machinery while the stones and debris beneath ground into their stomachs and the metal above pressed ominously on their backs. Tanyith concealed their position while Dray cast an illusion of them running, and the Atlanteans raced after the decoy. He managed to get a closer look as they went past and saw the small earpieces they all wore, doubtless how they coordinated their activities.

      He heaved a sigh of relief when a minute had passed without their return. Five minutes later, they finally dared to leave the cover of the HVAC equipment and survey their surroundings. Everything seemed safe but then again, so had the inside of the bar.

      Dray asked, “What did you do to tick them off?”

      He laughed. “Me? What did you do?”

      The other man shrugged. “Honestly, it could be anything. They might have been after either of us since you’ve made enemies among them from what I hear.” Tanyith nodded. “Or maybe I ticked someone off. Like I said, we try to keep our activities on the fringes, but every now and then, there’s an opportunity that’s too good to pass up.”

      They walked along the rooftops to the end of the long block and found a fire escape to take to the ground. He was familiar with the area from his surveillance of former gang members over the last couple of weeks and led the way to a coffee shop that was open twenty-four hours and frequented by uniformed police. “You’re not on the PD’s radar, right?”

      Dray shook his head. “Nope. I haven’t been picked up in ages, and this ID is completely clean. Our people claim they’ve hacked the databases, too, but there hasn’t been a reason to put it to the test.”

      He held the door for the other man and followed him in. “You have computer people? What kind of gang are you in, anyway?”

      His companion laughed. “So much has changed in the last couple of years. We’re almost a business, the way we operate. Specialization is the order of the day with many separate areas. And computers are a great tool to make and move money.” He kept his voice low to avoid notice from the other people around, which included two patrol officers. “It’s basically a requirement.”

      “How do you get them?”

      He shrugged. “It’s mostly those paying their way through college. They’re smart kids who needed a break, and we keep them doing mostly above-board stuff—or at least completely deniable stuff. We have the angles covered to protect them.”

      They both ordered black chicory coffee and found a seat. Dray nodded. “So, you handled yourself well back there. Clearly, your instincts haven’t failed you.”

      Tanyith laughed. “True that. Although I’ve used those skills a fair amount lately, so any rust was effectively scraped off before tonight.”

      His companion looked nervous for the first time since he had seen him after his time away. He waited in silence for him to speak, and the moment stretched uncomfortably before the man across from him sighed.

      “Okay, look, here’s the deal. The whole joining the gang thing is a one-time offer. Either you’re in now, or you’re out. I think you’d fit well with us. We wouldn’t do anything that would make you uncomfortable. There are no killings and no beat-downs, except on the Atlanteans. Even then, it’s almost always warning-level stuff. We know that if they turned their attention to us, they’d squash us.”

      Tanyith nodded. “That’s a good philosophy.”

      “Plus, for me, it’d be nice to have someone else around who knows what the old days were like in the gang. It would add perspective on the new ways things are done. I always hope we can talk some of the Atlanteans’ newbies into leaving, rather than having to damage them. You could help with that.”

      He nodded again. “True. I could.”

      “And, finally, to refuse is to formally set yourself against us. Okay, I won’t personally do anything about it, but the rest of the gang will not be…uh, let’s say ‘well-disposed’ toward you.”

      The laugh bubbled out unexpectedly, and he had a moment of realization about how good and how right this conversation felt. He couldn’t deny that he’d often felt alone since his return to town with all his old connections gone. While he had new ones who helped to fill the gap, it wasn’t the same as the depth of shared experience and time together he had with Dray. It would feel really good to have a family again the way he had before things had gone wrong.

      But it won’t be like that, no matter how much I want it to be. Dray will be cool, but the others definitely won’t. They’ll know I’m not the same as them. He shook his head. Besides, it’s time to look forward. Cali, Zeb, and even Barton—they’re my people now.

      Dray took the motion as an answer, which it essentially was although he hadn’t intended it as such. He rose and extended a hand. “I get it. Totally. Like I said, you and me, we’re good. If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      He stood and grasped it firmly. “Same thing the other way, Dray.”

      They released simultaneously, and his friend walked out the door. Tanyith sat in his chair and sipped his coffee, filled with both loss and relief. With a sigh, he shook his head again. He muttered, “Way to go, Tay. You managed to push away your only remaining friend from the old days and lose a source of information to help find your damn target.”

      Twenty minutes later, the coffee consumed, he wandered into the night feeling untethered and alone but somehow sure he’d made the right decision. Sometimes, the only way to go is up.
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      The New Orleans Public Library was one of Cali’s favorite places to do schoolwork—or at least it had been before her life had become so crazy busy with people kidnapping her, manipulating her, and trying to kill her. Her smile grew with each approaching step when she saw the whirls and colored markings that made up the mural on the side of the white building. She’d spent many an hour inside its cool chambers, working or simply pretending to in order to have an air-conditioned retreat from the blazing sun.

      She strode along the sidewalk beside it, looked through the windows, and saw any number of people making use of the space. Some worked at computers, some browsed, and at least a couple used the opportunity to indulge in a short nap. She was always most amused when local business people in suits and ties and with obvious hangovers spent their lunch breaks sleeping in the building’s relative privacy. The librarians were amenable to a point but snoring or taking up space someone else needed to use would get one thrown out with no remorse.

      Within moments, she climbed the short stairs at the front and entered the huge structure. Three-quarters of the building had a two-story-high ceiling, while the remainder was a single story under a second floor. Glass surrounded it all so the sun provided the main illumination, complemented by fluorescent fixtures high above. Rows of bookshelves extended from the front to the back, each with the appropriate alphabetic or Dewey decimal index on the ends, a scattering of round tables, and a section on the side with computers for public use.

      Caliste had never visited the part of the library she was headed to now, though. While she’d noticed gnome librarians several times, she’d simply appreciated the lack of discrimination shown by whoever ran the place, completely unaware that a second library existed beneath the one she knew so well. Apparently, a long time before, the gnomes had excavated and magically protected the area beneath the structure and slowly expanded it until it was ready for occupation. Then, they’d secured copies of the most important magical texts and organized them into the city’s premier location for magical research. One could find information on the Internet and any number of shops in the Quarter claimed to sell magical tomes, but from what she’d heard, the gnomish library was the real deal.

      Excitement stirred as she followed the instructions she’d been provided with and walked through the entire first floor to the very back corner of the room, where a paneled door with a brass knob marked Staff Only stood closed and looked decidedly forbidding. She tried the handle and it failed to turn as she’d known it would. Still, I had to check, right? She whispered an incantation and placed her hand flat on the panel as she’d been instructed, then pushed force magic into it. The door swung open without protest, and she darted through quickly and closed it softly behind her. A short staircase illuminated by only a single bulb took her to another door, and she repeated the process.

      When she emerged into the magical library, having no idea what to expect, her jaw dropped in awe.  She was on the third level of a three-story structure, a long rectangle that stretched ahead of her to end a hundred feet or more in the distance. Overhead, an arched ceiling covered the space in a soft blue-tinted glow. No lights were visible, so she presumed it must be magic. It certainly looks magical—all of it. The staircase in front of her was made of etched glass, as were the sides and stairs. She walked down them carefully and stared at the symbols and pictures carved into the thick panes, unable to distinguish any apparent order to them. The first displayed the solar system, the next looked like Arabic writing, and the one after that showed a math equation she couldn’t even begin to understand.

      The staircase ended at the second level, which extended over the center of the space and covered the middle third through most of the length. It had a parquet floor with a design that reminded her of the Q-bert game Dasante had made her play on a toy he’d bought. A bright red leather couch stood across from a wooden coffee table and two upholstered chairs, also in scarlet. Stairs led down to the left and right beyond them, and farther along the second level were three desks arranged in a U shape and covered with books and papers as if someone had stepped away for a moment.

      She walked carefully between the beautiful furniture and stretched a hand out to touch an illuminated manuscript on the coffee table, feeling a slight tingle of arcane power from the contact. Holy hell, this is amazing. How did I not know this was here? Even from inside, truly believing that she was under the library was a difficult idea to accept. She noticed belatedly that the walls to either side, all three stories high, were fashioned from bookshelves and filled with exquisite objects. These were mostly books, naturally, but also statues and wands on display and other items of magic she didn’t recognize the function of at all.

      In absolute awe, she stepped carefully to the bottom floor and again reviewed the images on each pane of glass she transited. The ground level was filled with standing desks, each containing more books and some with large maps and unbound sheets of what looked like vellum. She shook her head, amazed by the grandeur of the space—and the fact that it was underground and probably underwater, to boot. It felt like neither of those things and rather like a refuge among the clouds.

      Okay. I’m in love.

      Several people were present on the bottom level. A wizard stood at a desk and paged through a book with waves of his wand. A Drow female with short white hair in a very trendy style browsed a bookcase. At the back of the room and behind an intricately carved table covered in logbooks sat the person she was looking for. She approached quickly, her quiet boots soft on the wooden floor, and slipped into the chair opposite him. Unwilling to break the stillness of the incredible place, she simply waited patiently to be noticed.

      After several moments, he slid a bookmark into the open page and closed the book gently. He smiled at her over his perfectly braided white beard and the mustache above his upper lip stretched wide. “Caliste. It’s so nice to finally see you in person.”

      “Cali, please,” she replied. “You’re exactly as Zeb described you. Especially the beard. It is my honor to meet you, Scoppic.” He beamed at her. Her boss had told her that showing respect was essential as gnomes tended to inhabit the more formal end of the social expectations spectrum. And, in truth, anyone who worked in this place and had a hand in creating it deserved every amount of respect she could convey. “This is amazing. Beyond words. Well, beyond my words.”

      He laughed. “Mine as well. But you are here for a purpose, I believe. How may I help you?”

      She nodded and pulled her phone out. “I’m looking for information on two things. First, the sword that this is a piece of.” She called the image up and showed it to him, holding the device over the desk. He leaned forward and stared at it for almost a full minute without speaking, then returned to his former position.

      “It is almost certainly Atlantean. Those are very old Atlantean glyphs from a version of the language that predates the current one. I can point you in the right direction for some research on that topic.”

      Her heart beat extra rapidly at the revelation that there might be a light at the end of her tunnel. “The next challenge is a little harder, I think.” She swiped through a few images, then turned the phone toward him again. “This is a book my parents left for me. It’s either in a code or in a language I don’t understand. Do you know anything about it?”

      He responded more quickly this time. “No. I believe your first supposition is correct—that it is a code—as it looks like no tongue I have ever seen. While we do have excellent books on code-breaking, I don’t think that’s quite what you were looking for.”

      On another day, his response might have disappointed her. Today, though, in this grand place and with the answer to one of her questions potentially nearby, she was willing to let that slide. “No problem. How about you point me to the books about swords?”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t quite that easy, naturally. For those skilled in telekinesis, accessing materials would probably be a breeze. In her case, Scoppic had to escort her to the appropriate bookshelf and summon the correct tomes to float to the couch she had claimed. He had recommended six, the smallest as thick as her clenched fist and the largest about twice that size. She wanted to ask him for guidance but had the feeling it would make her look stupid, which she definitely didn’t want. Not in this place.

      Instead, she simply chose the first and opened it. The heavy leather cover was soft on her palms and the inside pages elegantly handwritten. It was like holding history in her hands. Okay, focus. You’re here for a reason other than to indulge your love of books. With a mental promise to return sometime simply for pleasure, she flicked carefully through the leaves of paper and scanned for headings or pictures that referenced swords. The tome was on the topic of artifacts in general, and although she found mentions of the weapons in several places, it was a broad discussion.

      The next one was about Atlantean weapons and mentioned swords often but not artifacts at all. She made a mental note to come back to it in her next visit as a picture of a warrior fighting with a trident and a net seemed like it might one day be relevant. The third book was entirely about Rhazdon artifacts. She’d heard of the half-Atlantean who had wreaked havoc on Oriceran but knew little about him—or was it her? I’ll ask Emalia when I have the chance. It could have a bearing on this, I suppose.

      In the fourth book, she hit pay dirt. The text discussed the history of Atlantis and a set of swords figured prominently. They were elegant weapons, the hilts long enough to accommodate a double-handed grip and the blades a shining silver-white with runes etched across every inch. Only the pommels differed, each decorated with a different kind of gem. There were nine swords, each associated with a family name that sounded old and august.

      She turned the page to find a description of each of the weapons. As she read it, a chill swept over her. Emalia had been correct on several counts. Each sword was different and concurred with her great aunt’s knowledge of the artifacts and went far beyond in reputed abilities. Because the actual blades and their engravings were identical, it was impossible to know which one her parents had left her a piece of or if the other shard she’d seen was truly part of the same weapon. But it has to be. There are no coincidences that big.

      Cali shut the tome and set it aside before she took a long, calming breath. A quick perusal of the remaining tomes added nothing. She let the tumult in her mind run free and focused her mind to simply look around the space, admire it, and bathe in the serenity of it. When she felt she could maintain her calm, she took the books to the gnome’s desk.

      He looked up from his records with a smile. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “Oh yes. Could you keep this handy for me? I’ll ask my great aunt to come take a peek later today.”

      He reached out and accepted the book that had provided the most information. “Of course. I look forward to seeing her.”

      Cali set the remainder in a stack on a corner of his desk, not knowing what to do with them, and forced a smile. “Thank you so much for your help. Truly, this is a magnificent place.”

      Scoppic nodded with a broad grin. “You are welcome anytime.”

      “Oh, I’ll be back.” As soon as I get over the fact that my parents somehow came into possession of one of the magical swords that had been given only to the ruling families of Atlantis.
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      Tanyith crept carefully through the sunset shadows around the back of the house and kept his head low so it wouldn’t be visible to anyone inside. The precaution was probably unnecessary as he’d cloaked himself in an illusion that would allow him to blend into the natural dark areas, but it never hurt to be careful. A few days before, he’d tracked his current target, Gina Johnson, to this location. Since then, he had been unable to reacquire her. She worked for a bank but had been absent for two days. Her mother lived across town but hours spent watching that location hadn’t turned anything up either.

      His instincts told him it couldn’t be a coincidence. There was absolutely no way that someone he was tracking would vanish unless it was related to his search. And even if a small possibility that it was random chance existed, that didn’t change the need to find out what was going on. He peeked around the rear right corner of the house, hoping he’d see her on the porch with a drink and a friend, but found only empty silence.

      He defeated the back door easily with his lock pick gun and stepped into the small kitchen it opened into. The home was trapped in the seventies with orange countertops and an old ivory refrigerator, a yellow stove and oven, and no dishwasher but rather a drying rack with a few dishes and a bowl resting in it. He traced his fingers across them and confirmed that they were dry. A whispered word changed his cloaking spell to one that would work indoors where shadows weren’t plentiful, albeit less well. He’d never managed sufficient skill to totally do away with the strange visible ripple that sometimes appeared. Still, once again, it never hurt to be careful.

      The room had two exits, one to a hallway and the other to a dining room. He took the latter and squeezed his way around the large table and chairs that filled most of the space. The furniture looked older than the house and would require a team of people to move it in or out.

      Gina had left the gang voluntarily—before his own involuntary departure—to move in with someone she’d dated for a year. Everyone had wished her well, and he imagined she’d fallen off the gang’s radar shortly thereafter. Yet the house where she now lived was that of a single person and felt empty. He maneuvered through the small living room and checked the front door. It was locked with the chain in place. It’s not that weird. Many people use their back doors instead of the front when they head out to work. The logic failed to overcome the rapidly growing sense of concern that had brought him to the house.

      Tanyith walked quietly up the stairs and kept his weight on his back leg as he tested each new step for creaks. He avoided the center portion and positioned his feet near the wall and the railing. A small bathroom came into view as he climbed and again reminded him of something from several decades before. He shook his head as thoughts tumbled through it. What happened to the guy? Is this the house she moved into then or another one she moved into after? And, most importantly, where the hell is she?

      A linen closet revealed nothing interesting, so he turned his attention to the two doorways on the hall leading toward the front of the house. He approached cautiously and looked around the corner of the first. It was the size of a small bedroom and served mainly as a closet but held a narrow computer desk with disconnected cables resting on the top, presumably for a laptop. He took a step inside and examined her clothes and had to grin at the collection of jeans and hoodies that took up one side. You can take a person out of the gang, but you can’t take the gang out of the person. If he hadn’t been sent to prison, he was sure his wardrobe would include similar items.

      He reversed the step that had brought him into the room and moved down the hall to repeat the process. When he found nothing awaiting him, he entered her bedroom. It was half again as large as the last room and held a queen-size bed, a dresser, and a vanity table. A stack of translucent bins held makeup and other personal care products when he pulled them open. A search of the dresser and the vanity was as fruitless as the rest of his efforts had been. He was about to start to take things apart in either good investigative tactics or frustration when a strange sound froze him in his tracks.

      Tense and alert, he waited, listening, and heard a creaking that seemed to emanate from above. Following the noise, he paced into the office-slash-closet and examined the ceiling. Above the clothes was the outline of a square. An attic. Okay. The general heat in New Orleans meant most people didn’t use the highest parts of the house, if they even had them, for anything other than storage, so checking up there hadn’t occurred to him. He dragged the chair over and pushed up on the cutout area. It gave easily and he tossed the drywall section off to the side.

      Muttering curses under his breath for the stupid thing he was about to do, he jumped, grasped the edges of the attic floor, and pulled himself through the opening. Tanyith crouched above it, his hands raised defensively with shields of shimmering force held in each, but no attack came. He maintained that position while his heartbeat returned to a normal rate, then dispelled one of them. Quickly, he cast a simple light charm—basically lightning magic bound into a small sphere—and rolled it along the floor away from him. It took two more before most of the room was no longer in darkness.

      It was a storage space of plywood over rafters with dusty pink insulation visible at the edges. In the center of the room lay a prone figure with its back to him, and the dull silver of duct tape covered its wrists and hands. The black hair that spread around the head gave him mixed hope and fear that he’d found Gina. He stepped forward, knowing a minute either way wouldn’t make a difference and wary of a trap. Nothing materialized, and he circled the body.

      Blood stained the floor in front of her face, which had seeped there from her skull. She was too pale, but relief flooded him when her chest moved. He touched her cheek and whispered, “Gina. Can you hear me?” She didn’t respond, and he weighed the choices of moving her or calling for help. The head wound made his decision for him. He pulled his cell phone out and called for an ambulance. There would be ways to connect with her later—at the hospital maybe—once she was taken care of.

      He couldn’t stay for the police and couldn’t give her the reassurance of sharing the ambulance ride with her, but at the very least he could unbind her hands. He retrieved his pocketknife, sawed at the duct tape, and pulled her arms free when it parted.

      Later, he wouldn’t be sure whether he heard it or saw it first. The device was small but its shape was unmistakable. Instinct propelled him and he threw his body on top of Gina’s and summoned a force shield around them both.

      The grenade was an incendiary. The initial explosion sent flame in all directions, but none of it penetrated his defenses. He had time to think. Okay, I can wait until the nearest flames die out and then get us out of here by blasting a hole in the roof. Unfortunately, the rest of the trap activated. The sparks triggered a series of other explosives that had been planted all through the rafters. He held her tightly as the force blew the top of the house off and they careened helplessly, driven by the force of the blast.

      If they hadn’t been shielded, the grenade would have at least hurt him and probably killed Gina. The explosion would have ensured their deaths and destroyed most of the evidence as well. As it was, he struggled to maintain the shield as they plummeted and wrenched his body around so he wouldn’t land on her. Flaming debris battered them on the way down, and he tried frantically to calculate the right moment to act. Finally, with the ground no more than eight feet below them, he banished the shield and summoned his force magic to control their fall. He managed to successfully bleed off the speed so that when they landed, it was as if they’d fallen only a reasonable distance instead of from the top of a building.

      It was enough to drive the air from his lungs and leave him reeling in pain from the impact of his body with the ground and the woman’s with his. He finally managed to gasp in some oxygen and rolled her carefully off him onto the grass. She’s still breathing, good. Hang in there, Gina. He heard shouts and the screeching of tires and forced himself into motion. I can’t be caught. They’ll ask too many questions. He stumbled toward her back yard and summoned a portal as soon as he reached the darkness, plunged through it, and closed it immediately.

      Tanyith thumped painfully on the carpeted floor of his living room. The small apartment was bare and a mattress in the bedroom was his only furniture at the moment. He crawled to a wall and used it as a support to push to his feet, then staggered into the bathroom. In the medicine cabinet was the red vial he sought and would have carried with him if he hadn’t been overconfident and stupid. He drained it, dropped the container, and managed to get under the covers before the exhaustion of the event rendered him unable to move any longer.

      Questions kept him from falling asleep, however. The ones he’d had all along were still there and still bothered him. Where had Sienna’s ex-boyfriend Aiden Walsh, aka Adam Harlan, aka Harry disappeared to? What made him so difficult to track? How were the Atlanteans involved, and how was Dray’s group involved? Now, however, there was a new and far more worrisome factor to consider.

      How did they know I was looking for Gina, and why do they want to stop me from finding Aiden? And who are “they,” anyway? No answers surfaced before he finally succumbed to slumber.
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      Her alarm hadn’t managed to wake her that morning because Tanyith had texted her with details of his adventures from the night before. Cali wasn’t able to get back to sleep thereafter, so she’d spent the time straightening her apartment, grateful to have so much space even though it required more upkeep than her last home.

      The class at the dojo had been good, and her personal session with Ikehara better. He’d asked her to come in the next day, which was a rare closed Sunday for the martial arts studio, to do extra cleaning. She didn’t consider refusing. A serious amount of pride came with being within her teacher’s trusted inner circle, and that would have been enough to motivate her even without the additional training he’d provided.

      She’d run home afterward and enjoyed the exercise. All the damage from the battle with the Atlanteans had faded, and it was good to feel completely confident in her body again. When I see Nylotte, I need to ask her what the deal is with the healing potion not working like it should. Zeb hadn’t known the answer and the Drow was her second-best option.

      A half-hour under the hot water was a glorious end to the first part of the day, and she took a few extra minutes to get her hair under control, putting moisturizing product in it and brushing it through. She still had four hours before she had to be at the tavern and had arranged with Dasante to spend that time busking in Jackson Square.

      Once she’d pulled on shorts, sneakers, and a t-shirt, she called, “Up and at ʼem, Fyre.” The Draksa gave something between a yawn and a growl from the front room, and she laughed as she entered and found him stretching like a cat with his rear end sticking up. “Honestly, you are the strangest creature.” He opened his mouth and lolled his tongue at her but didn’t respond.

      Cali rolled her eyes. “Put your costume on, doofus.” The air rippled as he changed, but she continued to see the Draksa where anyone else would see a Rottweiler of one shade or another. She’d realized he varied his color from comments that others who saw him had made. With a shake of her head, she walked into the hallway and took a few steps to Dasante’s door.

      A post-it note was attached to it. Got tired of waiting. See you over there.

      She looked at Fyre with a grin. “Why must you make us late for everything?”

      “Yes, it’s me that’s the problem,” he drawled.

      “You know it, scaly.” She led him down the stairs and out the door, and they shared a happy walk toward the heart of the French Quarter. Along the way, they encountered the usual things—restaurant windows framing tourists having lunch, frozen drink bars serving the early afternoon crowd that wanted to get a jump on their party, and artists plying their trades for tips wherever they could find a space. While the Square was her favorite place, some found it too busy and didn’t enjoy the competition. Maybe, if it was her primary source of income, she’d feel the same. She said a small word of thanks to the universe for the relative stability she had compared to others she met on the streets.

      They arrived and Fyre dashed ahead to greet Dasante, acting like a dog happy to see his owner. Her friend laughed, and she shook her head as she bumped the Draksa out of the way and exchanged their secret handshake and a fist bump with her neighbor. “What’s shaking, D?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been doing basic stuff. Clean comedy. Warming up the brain. Not that you’d know anything about that.”

      Cali chuckled sarcastically. “Yeah, yeah, I’m well aware of your brain and the limited possibilities thereof. What are you thinking for today? Magic show?” She’d noticed the suitcase that expanded into a performance table and contained his implements and collapsible top hat.

      “Probably. But I wondered… Can you, like, read minds now?”

      “No. I can’t and wouldn’t unless it was essential, even if I could. Why?”

      “I was trying to come up with a new act. Doing a matchmaker gig to find out who might be compatible with each other, that kind of deal. But if you can’t read minds, it won’t work.”

      She thought about what she’d learned recently. Her telepathy was fairly good, as was her direct mental magic. She hadn’t practiced the indirect distraction in a while but was sure it would come when she needed it. Force magic and unpredictable fire rounded her skills out. “No, I can’t. But I do still have my ability to detect someone’s intentions by touching them.” Dasante and Emalia were the only ones who knew about that one. “Could we put that to some use?”

      He pulled an oversized coin from his pocket and made it appear and disappear repeatedly as he considered it. “We might be able to play it off like you’re an extension of my magical ability if you touched them and sent me a thought about what you got from them. It seems a little convoluted, though.”

      “Agreed. Plus, I’d have to touch all those strangers. Ew.” They laughed together.

      “Okay,” he said finally. “Dasante the amazing and magnificent magician it is. Give me a few minutes to get set up.” She snatched one of the balls from his kit and went to play with Fyre inside the fenced area of the grounds. The Draksa complained from time to time about being forced to behave like a dog while playing fetch, but she was sure it was merely blather and that he actually enjoyed it. Either way, it was something they could do together without attracting notice.

      After a few throws, they wound up seated next to each other on the ground. D was still a few minutes away from being ready. She focused her magic and looked around. It was no longer necessary to picture an actual mind or balloon to manage telepathy. That part had become automatic. Cali was able to easily transmit a message to anyone she could see unless they were actively blocking, something that magicals apparently could do. Emalia had told her some of her upcoming training would need to be focused on managing her own internal barriers, which opened whenever she performed mental magic.

      She willed words into Fyre’s mind. “It’s a beautiful day to not have anyone trying to kill us, don’t you think?”

      He snorted in response and through the hand resting on his back, she tasted the pineapple cinnamon mix that usually accompanied humor, a mixture of mischief, and positive feelings toward her. At one time, she’d thought that the ability to sense others’ moods or intentions would be the strongest magic she possessed. Now, it merely felt like a manual tool in an ever-expanding box of powered equipment.

      Of course, where the Draksa was concerned, she usually knew what he was feeling from his expressions. Each day brought them closer together, and she wondered where that would end. Already, she couldn’t imagine a life without him. He barked suddenly and dashed away, and she laughed until it hurt when she realized that the magical dragon lizard from Atlantis was chasing two squirrels and generally losing the race.

      Finally, she composed herself and called Fyre back to her as she gathered a handful of small wildflowers that grew nearby. They headed over to where Dasante had positioned his tools on his unfolded case which sat atop a shaky support, donned the long sleeve shirt with the cuffs rolled that he wore for the role, and placed the top hat in a position to accept contributions from a hopefully entertained crowd. She took her place before the table and motioned for the dragon lizard to sit behind her.

      In her barker’s voice, loud and eager, she yelled, “Come one, come all, to see the Amazing Dasante! His mystical arts and superior sleight-of-hand cannot fail to impress.” She continued the patter as people walked past and occasionally called them by name and looked for her favorite target, a twenty-something man with a companion on his arm. She found him and shouted, “You, sir, show your lady friend a good time by exposing her to the magic of the Stupendous Dasante.”

      They laughed and looked embarrassed but as usual, it didn’t stop them from coming over. Her partner launched into his routine, which always started with the magic rings that only he could unlock, several card tricks that relied on a marked deck and a truly skilled ability to read subtle reactions when he whipped through the possibilities for a given card, and finally, the three-card-monte inspired ball and cups trick. The man got it right, and she rewarded him with a dandelion, to everyone’s amusement.

      They left, and a bill fluttered into the top hat as they passed. She exchanged a grin with Dasante and yelled again. “See the mystical magician and his mighty canine companion. Dasante and Fyre, here for your delight.” The laughs came from behind her this time as well, and she gave herself over to the joy of being an entertainer.

      By the time she had to leave for work, she’d earned half as much as she’d make in tips that night, which would be a busy shift. She exchanged fist bumps with D and knelt to give Fyre a hug. She whispered, “Are you coming to the tavern or staying here with the magical man?” He stood and leaned against her leg to indicate the former. “Long way or shortcut?”

      He trotted in the direction of the Drunken Dragons many blocks away, which was answer enough. She grinned. “You’re right. It’s entirely too nice not to enjoy the incredibly long walk to work, after which I’ll have to be on my feet all night while you sleep behind the bar.” He snorted and increased his pace. Damn dragon.
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      The next morning, Cali was up and moving before her alarm. She was eager to go to the dojo and get the cleaning out of the way, with the promise of another day of lucrative busking afterward. Plus, she hoped to have time to stop and talk to Emalia since the woman flatly refused to share any non-emergency information by any means other than face to face. Her great aunt should have visited the library by now and might have more knowledge on the sword—or on the charms, which she’d taken on as her own special project.

      It was a pleasure not to find a message waiting for her on the real entrance when she arrived. She’d felt comfortable enough about the reality of the promised interval that she didn’t demand Fyre come with her, and to have that belief at least partially confirmed was a step in the right direction.

      Cali let her mind wander as she worked and mulled over the many things going on in her life. While she used a mop to damp-wash the canvas mat, she considered the open questions that vexed her. Chief among them was the sword, of course, but she couldn’t do much with that until her great aunt weighed in. She laughed internally as she realized that all the others seemed equally out of reach at the moment.

      She had a key to part of an address—1601. That would be the easiest thing to make progress on next, as there couldn’t be that many buildings with that address. She put it at the top of her mental agenda. After that came the book. If it was actually written in code as Scoppic had concluded and not in an existing language, she was well and truly stymied unless something unexpected transpired. So, we’ll hope for something unexpected on that one. Next.

      She swapped the damp mop for a dry one and ran it carefully over the mat. Her bare feet squished as they gripped the surface, instinctively seeking solid footing on the yielding canvas. An image of her parents as they’d been while alive and well swam into her mind without provocation. She didn’t realize that tears welled in her eyes until one fell on the mat, and she dashed them away with the back of her hand. God, I miss you guys. I hope all those people who say we’ll meet again are right.

      Cali moved to the lobby and looked through the windows. The weather was a little overcast, which fit her thoughtful mood well. Her teacher’s desk was clear, as always, and she dug in the cupboard at the base of a large display cabinet for the polish and wax. She sprayed it and the lemon scent wafted up and made her sneeze, then laughed at her own joke as she muttered, “Wax on, wax off.” Her brain turned from questions to plans.

      I need to find a third for the next battle, and I need to find the 1601 place. Everything else is in holding until other people do things. She didn’t like the situation but was also keenly aware that she had too much on her plate to handle alone. Even though she’d asked Zeb to join her mostly as a joke, she wouldn’t have turned him down if he’d unexpectedly accepted. Tanyith was her main prospect, however. She knew he’d be willing to do it since he’d made it clear he would have joined her for the two-on-two. I wonder where this ends? Hundreds against hundreds? She realized she’d missed her chance to check that while at the library and sighed. There is too much stuff going on, for sure.

      With the desk shining, she turned her attention to the shelves of the display cabinet. She cleaned the little rectangular and square sections one by one, emptied them, polished them, then ran a different cloth over the pictures or trophies or paraphernalia that lived inside before she returned everything to its place. Every so often, she’d discover that something had changed and she hadn’t noticed it, and that was the case this morning. A picture that had formerly been of Ikehara alone on a mountain hike of some kind now showed him in a similar endeavor but with two children at his sides. The sight made her smile. She knew about his family from putting together small pieces of information gathered at random, but most people probably didn’t. They looked happy and so did he. She returned it to its place and moved on to the next.

      Vacuuming drowned out her mental voice and for a time, only the work existed, almost a Zen experience of no-mindedness. She finished with the bathrooms and changing rooms, and four hours or so after she’d arrived, she was finally ready to head out and get on with her day. The sense of satisfaction she always felt after working at the dojo carried her happily down the street for a block, and one of the poppy playlists Dasante had created for her beat in her earbuds and put a bounce in her step.

      The good vibes came to an abrupt end as the magical radar she’d sent out with no results for weeks suddenly pinged a warning. Cali forced herself not to change her movements and to bop along in time to the music, but her senses focused as she tried to identify what had tripped her internal alarm system. She had a sense of distance and of hostile intention but not dire threat, although she couldn’t be sure whether those intuitions were accurate. The talent was new, lightly trained, and difficult to interpret. It’s off to the right, whatever it is. She added a head twist to her walking dance and looked in both directions. It took another thirty seconds before she saw what had triggered her danger sense.

      The woman moved like an athlete and the running shorts and loose t-shirt she wore emphasized that image. Long, darkish hair was bound in a ponytail and a phone was strapped to her bicep. She jogged slowly, at about the same pace as Cali’s fast walk, which was doubtless one of the indicators that had attracted her notice. A black strap was visible around her waist, probably for a small bag.

      Now that she’d identified the potential threat, she kept moving. The person was a block away and she’d have sufficient time to react if that changed. She pushed more power into her magical sense and tried to both make it more focused on the areas closest to her and also push the boundaries out further. It required her to segment her mind and dedicate a part to each task, which was difficult to do without changing her behavior. Her ongoing practice in mental magic paid off, though, and she detected the hint of a threat from her left, more or less where she’d expected it might be. None of our enemies so far have been foolish enough to come alone. I can’t see why that would change.

      The man on the opposite side looked like a business type in a blue Oxford shirt with the collar undone and khaki pants. Like the woman, he kept pace with her and studiously didn’t look at her. Okay, there are two, at least. I think I can safely assume they are probably not Atlanteans since they don’t wear the uniform and that gang is supposed to leave me alone. She turned right at the next block to test them.

      Sure enough, after she took another left to head in the proper direction, they were in place again after a couple of blocks. While it would be fairly easy to escape, she was curious about who they were and what they were up to, so she decided to turn the tables. But let’s not be stupid about it. She pictured her scaly life-partner in her mind and sent a thought to him. Practice had allowed her to keep the connection open once she’d initiated it, and although he couldn’t send worded messages, the wash of approval she received was a clear answer. She calculated it would take him five minutes or so to be in the air over her position and began to look for a place to make her play.

      The sight of the St Louis Cathedral spires over the rooftops ahead felt like fate. It was Sunday, so it would be open for services. If she recalled the times correctly, she’d arrive shortly after the last one. The church would remain accessible for the entire day, though, so she’d be able to duck inside with ease. Cali sent a mental message explaining the plan to Fyre and again received approval in return. She wasn’t sure if he would get inside before her or simply wait as backup, but either option worked for her. If she had to choose, the sight of him in the sanctuary would be something definitely worth seeing.

      She approached the beautiful cathedral from behind and once again truly bopped along to the music in her ears, confident in what was about to play out. After a left turn into the square, she strode up the stairs of the church, stepped inside, and quick-walked forward down the center aisle. It was a grand space with an arched ceiling high above decorated with gorgeous murals and filigree. The majority of the surfaces were white but every other color could be found in the paintings and ornamentation. The altar at the far end shined with gold. The floor was made of black and white marble squares set in diamond shapes, and dark wooden pews ran on her left and right down the length of the immense space.

      Halfway down, she stopped and slid into an unoccupied row, ducked down momentarily, and cast a simple veil to hide herself before she straightened. Since her magic had been fully released, her ability to become invisible when motionless had improved dramatically. She still wasn’t totally skilled at moving in secret, but Emalia assured her it would come with time. And practice, of course. Always with practice.

      Another whispered spell created an illusion of her seated several rows ahead, again not near anyone else. She turned her head slowly toward the rear of the sanctuary. Now to wait for developments to, uh…develop. The delay wasn’t long. The man entered first, moved nonchalantly down the center aisle, and seemed immune to the grandeur around him. He looked ordinary, seemed to fit in with the others in the sparse crowd, and his lips twitched slightly as he noticed the back of her illusion’s head. He moved to his left, sat in a pew, and adopted a position with his gaze lowered that was doubtless supposed to look like prayer.

      Cali had almost convinced herself to blast him with a force bolt when she realized that her anger level had risen while she stared at him. Only the arrival of an old woman who made her way carefully down the center aisle jarred her from the internal discussion she hadn’t even known she’d had. What the hell? She shook her head. Focus, Cali.

      Behind the older woman came the younger one who’d followed her. She stopped near the back and took a seat on the same side of the church as her. Cali’s eyes narrowed as the implications banged around her brain. They must be communicating somehow. I guess it’s possible I didn’t hear him and they’re using radios. Or they could be magicals. Is there another magical group in town getting ready to cause trouble? If so, why are they looking at me? The former proposition seemed much more likely than the latter, but she couldn’t be sure. She needed more information. Fortunately, that was part of the plan.

      She sent a telepathic message to Fyre. Distraction, please. A few moments later, a loud bang emanated from the rear of the sanctuary that sounded like one of the entry doors slammed shut. It was followed an instant later by the same sound again. Everyone twisted toward the noise except her, and she vanished the illusory version of herself. When the man turned again, his alarm was clear as he suddenly stood and moved toward the front of the cathedral, looking in every direction to see where she’d disappeared to.

      Very slowly, she turned her invisible head so it would stay unseen and saw the woman exit the building, followed moments later by her cohort. When they had both gone, she rose and walked out behind them at a safe distance. There was no risk of losing them with the veiled Draksa on the case. She could always sense his presence with minimal effort and easily followed Fyre while he followed the woman. Occasionally, she caught sight of her in the distance. Her gaze was on them when the man joined her and they had an intense discussion that involved arm waving and voices almost loud enough to hear before they turned to walk together toward the edge of the Quarter.

      Cali continued to trail them, but when they got into a car, her part of the surveillance was over. She told Fyre to stay on the duo and found a secluded place to portal from. Her head was in her books when he returned an hour later, flew through the window she’d left open for that purpose, and landed gracefully in the open space near the front door. She greeted him with a grin. “Hey, it’s about time you got back.”

      He snorted and shook his head. “It’s lucky you have someone with actual skills in surveillance to rely on.”

      She shrugged. “We can’t all be invisible birds, you know.” The provocation drew the growl she wanted, and she laughed. “I’m kidding. You’re amazing and I am lucky to know you. So, what did you find out?”

      He lowered himself to a seated position and raised his head but didn’t speak.

      “Okay, I’m sorry I called you a bird.” She sighed. “Are you happy now?”

      “Hardly, but it will do for the moment. Your two admirers went to a restaurant. They were only inside for a few minutes, but I hung around for a while longer to see what would happen. One of the men who were with the Zatora leader came out a while later.”

      “That fits. It makes sense they’d keep an eye on me, I guess. Why not? Apparently, everyone else does. But at least it’s not a new magical gang in town. That would suck. We have more than enough problems with the one we already have.” She checked her watch and stood with a groan. “Okay. Nap, shower, then work. Our window for investigation today is at an end. But let’s think about how we can quit being the watched and become the watchers.” It’s time to flip the script on these jerks.
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      It was never really much of a surprise when Detective Kendra Barton arrived at the Drunken Dragons Tavern. Whether she was there to chat with Zeb—who appeared to have become her go-between with the magical community—with Tanyith, who she clearly had the hots for, or simply to harass her, she seemed to appear fairly regularly. For her to arrive so close to closing, though, wasn’t normal at all. Unless she hoped Tay would be here for a booty call or something. Ew. She was in the same coat she’d worn the first time Cali had seen her—the shiny brown number—which meant she’d probably come from work. The light professional makeup increased that probability.

      She watched out of the corner of her eye as the woman took the seat at the very end of the bar farthest from the door. That was notable because people normally chose the same places and she couldn’t recall the detective selecting that one before. Of course, it was possible she had done it on one of her few nights off, but it still struck her as weird.

      Also weird was the way she leaned forward to talk to Zeb. Cali had become a fairly good interpreter of body language, and hers definitely showed at least nervousness or agitation, maybe more. She angled toward the conversation, deposited empties beside the representative from the NOPD, and shouted drink orders at her boss before she turned to the other woman with a smirk. “Don’t let me interrupt your leisure with my working, Detective.”

      She received a thin smile in response but nothing more. That’s also notable and also alarming. Barton allowing a chance to insult her to pass without taking advantage of it was virtually unprecedented. Maybe it had happened at the docks, but otherwise, she was always ready with one thing or another.

      Zeb interjected, “Here are your drinks. Go, and take final orders. We’ll close on time tonight.” He, too, seemed less happy than usual. What the hell is going on here? She circulated through the crowd and reminded them the clock was ticking. Her next hour was a haze of work and convincing people it was time to go, which culminated in her having to physically push the last patrons out the door. She didn’t generally mind since it was all part of the game, but she was thankful it wasn’t a Kilomea today. The giant beings saw everything physical as a contest, and it was a true chore getting them to leave. Finally, though, the room was empty except for the three of them and Fyre, who dozed in his usual place.

      Cali took the seat next to the detective with a sigh. “What, she doesn’t have to follow the rules? Seriously, Zeb, I’m starting to doubt your judgment.”

      He shook his head, an obvious refusal to engage in the banter. What is with people today? “You’ll feel differently when you hear what she has to say.” Well, that doesn’t sound good.

      She turned to Barton. “Let’s have it.”

      The detective skipped that opportunity for a sarcastic comeback too. “There’s been disturbing chatter from informants we have around the Atlanteans.”

      “How is that different than usual? Those idiots always cause trouble.”

      The woman shook her head and her short black hair flipped into her face. She summoned an annoyed look. “Yeah, this is something else. If you’ll shut up for a minute, I can explain.”

      That’s more like it. She grinned. “Please avail me of your knowledge, oh wise one.”

      With an exasperated sigh, the detective finished the amber liquid in the pint glass before her and handed it to Zeb. He pulled a draft handle, a low ABV Oktoberfest that was still hanging around, and returned it to her. “Okay, here’s the deal. We’ve always had people watching the Atlantean gang, cultivating contacts inside it, that kind of thing. Since we’re a multi-bureau initiative, we also have access to the feds’ info too, although it constantly comes down the chain late and highly sanitized.” She laughed. “They have trust issues.”

      Cali echoed her amusement. “Don’t we all.” Zeb nodded from his position on a high stool behind the bar. His arms were folded and his eyes were intense, both deviations from his normal affable bartender pose.

      Barton continued. “Anyway, we’ve received really strange information from them. We anticipated hearing a considerable amount about the drugs they’ve pushed, but it seems they’re much more committed to them than expected. Basically, the gang has rolled back all the other stuff they were doing to blanket the streets with their new product. It has the narcotics folks concerned.”

      She frowned. “It doesn’t sound like them. They’ve always been kind of diversified, right? Tanyith gave me that impression, anyway.”

      The detective nodded. “Exactly. The Atlanteans have been slow and steady all along, expanding their sphere of influence without upsetting any apple carts. And now, they’re pushing hard.”

      “So, what caused the change?” Zeb asked. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “No. That’s the problem. There’s absolutely nothing to indicate that such a dramatic transformation should have happened. They have the same leadership, no internal struggles that we’ve heard about, and the Zatoras haven’t done anything we know of to provoke a response. They did attack some dealers and leave some bodies, but that’s not too far out of the ordinary. Unfortunately.”

      Cali wracked her brain but came up empty. “I have nothing. The last…uh, incident seemed to be normal.” She wasn’t sure how much detail to give the other woman about her ongoing conflict with the Atlanteans despite having called her for help during the first battle. It was hard to know where one stood with Detective Kendra Barton. “And I haven’t heard or seen anything since.” She hadn’t mentioned the watchers from earlier in the day to anyone and didn’t think it had any relevance to the discussion.

      “Yeah. And that’s the word all over. They’ve made this big change and there’s no information coming out. But the folks we’re interfaced with say it could very well be a prelude to something major.”

      She stiffened in her chair. “Like what?”

      The woman raised her hands, palms up, then lowered them. “Who the hell knows? My money is on a move against the Zatoras, but it doesn’t seem like they’re fully ready for that. Unless the Atlanteans had a sudden influx of people we’re unaware of, the humans still have more boots on the ground in the city.”

      “But they did try the operation at the docks. It had to be aimed at the other gang, true?”

      Barton nodded. “Yeah, there’s that. But still, it simply doesn’t sit right with me. There’s something else happening here.”

      “So what’s your plan?” Zeb asked.

      After a long, slow sip, the detective put the glass down gently as if she had to resist the urge to shatter it on the top of the bar. “Honestly, I don’t have one, which is why I’m here. I hoped that either of you or your buddy Shale might have something to add to the evidence.” Her use of Tanyith’s last name was a game at this point, an echo of the initial distrust that had clearly faded over time.

      Cali shook her head. “I have nothing. Seriously. The Atlanteans haven’t so much as peeped at me since the last time.”

      The dwarf spoke unexpectedly. “Vizidus sent word that rumors are circulating in several of the magical communities. These speak of something dire and dramatic to come in the imminent future.”

      Barton’s head snapped toward him. “When? What? Where?”

      He sighed. “I asked the same questions and in much the same way. No more information is available. I requested that he put the word out to everyone to see if we can find anything else out, but I’m not hopeful. Whatever it might be, it seems like someone is doing their best to ensure the secret doesn’t get out before it happens.”

      The woman slapped her open palms on the bar and yelled, “Damn it.” She pulled her anger back and continued more calmly, “Okay. I can talk to the bosses and see if they’ll approve some overtime. We can put more people on the streets and start leaning on the informants we have—all of them, regardless of who they’re connected to. Maybe we’ll get lucky. What can you two do?”

      Zeb shrugged. “There’s not much more I can offer than passing word back and forth and providing a refuge for anyone who needs it.”

      The last part of his statement reminded her of something. “Tanyith could probably get word to the people who helped at the docks. The ones in the helicopters.” As far as she knew, Barton wasn’t fully in the loop on the magical agents who had visited.

      The detective stared at her like she knew secrets were being kept from her and didn’t like it. Or maybe that’s only my guilty conscience. She finally said, “Yeah, we should try everything. Let him know. Maybe they have something on it.”

      Cali once again thought hard for something else she could add or do but didn’t come up with anything. “Of course, I’ll keep my ears open too, but I don’t really have connections. Not like you all.”

      The woman sighed. “Hopefully, it’s not one of the worst-case scenarios Shale and I discussed at the start of the drug push. I’d hate to see the city caught in an epidemic.”

      The dwarf looked concerned. “Did you analyze a sample of the stuff they’re peddling?”

      She nodded. “The feds did. The one they’re passing out to magicals has—get this—magical things in it. Apparently, they do something to the metabolism and the brain. I don’t understand it but it’s at the level that a high-end narcotic would be to a human.”

      Cali hissed in a sharp breath. “Damn. That sounds scary.”

      “Not as scary as the human one. It has a really strange set of ingredients, including traditional drugs we’ve heard of, something synthetic they’ve never seen that seems to act as a hallucinogen, and something inert they don’t comprehend at all.”

      “So that’s why you’re worried about epidemics—because of the last thing?”

      She nodded. “You got it in one. That, and the fact that they’re pushing so hard. If they were after money only, there are other ways to get it that are as easy, so you’d think they’d do those too.”

      The girl frowned when something occurred to her. “Taking customers away from the Zatoras? Maybe that’s it?”

      Barton finished her drink in a long gulp. “It could be. But, again, they’re investing so much energy into it that…I don’t know. It feels bigger.”

      “And you think this is the thing that everyone’s worried about?”

      The detective stood and stretched her hands high into the air, then rolled her neck with a cracking sound. “That’s the heart of the matter. If it is what they’re talking about, that’s certainly bad. Maybe even really bad. But what if it’s not? What could be more concerning than what we’ve come up with? That’s what wakes me up at three in the morning in a cold sweat.” She patted Cali awkwardly on the shoulder as she passed and was out the door without another word.

      Zeb met her gaze, and she thought the look on his face seemed as concerned as she felt, which was very concerned. “What do you think?”

      The dwarf shook his head. “I don’t know. And I hate not knowing.”

      She laughed. “Welcome to every day of my existence.”

      He didn’t react to the joke. “You be careful—and I mean extra careful. Carry a second healing potion with you wherever you go.” He looked at the Draksa. “From here on out, you’re with her everywhere, got it?” He apparently received the response he wanted because he looked up again. “Both of you keep your eyes open. Like it or not, you’re in the middle of this, so you might see something coming before anyone else does.”

      Cali sighed. No pressure. Only, you know, potentially the fate of the city. “Thanks for the reassurance, boss.”

      This time, he did smile. “Anytime. Now, go lock the door and get home to get some sleep. Something tells me we’ll all need every hour of rest we can manage.”
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      For once, Cali had taken Zeb’s advice and slept in. She even ignored Fyre’s cold-nosed attempts to get her up for a training session. He’d eventually given up and crawled on top of the covers beside her, and they’d rested until noon. By the time she finally arrived at the Dragons, it was almost two pm. She climbed the stairs from the basement to find the tavern mostly empty, and Fyre dashed past her to take his accustomed place behind the bar. During the midday lull, Zeb saw to the customers himself since Janice was taking afternoon art classes. She was glad she’d missed having to see the tavern’s other server.

      Tanyith had arrived before her and seemed to be thoroughly enjoying a bowl of something from the stewpot. She noted that he’d begun to keep Nylotte’s leather jacket gift with him at all times, exactly like she did when she wasn’t going to or from the dojo. It never hurt to be prepared. She didn’t bother to check what the recipe of the day was as she tried not to eat until immediately before her shift so she’d have the energy to push through it. There was rarely enough downtime to snack during the night, although on occasion, she’d been known to carry a fork and stab pieces of meat out of the bowls of people who annoyed her.

      She threw her backpack on one of the long common tables with a groan and sat with her jeans-covered legs tucked beneath her. Today’s concert t-shirt was a good one from the first Lollapalooza. It always invoked comments, often negative ones that led to arguments that were usually entertaining for everyone involved. She folded her laptop open and accessed the textbook for her criminal behavior class. The case study parts of the course were far more enjoyable than the theory behind it all. When it comes right down to it, I’m more interested in doing things than thinking about things, I guess.

      In a pleasant turn of events, Tanyith brought a soft cider over and set the glass on the table beside her, then returned to his place at the bar. If her eavesdropping skills were up to snuff, he and her boss were discussing whether the current quarterback of the Saints could be counted on for another year if they didn’t make the Superbowl. While she liked sports as much as most reasonable people, talking about it was always a snoozer for her. Maybe not as exhausting as this stuff, though.

      She read the same page for the third time, sighed, and slammed the book closed. The bench creaked as she pushed herself off it and went to stand beside Tay. “Did you tell him he missed seeing Detective Barton?”

      Zeb nodded, and she turned to face the other man. “Kendra asked about you. Seriously, are you two dating or merely using each other for a little stress release? You can tell us.” He groaned, the dwarf laughed, and she grinned widely.

      After several seconds of staring at the ceiling like someone above would deliver him from her accusations, he replied, “None of the above.” He lowered his head to look at her. “Zeb told me what you discussed. Scary stuff.”

      Well. Way to kill the mood. “Yeah, it is. Definitely. Have you heard anything?”

      “No, but I passed the word to Nylotte like you asked.” She’d texted him the night before with the request. “There’s no answer yet.”

      “Dang it.” She sighed. “I’m really not into this homework thing today. I should have gone out training with the beast over there.”

      Zeb shook his head. “Work before play.”

      She laughed. “Training is work, these days. It doesn’t pay well, obviously, but it also ensures I don’t have my ass handed to me by random attacks or Atlantean enforcers. Speaking of which, Tanyith, I need you to be my third. Zeb won’t bring Valerie out of retirement for me.”

      “Sure.” He turned to face the bartender. “What is your deal, anyway? Every other dwarf I’ve known would have jumped at the chance for a fight. Any fight.” It was more tease than a question.

      Unexpectedly, Zeb answered. “I’ve done enough fighting for at least three other people. It was time to be finished.” The reply was more than she’d ever heard from him on the topic and the depth of emotion with which he said it was as surprising as the answer.

      Tanyith nodded. “Gotcha.” The heavy emotion behind the dwarf’s statement hung uncomfortably, and he focused on his food. She slid off the stool and headed to her table to focus on her studies. They passed a quarter of an hour in comfortable silence, and she had begun to think she might actually get her homework done early when suddenly, Fyre growled and leapt up to stand on the bar.

      It was so unexpected that they all stared at him for several seconds until they heard boots pounding on the stairs. Nylotte burst into the room and stopped facing them. She seemed to be dressed for battle in leather pants, heavy boots, and a version of the coats she’d given them. Her hair was bound into a warrior’s braid at the base of her neck and the expression on her face was fierce and angry. “You two, come with me.” She pointed at Zeb. “Get your council. Get your magicals. Get everyone who can sling a spell. Hell, call the damn National Guard. We have a situation.”
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      A minute later, Tanyith, Cali, and Fyre followed the Drow through the portal she’d created and stepped onto the docks that had been the location of the cruise ship battle. Those who had them had donned and zipped their protective jackets. Zeb was contacting everyone he knew for assistance, including Barton whom he would request to muster a human response to the situation.

      The Dark Elf had explained that an attack of some kind was imminent and that it would come from the water, but nothing more. No sign of any threat was visible, and the sun shone in a cloudless sky. Cali lifted a hand to shade her eyes and looked in all directions. “So, how about a few details?”

      Nylotte growled with irritation and impatience. “One minute.” She cast a spell to amplify her voice and yelled, “Clear the docks. This is not a drill. Everyone move!” Workers scattered at her words, doubtless aware of what had happened there before. She shook her head and surveyed the water carefully. “Okay, so, the chief tech for the agents contacted me. She and her counterpart have access to most of the satellites with cameras, and they programmed some kind of computer whatever to watch for trouble in a circle starting from Atlantis and stretching to here and Texas.”

      “Why Texas?” Tanyith asked.

      The woman scowled. “Why not Texas? I don’t know because I don’t ask stupid questions. Anyway, they detected a fast-moving object leaving Atlantis, and it looks like this will be its destination.”

      Cali risked her displeasure. “How fast?”

      “Really fast.” She nodded grimly. “Less than an hour to get from there to here, if it takes the most direct route. But it went deep—too deep to be seen—so we’re not sure. We won’t know until it gets closer to the surface.”

      “Why didn’t we have more warning?”

      The Drow sighed. “They tried to push it up their chain of command first and only contacted me after they couldn’t reach her. That means precious time was lost.” She shook her head. “The magicals among the agents are on the other planet at the moment and apparently, whatever communication system they thought they had was inadequate.”

      Tanyith asked, “Why didn’t you go get them?”

      “It’s technically not their problem, but more importantly, I don’t know where they are and it would have taken too long to find them. Hopefully, your bartender friend will be able to muster some support for us.” She sounded less confident than Cali had ever heard her be, and she realized an important question hadn’t been addressed.

      “So…uh, what is it? You said ‘a fast-moving object.’ Do you know any more than that?”

      Nylotte laughed. “We didn’t actually have visual, so we can’t be sure. But they ran displacement analysis on the water patterns it made. It’s big.”

      The question had to be asked, even though she really didn’t want to know the answer. “How big?”

      “Too damn big. Like, the size of a small office building. Five stories or so.”

      Tanyith’s breath caught. “Holy hell. And it’s coming here—why?”

      “Probably not to talk.”

      Cali squeezed her eyes shut but when she opened them, she still stood on the docks so her hope that it might be a dream was dashed. She looked left at a strange sound and startled when portals opened. Wizards, witches, Kilomea, and Light and Dark Elves emerged from them, at least a handful of each. She recognized the leaders of each group as council members, and they gathered together and headed toward her as their people spread out.

      The wizard, Vizidus, stopped a few feet away and asked, “I hear we have a situation?”

      The Drow replied, “Something’s coming. And it’s big. What will the response look like from you all?”

      He pushed stray strands of his long white hair out of his face. “Our main people are here already, with a few others rallying more. Zeb told me to tell you that ‘the detective is on it,’ whatever that means.”

      Cali exchanged looks with Tanyith, but she passed on teasing him about Barton. The gravity of the moment increased second by second. A buzzing sound came from somewhere, and Nylotte pulled a phone out of one of the pockets of her jacket. “Go,” she snapped, nodded several times, and stored the cell.

      “It’s now close enough to the surface to be trackable. They estimate we have three minutes. Let’s spread out so that whatever it is can’t attack us all at once.” The council members turned and began to direct their people to move, while she jogged toward one end of the docks.

      They followed, and Tanyith said, “Please tell me we’re moving away from where it’ll appear.”

      Nylotte shook her head and her braid danced from side to side. “Of course not. There’s nothing to gain by hiding. We need to strike whatever it is hard and maintain our attack it until it goes away. If we’re lucky, it’s something that can be convinced to leave if it’s losing.”

      “And if we’re not lucky?” Cali asked.

      “Then there will be far fewer people in New Orleans tomorrow than there are today if we don’t do our jobs and defeat it.”

      Tanyith chuckled. “Does trouble follow you everywhere?”

      “Hardly,” the Dark Elf replied. “It’s the other way around.”

      With a sound much like waves breaking against a cliff, the water erupted in the river before them and surged to sweep over the concrete of the dock area. Shields shimmered into being as the waiting magicals defended themselves against it. When the spray had cleared enough that she could see, Cali was almost unable to accept the evidence before her.

      She’d heard of such a thing, of course, but it was mythological. Her brain babbled, “Not real, not real, not real,” in an unending loop, and she tried to form words. Finally, she managed to unclench her jaw enough to ask, “Is that a Leviathan?”

      Her partner’s voice shook slightly when he answered her. “No, a Leviathan is more like a sea dragon. That right there is an oversized octopus, which makes it a Kraken.”

      Nylotte sighed. “And since it doesn’t exist naturally, someone created it—and logically did so for a purpose. And you know what that means.” The giant creature towered above them, whipped its tentacles in the air, and roared its fury at the small figures before it.

      “Yeah,” Cali said. “We didn’t get lucky and it’s here to kill us all.”

      The Drow nodded and shouted a hoarse battle cry as she raised her hands to attack.
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      The creature was enormous, the largest living thing Cali had ever seen by far. She was rooted to the ground before it and could only stare as the tentacles whipped viciously. Nylotte’s bellow jolted her from her reverie in time to add her magic to the barrage of force bolts, fire, ice, lighting, and shadow that pounded into the monster from all over the dock.

      Each attack found purchase but seemingly accomplished nothing. Under such an intense assault of power, she would have expected the creature to at least flinch away, perhaps reconsider what it was doing, and nip off to snack on several schools of fish or something. Rather than show any concern, however, it retaliated.

      A tentacle as long as four or five tractor-trailers back to back and twice as tall whipped across the dock from her right. She shouted to warn Tanyith and Nylotte and blasted herself upward with force magic barely in time for it to pass below her. Although she landed almost immediately, she had to repeat the action with the one that followed. Screams and shouts from farther down the docks indicated that not everyone had managed to avoid it. Damn it. How are we supposed to defeat a building-sized enemy with eight arms?

      She checked to be sure a third wasn’t on the way, then turned to examine the damage. Several beings had fallen but she couldn’t tell which group they came from. A pack of Kilomea with sharp weapons battled the first appendage, which reared and slapped in an attempt to strike them. One of the giants managed to plant a spear, and the Kraken impaled its thrashing limb on the metal spike. The creature screamed in rage and three other tentacles swung onto the same place to annihilate the huge warriors. When they raised, the victims didn’t move, their bodies crushed beneath the enormous weight of the limb.

      Cali shouted, “So, one strike and you’re dead—one-shot city. Don’t get hit.”

      Tanyith growled annoyance. “I’m doing my best.” He fired shadow bolts at the creature’s eyes but they deflected from its eyelids, which were almost closed to protect the vulnerable flesh beneath. She added her attacks to the same area but they failed to penetrate. The Drow had run closer to the creature to attempt a better angle, but her shadow blasts didn’t accomplish any more than their efforts had. The Kraken swung another tentacle across the docks, which forced them all to take evasive action, then whirled a different one from above. The appendage pounded into the terminal building that ran along the full length of the dock and caved the roof in, and bricks and debris erupted in all directions.

      Cali dashed up beside Nylotte and tried to target the same areas she was. She had to yell to be heard over the thrashing water, the shouts of attackers, the shrieks of the Kraken, and the cries of pain. “We don’t seem to have inflicted any injuries.”

      The Dark Elf shook her head. “We need to coordinate our attacks. You and Tanyith go tell everyone to take their lead from me. No is not an acceptable answer.”

      She nodded and sent a telepathic message to Fyre—who had swooped in repeatedly to breathe frost at the beast’s face without significant effect—and told him to assist Nylotte and keep her safe. His acknowledgment was colored with irritation, but that was fine as long as he did it. The Draksa was a warrior and didn’t like to be taken out of the fight for any reason, but he was hopefully also smart enough to know he couldn’t defeat the giant octopus alone.

      Her focus now on the task at hand, she sprinted to Tanyith and caught his arm to drag him along as she ran toward the others. “Tell everyone to follow Nylotte’s lead!” He nodded, and she pushed him at the wizards and witches, then raced to the Light Elves who were closest. She recognized Malonne from Zeb’s descriptions, but he had a lash mark across his cheek that was raw and bleeding, and his eyes were filled with anger. She yelled, “Do what Nylotte does,” and pointed at her. He looked like he would refuse, then turned and gestured his people forward toward where the Dark Elf dodged in and out between strikes from the Kraken’s tentacles.

      Once satisfied that they would cooperate, she delivered the same message to the remaining Kilomea and to the Dark Elves, then rushed to rejoin the battle. She reached it in time to take a blow from one of the sweeping limbs. The force sent her into a sprawl and she screamed, “Aspida,” to invoke the shield charm her parents had left her. The huge column of octopus flesh raised high above her and hammered down, and she curled in desperate fear as it made impact.

      Thankfully, the shield held. When the tentacle departed to seek other prey, she rose to her feet, unharmed and angry. “Okay, you stupid excuse for a sea creature. It’s time to go back to where you came from.” She darted into a corner of the warehouse building that was still standing and sent her mind out toward the Kraken’s.

      She sensed it easily as its mental presence was as enormous as its physical one. Her sweep also brought the emotions of her allies to her, fear and pain the most common. She pushed them away and tried to pierce the monster’s mind, only to discover a barrier around it, too thick and strong for her to overcome. Another attempt failed and the one after did as well. “I don’t know what that means, but I bet it’s not good,” she muttered darkly and decided not to pursue the useless effort.

      When she moved closer to Nylotte, the Dark Elf was shouting orders. “We have to target the eyes. Everyone needs to attack at once. Electricity first, then fire, then the rest. Let’s see if we can sneak in around the edges before it closes them.” Heads nodded all round as the collected group continued to launch their assaults. “If it attacks, shield, evade, and come back to it. We’ll keep doing it until it works or we think of something better.”

      A tentacle swept across, then lifted and drove down almost without warning. The group scattered to avoid it, except for a witch who failed to get out of the way in time and was crushed and two Dark Elves who summoned shields to protect themselves. The group managed a single barrage keyed off the Drow’s attack and fired at the left eye before two tentacles swept viciously in a combined assault that made them break formation and bolt to safety.

      She stepped up beside Nylotte, who seemed to take the creature’s attempts to hurt them as a personal affront. The elf yelled, “I couldn’t get into its mind to convince it to leave, and its hide is insanely thick. It’s not normal.”

      Well, at least I’m not the only one who failed with mental magic. Cali laughed, and if a note of growing hysteria was mixed into the sound, she wasn’t embarrassed by it. “As if anything about that gigantic monstrosity could be normal.”

      “True enough. Let’s get to it.” Her companion surged forward, and the girl ran at her heels. She called to Fyre with her mind and instructed him to try to distract their adversary as Nylotte signaled an attack. A flood of approval from him washed over her. She sensed him swoop overhead but he maintained his veil, which she presumed meant the obscenely large octopus couldn’t see through it. Unfortunately, his frost attacks inflicted as little injury as any of their other assaults did.

      A thought occurred to her as they launched yet another barrage of magical power at the Kraken and failed utterly to penetrate its thick hide. She avoided the next two appendages and ran to Tanyith’s side. He greeted her with a dark laugh. “So, this is fun.”

      She nodded. “Are you okay?” He had a gash across his forehead that was bloody but not actively bleeding.

      “Yeah. It was only flying shrapnel from the stupid building.”

      “I have an idea, but I wanted to make sure it wasn’t insane first.”

      His laugh had actual humor in it this time. “Well, if it’s yours, I have my doubts going in. But let’s hear it.”

      Cali flipped him off. “We can’t penetrate its skin, so we need to cut it so the magic can get to something more tender. Maybe all it will take is a single breach to make it happen, you know?”

      The Kraken screeched and battered its tentacles into the warehouse building again. The people on the dock shielded, dove for cover, or took damage from the shrapnel. Tanyith cursed. “That beast is much smarter than the average octopus.”

      “You think? Really?” She shook her head to try to get rid of the water that dripped into her eyes. “So, what about my plan?”

      “I love it. How do we cut it?”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead but I bet Nylotte will know, though.”

      She blew out a breath, turned, and ran toward the Drow but only made it halfway there before the concussion from a large explosion swept her off her feet and she careened helplessly, entirely airborne. She collided with several others and they all crumpled in a heap against one of the remaining walls of the warehouse.

      The person on the top, a thin witch who wore motorcycle leathers, groaned. “Hey, the humans are here. And they’ve brought rockets. That should make things way better.”
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      The tangled pile of magicals quickly and carefully unstacked themselves and a minute later, Cali was on her feet again. She was bruised and battered but otherwise whole. Others had recovered from the blast faster or weathered it somehow because the fight against the monster octopus was still going strong.

      The Kraken had taken notice of the newcomers and swiped two Humvees with machine guns away. They now burned at the far end of the docks, and everyone who had been positioned on that side had wisely moved toward the center. The remaining vehicles retreated to the edges and discharged soldiers with impressive-looking weapons.

      She added her force magic to the attacks and sent a mental message to Fyre to assure him she was fine. When the pressure let up in her head, she realized he must have tried to contact her. Not telepathy, but definitely a connection. Her amazement at the Draksa’s abilities inched a touch higher.

      Even with the addition of the bullets, grenades, and rockets, they didn’t seem to actually penetrate the thick hide. She hurried up beside Nylotte and said as much, and the Dark Elf nodded as she fired thin lines of shadow at the creature. Her voice was hoarse and her clothes and hair were drenched and dripping. “It stands to reason it will require magic to pierce its skin since its nature is magical. But we’re running out of options to try.”

      Tanyith stepped up on the other side of the Drow. “I’m completely out of ideas. I feel like we’re merely flailing away at this damn bastard. At least it’s stuck in the water.”

      The elf shook her head emphatically. “It’s not. We’re holding it here. If whoever created it managed this much, they surely made it possible for it to fight on land.”

      At that, he looked sick. “So this monstrosity could crawl through the French Quarter if we lose?”

      She nodded. “Exactly that. So we mustn’t fail.”

      “Maybe it’s time you jumped to the other planet to summon your friends to the rescue again,” Cali suggested

      The Dark Elf barked a frustrated laugh. “Believe me, I tried that before I came to get you folks. They’re hidden from me. I’m sure they’re fine, but wherever they are, it blocks my ability to detect them. There are many places like that on Oriceran, unfortunately.”

      They all dealt with the tentacle that assaulted their position in different ways. Tanyith launched himself up with a force burst and moved to the side of the mammoth limb. Cali ran, then dove and rolled and barely managed to avoid it as it thumped onto the concrete surface of the docks. Nylotte shielded herself and the wall of flesh didn’t touch her. When the appendage pulled away to cause more mayhem elsewhere, she was still standing and began to attack again. “The Kilomea hurt the bastard earlier,” she shouted, They must have a magic weapon that was strong enough to work. Go and find it.”

      Cali turned and ran, thankful that she made time for morning runs so that she could sprint down the docks again and know she’d be able to fight thereafter. On top of the warehouse building, Light and Dark elves fired actual arrows from long ornate bows, but even when they managed to get through the waving limbs, they simply stuck in its hide. They must be magical if they accomplish that much.

      The crushed bodies of the Kilomean contingent were a short distance ahead, and she had almost reached them when a giant tentacle thwacked on the ground in front of her to cut her off from them. She cursed under her breath and punched at the barrier with fists of force that had no effect. “Move, you ugly beast,” she muttered. It seemed as if the creature knew what she’d intended to do and had determined to stop her.

      Cali activated her sticks and pounded furiously on the limb but again, the attack accomplished nothing. She cursed. “It sure would be nice to have a magic sword right about now.” Her jaw fell open in surprise when the black sticks with the red etchings transformed into blades, the edges so sharp they seemed to glow when the sun caught them. Her brain stopped working, stunned by the development, but her body, fortunately, didn’t. She sliced at the appendage and the creature pulled it back with a screech, which gave her access to the Kilomeas’ magical weapon.

      Quickly, she converted her left weapon into a bracelet once more, grasped the spear in that hand, then turned and raced toward the Dark elf again. When she arrived, she immediately shared her discovery. “Magical blades can cut it.”

      Nylotte took the spear. “That’s good to know. Now to make this weapon count.”

      She had assumed that the Drow simply wanted to replicate the earlier tactic and let the monster’s tentacles impale themselves on it, but she clearly had something else in mind as she ceased her attacks. She summoned a shield in her left hand, a body-high shimmering force field that wrapped around her on both sides and the top, almost like half a cocoon. Cali stored the idea of the insanely practical defense into a corner of her mind so she could learn to copy it later when an enormous octopus wasn’t gleefully trying to destroy her city. Assuming there is a later.

      The elf swayed from side to side with the spear in a throwing position, clearly waiting for the creature to present her with a target. What she needs is a distraction. She put her hand on Nylotte’s shoulder and yelled, “Hold on a second. We can give that monster something else to worry about.” She sent a message to Fyre. “You need to distract it. Get in there and claw it or something and make sure it sees you coming. But don’t you dare get hurt.” Acceptance and amusement flickered across the connection between them, and a slight shimmer in the air overhead resolved into the form of the Draksa, who now climbed in a spiral.

      The Kraken saw him immediately and shrieked with rage, but Fyre was out of range of the grasping tentacles for the moment. The Dark Elf yelled, “Good plan,” and called to those near her. “Pass the word. When it takes a wound, direct everything you have to the point of injury. Tanyith, go and tell the humans.” He looked like he would argue, then sprinted away. She was close enough to hear the Drow chuckle and murmur, “If only all the people I work with would be so practical.”

      Cali banished her second stick and readied her power. It was there, waiting for her call and anxious to be released. The surrounding battle slowed as her brain latched onto a thought and refused to let it go. It’s another metaphor. All this time, I’ve thought of my magic as a reservoir or a pool, something that needs to be drawn from and replenished. Maybe that’s what it was when I was under my parents’ magical restriction, but not anymore. The sensation of power was present in every cell and she was full to bursting with it. It’s not about pulling my magic up and sending it out. It’s already present all through my body. I simply need to let it flow.

      Above her, Fyre sounded a battle cry and dove, his wings folded tightly against his body. He arrowed toward the Kraken and flicked his tail and wings when needed to avoid the tentacles that sought him. He aimed for the head, and Nylotte’s arm shifted slightly to target the creature’s eye. Around them, magic blasted, the chatter of machine guns sounded, and rockets continued to impact into the creature with concussive force, but it was all background noise to the drama that played out before here.

      The Draksa curved his trajectory as he reached the monster, extended his talons, and scraped them across the massive forehead. Its protective shell parted and ichor belched from the wound. Nylotte’s spear was already in the air, and it narrowly missed the dragon lizard as it rocketed past to plunge into the monstrous octopus. The beast howled in pain, the weapon buried to three-quarters of its length in its eye.

      “Now—everything!” Nylotte screamed, and Cali hurtled fire down an imaginary line that connected her hands to the wound on the monster’s forehead. Her magic copied the shape of the chasm Fyre had created and stretched to encompass the entire opening at once. This time, the Kraken’s screech sounded like fear, and it continued to scream as it writhed in clear agony under the angry barrage that had finally found a vulnerability to exploit.

      Fyre darted in again and added his own frost attack to the magical fusillade, and she blasted the ice with force to turn it into shards that plunged deeper into the creature. The Draksa rolled and climbed for another strike. Tanyith had returned and fired his own blasts of power at their foe to wreathe the open wounds in lightning that stabbed deep within.

      When the killing blow struck, it was a surprise to everyone. One of the humans fired a shoulder-mounted rocket and it drilled into the cavity that had been created where the spear had pierced its eye. The muffled sound of a detonation from inside the giant skull preceded its collapse. The enormous head and body thrashed violently, then surged onto the dock. Its weight and ferocious struggles destroyed the center portion entirely and dropped it into the water, along with the defenders who had been positioned there. As the Kraken sunk, the people still on the dock raced to rescue those who had been injured by the creature’s death throes.

      Cali raced toward the center and shouted in her head for Fyre to assist. The request was unnecessary, as he was already rising from the water with a Light Elf in his claws and carried the wounded magical to safety. She’d never imagined that the scene ahead could be possible. Magicals of one group helped those of the others without concern for the various issues that usually divided them. Even amidst the chaos, the sight made something inside her shout with triumph. This was how things ought to be all the time.

      An hour later, the rescues were complete, the wounded had been stabilized and transported, and most of those who had risen to the responsibility of protecting the city had portaled away. Nylotte had vanished quickly after the situation became stable, saying she needed to check on her student and let her know what had happened, assuming she could find her. Cali and Tanyith sat on the concrete, wrapped in blankets, with Fyre the Rottweiler at her side. She recognized the boots before she managed to summon the energy to look up. When she did finally raise her eyes, she saw a disheveled woman with a cut on her cheek and a red-stained bandage tied around one bicep.

      “Detective Barton. Have you come to check on your boyfriend?”

      She laughed. “He only wishes he was my boyfriend. What do you know about this situation? I have all kinds of information on what happened but no idea why it happened. Is there any chance you have a line on that?”

      Cali looked at Tanyith, who shook his head. She replied, “It’s incredibly frustrating to admit this, but I know nothing. Our involvement started when the alert went out about something happening at the docks. We came here and joined the battle. It’s nice that you were able to join us, though. And even nicer that you brought friends with big guns.”

      Barton sighed. “Yeah, big guns that were basically useless until you all used your magic. It’s kind of frightening to think that without a group of civilians, we’d have a ludicrous mythological sea creature crawling through the streets right now.”

      “Maybe New Orleans should have one of those special SWAT teams. What are they called?”

      “AET. Do you know how expensive those are?”

      Cali laughed. “More expensive than rebuilding the French Quarter?”

      “Point taken.” She shook her head. “Are you sure you don’t know anything else?” The frustration was clear in her expression, but unlike previous versions, this one didn’t seem to be directed specifically at her.

      “No. Honestly, I’d tell you if I could. I don’t like the looks of this any more than you do. But I will mention one thing I noticed.”

      An eager look crept in around the edges of the woman’s frown. “What’s that?”

      “If I was in a gang and a sea creature attacked my city, I’d take a hand in its defense. But I didn’t see a single Atlantean here. Which makes me think that, at the very least, they were cool with whatever resulted from the situation.”

      The detective nodded. “That’s a good point.”

      She sighed. “So, is this the part where we start looking for someone to create our own giant monsters so we can fight things like this? What was it—Mecha-Godzilla?”

      Barton laughed. “If we can’t afford AET, we certainly won’t be able to manage that.”

      “Toy robots with grenades wired to them?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Good. Good. Problem solved.”

      The woman walked away, shaking her head. Cali was sure there’d been an actual smile before she departed. She did the only thing that was left to do and turned to face Tanyith. “So, lover boy, you missed another chance to ask her out. Seriously, right after a major scare is prime time according to the movies. Will you actually get your act together one of these days, or do I need to do it for you?”
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      Even though she was exhausted from the battle, Cali had returned to the tavern to work the night before, knowing she’d be too keyed up to sleep. Fyre had made it to the back of the bar, collapsed, and snored the evening away until she woke him to head home.

      Zeb had given her the day off citing that a monster attack on the city was a reasonable cause, and she’d spent it sleeping until his text roused her at five pm. Council meeting, your presence requested. Here, eleven o’clock. She sighed and fell asleep until the absolute last minute, then threw on her nicest jeans and t-shirt combination and portaled over with Fyre at her side.

      Her boss was descending the stairs to the basement when she arrived. He growled in irritation. “Have you ever heard of being early?”

      “Have you ever heard of not being a whiny jerk?” she snarked in rebuttal.

      He laughed, and she walked forward and hugged him. For a moment, he stiffened, but relaxed and patted her awkwardly on the back. She broke the embrace and stepped away. His perplexed look made her laugh, and his irritation at her laughter only increased it. After a few seconds, she mastered herself. “After yesterday, I realized that danger is everywhere and you don’t know what’ll happen at any given moment. So, I’ve decided to become a hugger.”

      His face scrunched in doubt. “A hugger.”

      “Yes. One who hugs.”

      “Trees?”

      She shrugged. “Sure. Trees. Dwarves. Draksa. Maybe even Barton.”

      “Oh, that’s a reaction I’d love to see.” He laughed.

      Cali grinned. “I bet Tanyith would be jealous.”

      Zeb tilted his head slightly to the side. “You really think there’s something there, don’t you? You’re not simply being a twit.”

      She pointed a finger at him. “First, I am never, ever, simply a twit. A twit is only part of what I am. And yes, I do. In the beginning, I only screwed around, but have you seen the way they look at each other?”

      He folded his arms and stared at her. “Suspiciously?”

      “No.” She mimicked his posture and stared in return. “Interested-like. How long has it been since you’ve had a date, anyway?” She’d never seen him with another dwarf at the tavern and never seen him at all outside its walls. Maybe he’s a ghost, doomed to haunt the place and we can all see dead people.

      Zeb lowered his arms and moved to the center of the room. “That is none of your business. But more recently than you, I would guess.”

      She shook her head and replied, “I’m totally in demand.” Fyre snorted, and she rounded on him and held a fist up. “Quiet you, or you’re gonna find yourself bopped on the nose with extreme prejudice.” A combined scraping and crashing sound came from nearby, and she turned as several crates slid out of the way to provide access to one of the room’s walls. “Wait. I thought you were coming down here to get supplies. What are you doing?”

      The dwarf grinned over his shoulder. “You think you know it all, but in reality, not so much.” He placed his hands on the wall and muttered something she couldn’t make out, and the brick surface moved back, then slid off to the side to create a wide doorway and reveal the room behind it.

      Cali walked through the entrance and looked around. To her right were several small casks, identical in size to the one for his custom brew upstairs. A cupboard stood against the wall beyond them, a fireplace on the left, and a large round table in the center with seven chairs. Zeb waved and seven glasses floated out of the cupboard and landed in the proper position.

      He pointed at the stone fireplace. “Start a fire. Let’s make this place a little less moist.” She approached to a safer distance and dispatched an orange line of flame into the wood that was stacked inside. The smaller pieces caught quickly, and she turned to face her boss.

      “So, this was here the whole time and you didn’t think it was important to share that with me.”

      “You didn’t have a reason to know. Now, you do.”

      “How about honesty, for one? Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

      Zeb merely laughed at her sarcasm. “Right. Like you’re honest with Barton. A real paragon of virtue, you.”

      “Touché, old man. You’ll get it for that. Just you wait.” She walked to the cupboard and retrieved a glass for herself since he’d rudely not included one for her. The council numbered seven, and thus the seven chairs, which meant she’d stand for the evening meeting, which was fine. “What’s in the casks?”

      He pointed to each in turn. “Red wine. White wine. Mulled cider—a special batch with extra honey.”

      She drew some and tasted it. Although a little potent, it was nothing like his stash upstairs. Still, given her constitution, she’d limit herself to sipping one for the flavor.

      “So what’s the deal with this place?”

      Her boss turned from where he was doing something at the far end of the room. He shrugged as he walked toward her. “They needed a neutral location to meet and I had already built this area for storage. I thought I might do some whiskey distilling at some point. But I realized it’d make kind of a nice clubhouse, so that’s what I did.”

      “A clubhouse.”

      “Yep.”

      “For a group of grown men.”

      “And women.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That makes it all better. Thanks for the clarification.”

      He sighed. “Okay, perhaps I thought it was cool having a secret place. And maybe, just maybe, it’s also a safe room in case everything goes to hell.”

      Cali frowned. “And why would you need one of those?”

      Zeb shook his head. “I haven’t always been a bartender, girl. And I’m well aware of the dangers that are present out in the allegedly civilized city we live in.”

      Of course, she immediately wanted to continue that line of questioning in the worst way, but a portal opened and terminated the conversation. Malonne stepped through, his wounds from the battle healed. He greeted her first, then Zeb, and moved directly to the casks with a glass in hand. The other council members arrived one by one and before too long, everyone was in a seat except for Cali, who stood behind the one her boss selected.

      The gathering turned expectantly toward the wizard, and he smiled at her. “Caliste, thank you for coming.”

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for inviting me to your clubhouse,” she quipped.

      Silence hung for a long moment before the witch beside him began to laugh and soon, most of the others at the table joined her. Vizidus only grinned but didn’t seem offended in the least. “You, also, are welcome. I assume you know everyone at the table?”

      She nodded. “Not necessarily in person, but Zeb has told me about you all.”

      Delia chuckled. “Hopefully, only good things.”

      Cali raised an eyebrow. “About the others, sure, but about you, well, uh…yeah.”

      “I like this one.” The witch laughed. “She has fire.”

      She sent a mental message to the Draksa, who hid beneath a veil and behind some boxes in the basement. “Indeed I do.” He returned amusement to her. Out loud, she said, “I try. Zeb loves it.”

      More laughter greeted that until Vizidus rapped his knuckles on the table. “All amusing wordplay aside, we are here for a reason, so let’s get to it. Delia, please begin.”

      The witch nodded. “Caliste, do you know anything about what the hell caused the chaos at the docks the other day?”

      She laughed at the directness of her question. “Call me Cali, everyone, please. And I don’t have any more information than you do, except that it came from New Atlantis and had a seriously bad attitude.”

      “How did you know how to defeat it?” the Kilomea asked.

      Cali shook her head. “I didn’t. Your people were the first to hurt it when they stabbed it with the spear. That gave me the thought that maybe only enchanted weapons could damage its skin and that it was somehow spell-proof. Although Fyre’s claws apparently count too.”

      Scoppic smiled at her. “I wasn’t there, but I did see the recording that the news station played. Your companion was magnificent.” Zeb had dutifully informed the council about the Draksa when the creature had adopted her and had told her that he’d done so some time later.

      “He was. He always is. Thank you for saying so.”

      Malonne asked, “Is there really nothing more you can share about what’s going on since you seem to be at the center of it all?”

      Zeb replied for her. “You’ve all heard the reports I’ve shared. We haven’t held anything back. What are you getting at, exactly?”

      Invel sighed. “What a couple of my colleagues are wondering is if Caliste isn’t somehow more than she has revealed to us. Why has the Atlantean gang targeted her? Why is this city suddenly so important that it’s worth sending a horrific creature to attack it? There seems to be a storm of unexpected events and they swirl around as if drawn to her.”

      Cali laughed, but it was helplessness rather than humor. “I really, really wish I knew but I don’t. Perhaps if I survive the next battle, I’ll ask them.”

      Scoppic spoke out of turn, as she understood the rules, which seemed to shock the whole table. “You could do that, in fact. I had a little free time, so I did some research about the trials. The victor may request a boon, and if it is within the defeated champion’s ability to give it, they are obligated to do so. If the champion cannot, the person the champion represents shares an identical obligation. It doesn’t go beyond that, but if the gang’s secondary leader is attending, you might be able to turn that to your advantage.”

      Zeb bristled in front of her, apparently offended that the council would question her in the way they had. She imagined she should be equally upset, but it really didn’t bother her. They did the best they could to make sense of the situation, exactly like she did. She patted her boss on the shoulder and smiled at the seated gnome. “That’s good to know. Thank you so much for doing that. I deeply appreciate it.”

      “So,” Vizidus said, “do we have anything more for Cali?” No one responded, and he nodded and looked at her. “Thank you for joining us and for being such a valuable friend to the citizens of New Orleans. The members of this council applaud your efforts.”

      Yeah, you’re merely not willing to put your necks on the line to help with them. She sighed. Quit being petty, Cali. You’d do the same if you were them. “I appreciate that. Good night to you all.”

      She left without a backward glance and chose not to give away any of her dignity by saying something snippy. Fyre stared past her as she walked toward the stairs, his glare at the people in the room communicating all the things she held inside. When they reached the top, they portaled to her apartment. She patted him on his side. “People. Am I right?”

      He gave his weird laugh. “Idiots, more like.”

      “It takes all kinds.” She grinned.

      The Draksa shook his head as he followed her into the bedroom. “It really doesn’t. Next time, let me eat one of them. It’ll send a message.”

      Cali pulled her jeans and shirt off and crawled under the covers, and he jumped up beside her and curled on top of the blanket. “So, which would you choose?”

      He tilted his head to the side in consideration, then answered, “Malonne. He’s one irritating Light Elf.”

      She laughed and burrowed deeper into the covers to think about what she might ask the Atlanteans when she kicked their asses next time.
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      Usha reclined on the comfortable couch in her office, leaned her head back, and stared at the ceiling. Even that had been repainted to try to remove the mental stain of it all after the violation of the space by Caliste Leblanc and her associates. Still, it hung in the air like a fine mist she would sometimes catch glittering in the corner of her vision.

      Danna was talking. She had done so for several minutes, sharing details on the successful rollout of their highly addictive drugs to both the human and magical communities. The Empress had charged the gang leader with taking the city by whatever means necessary, and she was determined to do exactly that. If it required the deaths of a large portion of the population, well, they could import indentured workers instead of using drug-addicted people as their labor force.

      Her ruler hadn’t explained the reasons behind her desire for the city, of course. Things didn’t work that way. It was merely, “Usha, I need it. Make it happen.” Nothing more was required. And if she died in the process, the leader of the Atlantean gang in New Orleans would count herself lucky to have served. Hopefully, Danna feels the same way about me. It seems like she does. She tilted her head and looked at her second in command.

      The woman had a glow about her lately. It appears that increased authority is good for her. She was in an even more perfectly cut suit than usual, a product of a new store she’d enthused about a week before. The gang took a smaller piece of the man’s business in exchange for free clothes and services, and it appeared to work out quite well for her subordinate. It was a charcoal pinstripe that fell flawlessly over her crossed legs. Her shirt was the deepest black, and the tie atop it a shimmering blue.

      Danna stopped speaking with a smile. “Why are you staring at me that way? I feel like I’m about to become lunch for a shark.”

      Usha laughed. “Well, I am hungry. But I was admiring your suit. Is it from Raynauld’s?”

      The other woman grinned widely. “Yes, isn’t it fantastic? It’s the best acquisition we’ve ever made, aside from our scientists.” Her expression faltered somewhat. “Speaking of scientists, did you hear any more about the thing at the docks?”

      It was a good choice of phrasing—the thing like the activity, or the thing like the giant sea monster that had attempted to wreak havoc in her city. They’d received notice a few days before the event that something big was in the works and a warning only minutes before the attack itself. The Empress had ordered them to stay out of the battle without any explanation and of course, she had obeyed. If given her own choice, she would have watched with glee while the creature eliminated her foes, then called for her people to destroy it when they were all dead. There really isn’t much point in ruling a broken city if other options are available.

      She nodded. “I communed with the Empress after the incident. A challenger to her rule has arisen in New Atlantis. The family is undergoing the trials now but apparently, has chosen not to limit themselves to the formal structure. Of course, they’re working secretly enough to not appear to break the rules. The Kraken was developed by one of the Empress’s scientists, a product of both magic and technology. That person was found dead and their research stolen in the days before the attack.”

      Danna nodded. “Hence the warning.”

      “Exactly. The upstarts apparently had sufficient riches, power, influence, friends, or all of the above to replicate his work and send the creature. Of course, they deny everything and until we can reliably make the dead speak, there is no way to be certain enough to halt the process.”

      “The process is archaic. We would be rid of Leblanc if not for that.”

      The leader shrugged. They’d had this discussion before and she didn’t fault her subordinate for speaking her mind in private as long as she dutifully followed the rules. “It is what it is. Changing it would demand unanimity among the nine families, and such a thing is impossible.” Since those ruling clans had set the laws down generations before, not once had there been enough agreement to change them. It would require a ruler who was willing to release a portion of their power and authority. The very things that allowed them to reach that position inevitably made them unwilling to part with the fruits of their labors.

      Her second sighed, stood, and crossed to the small bar table that stood in the corner. She poured two glasses of rum, carried them back, and handed one over before she sank into the cushions again. Her boss nodded her thanks, and she gave a half-smile. “When you are the Empress, perhaps things will change.”

      Usha barked a laugh filled with frustration. “As if someone not of the families could be acknowledged as ruler. While it’s possible within the laws, the odds are beyond small. No, I think I will have to be content with the role of the Empress’s strong right hand. Fortunately, I can live with that, especially if it gives me the chance to make life difficult for the nine.” Her hatred of the noble families was not because of anything they’d done to her but simply for their uselessness. When power was handed from one generation to the next, the worthiness of those who held that power decreased exponentially. Such things should be earned, not given.

      Danna swirled the liquid in her glass with a worried look on her face. “Do you think we have more to fear from whoever sent the Kraken?”

      “I don’t think we have anything to fear from them or anyone else,” she snapped before she softened her tone and continued. “I see two possibilities. First, they attempted to weaken the Empress in the eyes of the other eight by stealing the knowledge and then by putting it to use in a place she has claimed as her own. The creature’s destination was certainly not randomly selected.” Her second in command nodded. “Second, they are indifferent to the way the Empress is viewed and they actively wish to claim the city for themselves. If so, that should concern us but not instill fear.” She wanted to drive the poor word choice home. It was imperative to keep the proper perspectives on everything and any challenge was simply something to overcome rather than be afraid of.

      “And which of these options makes more sense to you?”

      She drank the rest of the rum she’d been sipping and set the glass precariously on the padded arm of the couch. “I dislike both. The first is cowardly and the second a threat to our interests. If I was forced to choose, I would guess it was simply a play to weaken the image of the Empress because I can’t imagine any of the nine summoning the initiative for anything more.” She clapped her hands on her thighs and stood. “Fortunately, we don’t need to choose. We’ll plan for the worst-case and hope for the best. Let’s head upstairs and see what’s happening.”

      The office was heavily soundproofed, and the raucous music from the main part of the club hit her like a crashing wave as soon as she stepped outside. A local blues band was playing tonight and they laid down a serious groove. She crossed to the bar and took a seat, and her second slid onto the stool beside her. The bartender delivered a tumbler of dark rum to each of them with a stick of fresh fruit as a garnish. She lifted it and pulled a cube of papaya from the end while she surveyed the crowd.

      Even without the money from all their illicit activities, the nightclub itself would probably make a profit. It was impossible, at this point, to separate the income streams and the books were entirely fabricated by a team of talented financial liars. But the audience loved the music and the clientele cut across gang lines. While not at all neutral territory since the Atlanteans owned it, the normal conflicts were left at the door. Any outbreaks of violence were squashed quickly and decisively. She watched without speaking for the duration of a song and let the hoarse words and the inspired jam session flow over her.

      Usha bent her head to Danna and resumed their previous conversation. “If someone wanted to make a move on our interests in the city, they would have to come at us sideways and catch us by surprise. Otherwise, there’s no way we’d fail to notice them infiltrating the streets. Of course, they might be able to portal a small army in, but we could fade and wait them out. No, it would have to be something else.”

      Her subordinate laughed. “There’s enough room there for it to be almost anything.”

      She nodded. “True, which is why we’ll need to be on our toes. Let’s pull some of the weakest folks off the distribution team.” They’d kept a much larger than normal presence around the drug trade to protect it from further Zatora attacks. And those human bastards will get theirs soon enough. “Position them throughout the city as lookouts. They must report anything out of the ordinary—cops, Zatoras, other magicals, and especially new Atlanteans in town. Oh, and the damned Leblanc girl and her friends. Choose three or four trusted people to rotate as a destination for the information. If something seems worthwhile, they can bring it to you.”

      “I could simply have the watchers contact me directly,” Danna countered.

      The leader shook her head. “You’re too valuable to waste on that task. Others of less competence can handle it. Besides, you need to sleep sometime, right?” She ran surveillance on her second in command from time to time because it was prudent to do so, the same way that Danna did with those most valuable to her and so on down the line. As near as she could tell, the other woman worked and slept and did very little else. She reminds me of me on my way up.

      Her subordinate grinned. “Sleep is overrated.”

      The words summoned a wave of weariness that reminded her she was tired and had in fact been up for almost thirty-six hours dealing with the aftermath of the event that mangled the docks. She could use a rest herself. “You young people with so much energy. I’m off to bed.”

      The woman nodded. “I’ll get the watchers out tonight.”

      “Excellent.” She stood and put a hand on her shoulder. “You are a gem, and I don’t know what I would do without you. I’m glad we’re a team.” Tears threatened, and she held them in check with an act of will. I’m too tired and getting maudlin. She turned and strode quickly to the office to portal home.
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        * * *

      

      Danna Cudon watched her go and finished the chunks of fruit on her skewer before she drained the rest of her glass. She wasn’t sure what the damn Kraken attack actually meant for them but was determined to find out. Things were best when they were predictable and controlled, at least where work was concerned.

      She thought of the romantic interest in her life and laughed at the name he’d given to Grisham. Ozahl. Seriously. Who would believe that nonsense? With a shake of her head, she summoned her magic and used it to push her tiredness away and to fill her muscles with energy. It would take hours to set up the network Usha wanted and hours more to speak in person with those who would report directly to her in spite of her superior’s admonition against it.

      Knowledge is power, but only if you have it before your competition does. And here in New Orleans, everyone is my competition.
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      Cali gazed at the structure ahead of her with a frown. It was a 1601 commercial address, the second one she and Fyre had visited that day. The first had been a twelve-story building with offices above a coffee shop on the ground floor, and they’d agreed it was unlikely to be their target.

      She’d tried the key on the entry doors anyway but it hadn’t even come close to fitting. This address seemed more likely to be their destination. It was one of a cluster of two-story warehouse buildings and appeared vacant. Better still, a large padlock secured the front doors, one that might even be large enough to accommodate the oversized key in her hand.

      “Go on up,” she said, and the Draksa elevated with strong beats of his expansive wings. He disappeared from view, although she could see the shimmer of his veil. They’d concluded that it was her other senses keeping track of him that allowed her to isolate the visual cue as well, which had been reassuring. She’d hate to think the telltale was visible to others.

      He circled several times before he returned to land beside her. “It’s all clear. There is not a soul around.”

      “Does that seem normal?”

      His snout lowered and rose in a nod. “Yes. This seems like a very lightly traveled site. There aren’t many tire tracks or footprints so maybe it’s all abandoned.”

      That’s a good sign maybe. Who the hell knows? She sighed. “Okay, the moment of truth.” She strode forward and lifted the lock. The key slid in, and she had an instant of elation before it failed to turn. “Damn it to hell,” she shouted at the top of her lungs, then yanked the key out. In a calmer voice, she observed, “The lock could be damaged. It wouldn’t hurt to check inside.”

      “Sure, it’s only breaking and entering, not one of the bigger crimes. Should I give Detective Barton a call now to save time?”

      “Funny stuff, scale face. Don’t quit your day job.” She raised her hand and blasted the chain with a force bolt that shattered several links. “Oh, look, it’s open.”

      The Draksa rolled his eyes, which was an impressive sight given their larger than expected size. Cali pulled the door open only far enough to slide inside and pushed down on the hope that threatened to fill her. Unfortunately, the interior was boring—an empty warehouse with debris and a few broken pallets scattered on the floor.

      “Take a look around for me, will you?” The dragon lizard slithered away, and she cast about with every magical sense she had in search of anything that might be hidden or any clue at all. With a sigh, she announced, “There’s nothing, right?”

      “Exactly,” he called in response.

      With another sigh, she gestured toward the door and led the way out onto the street. She scowled at the lock. “Why even bother to secure the building if it’s empty? Idiots.” Logic wasn’t welcome in her mind at the moment, and when it tried to suggest that valid reasons existed, she pushed the thought away.

      She sat on the curb and held the key in front of her eyes. “Why do you suck so much? What are you for? Reveal your secrets, you stupid damned hunk of metal.” It didn’t seem to feel the need to obey her command and remained inert.

      Fyre poked her with her nose. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but your parents were magicals, right?”

      “Yes. So?”

      “Well, if two magical people left a hidden message for another magical person, don’t you think they might, maybe, just possibly, use magic?”

      Cali lowered her head in amazement at her own stupidity. Her gaze focused on the ground, she said, “To be fair, both Emalia and likely Scoppic or Invel examined it magically.”

      “But they aren’t you.”

      She moved her gaze to the object in her hands. Don’t crush my hopes, you bastard key. Not again. Of course, she didn’t know how to create the result she wanted or even where to start. An image of her parents floated into her mind, and she caught it and focused on it. She relaxed her hold on her power and willed for it to tell her something about the key.

      Magic swelled within her, and the object glowed in her hand. She thought for a second she would receive a clue, but it faded into its scraped and dull sheen. Her spirit cracked at the sight, and she closed her eyes against the tears that had begun to form.

      “Look again,” Fyre said with a note of excitement in his voice.

      She opened her eyes and saw a symbol in the circle made by the etched zero. She scrabbled for her phone and magnified the image to discover that it was a small compass, almost exactly like the one on the necklace she wore. Her mind whirled for a moment before an idea materialized. She snapped a picture of the design and dropped it into a reverse image search.

      Compasses galore filled the results so she tried again and this time, limited the search with the numbers 1601. Only one result was returned, and she grinned. “They were clever people, my parents.” It wasn’t an address. Staring at her from the screen was the image of a mausoleum in Cemetery Number One, with no names or markings and its only notable feature a marble statue of an angel mounted over the door. It held a scroll with the etched numbers she sought. She turned to Fyre with a grin. “Damn, you’re good.”

      “I know, right?”

      She stood and brushed the seat of her jeans off. “Let’s go get ready for this. We’ll sneak in after dark.”
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        * * *

      

      Entering the cemetery was far easier this time than it had been on her previous visit. Cali used a force blast to propel herself over the wall when the coast was clear of witnesses and another to cushion her landing. Despite spending a good portion of the day searching the Internet and looking at all the pictures of the area she could find, she hadn’t been able to pinpoint exactly where their target destination was located.

      Fyre led the way since his heightened senses would provide an early warning if any predators—animals or humans—awaited them. The graveyard appeared to be deserted except for them, and it took only ten minutes of searching to find the mausoleum. She blew her breath out in relief. “I was sure this would be harder than it seemed. Let’s see what my parents left for us.”

      But, after she’d circled the entire building with a growing sense of dismay, she was forced to acknowledge that nothing was ever easy, including legacies. She put her hands on her hips and looked at her companion. “So, there’s no keyhole. Do you have any ideas?”

      The Draksa sat and regarded the structure for some time without speaking. Finally, he stood and walked in a circle, looking outward. When she was about to yell at him for being an enigmatic jerk, he deigned to speak. “I can sense something magical going on here. Well, not actually magical. More like potentially magical. Does that make sense?”

      She frowned. “Like a trap?”

      He paced around one more time. “No, I don’t think a trap. Usually, that has a more negative, doom-like feel. This is more like something’s waiting.”

      “For a trigger. To explode.”

      The Draksa snorted, amused. “For a trigger, sure. To explode, probably not. I think your parents left you a puzzle.”

      Cali sighed and looked at the sky. “Seriously, you guys? I hope you’re enjoying all this.” She stalked forward to examine the mausoleum more closely. A rounded protrusion jutted from the center of the doors where she’d expect a lock to be, but it was seamless. She placed her hands on it and willed it to open as she allowed her power to flow out, but nothing happened. “Dang it. Of course that would be too easy. Okay, walk the path of where you feel the magic.”

      She watched as he paced an almost perfect diamond shape with the mausoleum on one point, two low headstones at the sides, and a tall marker with a spire at the far end. Her heart beat a little faster as she crossed to examine the markers. Each had unfamiliar names and birth and death years carved into the stone. They didn’t seem to have anything in common, and by the conclusion of her second circuit, the anger had begun to hammer in her temples.

      The emotion really didn’t help so she forced herself to calm. Perhaps the puzzle was simple and meant to keep people without the key from entering. So, if the key is the key, what could it mean? She held it out and looked at it, hoping for a clue, but it gave her nothing.

      Fyre stared at one of the low markers and interrupted her thoughts. “These stones each have a six, a zero, and two ones on them. Not together or in order, but present.”

      “I’ll try pushing on them.” She moved to each one and traced her fingers over them, but that didn’t work either. Frustration was rising again, momentarily held back by his discovery, and she forced herself to focus through it. I wonder if there’s a spell to make myself stop freaking out so much. That would be helpful. “Okay, let’s put a little magic on the stones.” She repeated what she’d done with the key, but while she felt a resonance from them, no revelation occurred.  “What am I missing, Fyre?”

      His voice was thoughtful. “How about you stand at the mausoleum and try the magic on the key again?” She shrugged and did as he asked. Again, the symbol appeared, and although she felt a stronger resonance, nothing in front of her changed. The Draksa, though, broke out into happy laughter. She whirled on him and snapped, “What?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You might want to take it down a notch. I’ll wait.” His superior tone was irritating but there was truth to his words.

      “Okay. I’m good. Sorry.”

      “Turn and cast that spell again.”

      Cali obeyed, and as the resonance fluttered through her, a compass appeared on the ground. The north icon faced the stone to her left, even though that wasn’t north. “Uh, okay.” She moved toward it and the image vanished. “Damn. Wait. I got this.” This time, she stuck the spell into a corner of her brain after she cast it so it wouldn’t vanish when she did other things.

      When she reached the stone, she knelt and whispered, “Please.” She touched the first number one and outlined it with her finger. It started to glow. The compass beneath her—which now seemed to be part of the ground—spun to face the opposite way. She crossed to it and held her breath as she traced a six. The compass turned to the spire, and she hurried forward and caressed the zero.

      It spun again and stopped with its point leading to the mausoleum. The first three numbers carved in the angel’s scroll glowed. The image beneath her feet moved and coalesced into the center circle, which then floated toward the last digit. When it reached it, a click sounded and the protrusion on the door vanished to reveal a keyhole.

      Cali stepped forward in a daze and inserted the key, which turned easily.

      Fyre leaned into her and she looked at her friend and partner. “Are you ready for this?”

      He nodded, and replied, “I think the more important question is whether you are ready for this.”

      She swallowed the lump that was stuck in her throat. “No. I don’t think I could ever be. But that won’t stop me. Let’s do it.” She pushed on the door and it swung open into the darkness.
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      Based on the size of the mausoleum, Cali had expected to find a small room on the opposite side of the barrier separating her from the secrets her parents had left. But, like so many things about her life lately, her expectations in the matter turned out to have very little to do with reality. Beyond the entrance, stairs led into the darkness, as wide as the double entry in the front wall of the structure.

      She looked at Fyre. “Well. That’s not at all like a horror movie. How about you go first and do a little recon? Let me know what you find.”

      He snorted at the joke. “How about not?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be tough?” She sighed. “Fine, scaredy-Draksa, we’ll go together.” Her babble was merely a way to avoid heading into the dark. She wasn’t sure if she was eager or terrified as it seemed to change from one millisecond to the next. With a sigh, she closed the main doors. While the moonlight outside had been bright enough to see well in, this descent required something more. She retrieved the small flashlight she’d shoved in the pocket of her jacket and flicked it on.

      The stairs continued beyond the light’s ability to illuminate them, although a hint of a wall showed at the bottom, possibly marking a turn of some kind. She released an unfocused version of the spell she’d used on the key and it returned a vague sense of magic around her. “Fyre, do you sense anything?”

      There was a pause before he replied. “There is magic everywhere. It’s too amorphous to identify specifics, although it’s all around. In the walls, in the stairs, and in the doors, obviously.”

      “What do you think that means?”

      “That you’d better be careful and keep an eye out since you’ll go first.”

      She groaned. “Ha, ha, ha, funny dragon lizard.” He’d made no move to step behind her, so she knew it was merely a taunt. “Let’s go together.” She stepped carefully down the first step, ready to retreat out of the building if something happened, but nothing did. By the third step, she no longer leaned back and by the fifth, she had increased her speed.

      Seven turned out to be an unlucky number. When her foot settled on that one, it collapsed into a pit and took steps eight, nine, and ten along with it. She screamed, flailed, and managed to catch the lip of the hole for an instant before she lost her grasp and fell. Something slapped her in the face, and she instinctively caught hold of it. She hung from Fyre’s tail as she gasped for breath and hoped her heart wouldn’t explode.

      When she regained her senses, she asked softly, “Will you pull me up or must I climb?”

      “Climb.” He sounded like he was under strain. Cali pulled herself up, clutching around his tail until her arms and shoulders screamed in pain, and finally made it to solid ground. She collapsed beside him and saw that his claws had dug into the stone of the stairs. “Damn. Thanks. I guess I panicked. I probably could have used force magic to come up.”

      He moved beside her and gave a short laugh. “Maybe not. Take a look.”

      She sat and stretched on her stomach to gaze into the pit. At the bottom, her flashlight illuminated a series of wicked spikes that she estimated at four feet tall—all iron and barbed. And, hell, probably rusty and poisoned too. “Geez. What the what, Mom and Dad?”

      Fyre’s snout moved side to side. “Yeah. This is more than I thought we would find.”

      “Right? I thought some gifts, maybe a codebook so we could read the journal, and possibly a treasure horde. But evil death pits hadn’t really entered my mental picture.”

      “It would probably be good to consider this enemy territory until we discover what’s going on.”

      Cali nodded in agreement. “Yeah.” She remembered the opening scene of Raiders of the Lost Ark with a twist in her stomach. Pushing that thought aside, she sent a command to her bracelets to transform them into sticks, then clapped the ends together and willed them to join into a jo staff. “Okay, so…you jump over the pit and make sure the other side is solid since you can fly. I’ll come after you and use this to test farther ahead.”

      He cleared the opening with ease and she followed with a little more effort. They resumed their descent while she prodded each step before them with the stick. Privately, she had already decided that whoever had created the trap wasn’t likely to repeat themselves but then she second-guessed that idea. Wouldn’t it be more clever to do it again? She shut that train of thought down before it could get her too twisted up.

      The next defense turned out to be a rain of spikes that traveled with the force of arrows from the ceiling above. She’d triggered it with her staff so they were safely out of the barrage. The metal projectiles clanged as they bounced down the stairs ahead of them and into the wall she’d seen earlier. Cali sighed. “Dang, they’re really serious about the security stuff, aren’t they?”

      “I wonder what’s down here that needs so much protection.”

      “I’ve wondered the same thing. Do you think it’s actually a treasure of some kind? Honestly, what else warrants these kinds of safeguards?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it was so important to hide it that they went underground with all the magical challenges that involves. We’re probably surrounded by mud and water at this point.”

      Codebook. My kingdom for a codebook. “Well, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s keep moving.” They navigated a couple more physical traps before they reached their first magical one. Fyre sensed it as they approached, which was the only thing that kept her from accidentally triggering it. Tripwires were set at ankle, knee, and chest heights and obscured from view by a veil. Only after he’d assured her they existed was she able to detect the incredibly subtle shimmer of the illusion. She could see no way through them and no obvious means to deactivate them.

      She sighed. “We’ll have to portal to the other side.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” the Draksa countered. “Portal blockers exist and maybe even redirectors. Plus, it’s always dangerous to teleport somewhere you haven’t been.”

      “I’m only going over there.” She pointed. “I can see it from here. There’s no risk.”

      “There’s always a risk.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      He paused for a second before answering. “No.”

      Cali nodded decisively. “So. Shut up, then.” She gestured with her arms and summoned a portal to connect the place where she stood to a position several feet away on the other side of the wires. Ignoring the voice that told her how stupid the plan was, she rolled her neck, took a deep breath, and thrust through.

      She landed cleanly where she wanted to be and waved at Fyre. He followed her with a grumble and she let the rift fall. They continued until finally, they reached a door. It was metal, solid, and big enough for two people to enter simultaneously. A shelf protruded beside it, and the top surface was a handprint.

      The Draksa rose on his hind legs to examine it, then lowered himself again. “That’s subtle. I think—and don’t quote me on this because I might be wrong—you’re supposed to put your hand in there.”

      “When did you become such a cynic?”

      “You must have rubbed off on me.”

      “Ooh, good one. So, what do you think will happen when I do it?”

      “Only awesome things, I’m sure.”

      “Seriously, lighten up, dude.” She bumped him with her leg. He grumbled again and didn’t reply. Maybe the constant danger is getting to him. It’s sure as hell getting to me. She considered simply walking away, but it was her parents who had set her on the path that brought her there, as convoluted as it was, and that required her to see it through to the end.

      She placed her hand in the receptacle. A faint glow emanated from it, then grew in intensity. Finally, a sharp stab lanced into her index finger and she pulled it back with a yelp to see a drop of blood. The needle descended into the small hole it had come from. Cali frowned and muttered, “Great. Now I need to find out when my last tetanus shot was.”

      Fyre sounded more like himself when he replied, “Oh, I don’t know. You having lockjaw might be nice. Let it slide.”

      The door shifted sideways to provide them access to the room beyond. Lights flickered on overhead with a slight hum and their fluorescent bulbs cast everything in a slightly otherworldly harsh light. She walked through the opening with Fyre at her side.

      The first thing she noticed was the mosaic on the floor. It was a representation of the compass symbol she’d seen on the key and that she wore around her neck but done in tile and precious stones. The room was square, and the compass points touched the middle of each side. The door they’d come through was indicated by the southern point. She stood on the image and for a moment and thought it might cause a reaction, but nothing happened.

      The next thing to catch her eye was the opposite wall. It was about twenty feet long and most of it was covered with pictures, newspaper clippings, printouts, colored strings, pins, and handwritten notes. She walked toward it with a complete lack of understanding. Why would my parents have led me here? Whose place is this? Some kind of police zone? When she drew closer, she saw that all the items related to the city’s gangs, primarily the magical ones although images of Zatora figures were present as well. She recognized a younger Rion Grisham in one of the photos and scowled.

      “Cali, look here,” Fyre said, and she turned to the wall indicated by the west pointer. It had a large desk full of notebooks and papers. She picked up the first one she came to and growled in frustration.

      “It’s the same damn code. I recognize it but I can’t read it. Where the hell did they get all this?” She sifted through the items on the dented metal surface but found nothing that provided any ideas at all about what was going on. Pressure had begun to build in her brain and a small voice screamed about how unfair it was that the resolution of one mystery had led to more.

      Finally, she turned and walked the axis of the room to reach the last wall. It was entirely covered by lockers several feet taller than her. They looked like the versions found in a gym, about twice as wide as the ones she’d used in school back in the day. Ten stood in a row, and she realized that she was absolutely afraid to open them. Still, not doing so could never be an option. With a deep breath, she pulled on the first handle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “And that’s when I found them,” Cali exclaimed and almost bounced in her seat due to a complete inability to contain herself. “I couldn’t believe it.”

      Tanyith and Zeb both performed the calm down gesture this time, but she was unable to obey. The discoveries she’d made in what she now thought of as her parents’ secret lair were too exciting. After looking through it all once, she’d portaled directly to the tavern and apologized to Zeb for calling off.  Waiting for the last customers to leave had been difficult but finally, everyone was gone except the three of them and Fyre, and she’d launched into the tale.

      “Take a breath,” the man said, “then tell us what you found. Honestly, you are the most annoying storyteller ever.” The Draksa snorted his agreement from behind the bar. Her boss pushed a soft cider into her hands, and she drank greedily before she resumed her description of the evening.

      “So, the first two lockers had black uniform-like outfits in them—jacket, shirt, pants, and boots. Clearly, one belonged to my mother and one to my father because one was my size and I’m about her size, and the other was bigger. They also had the compass symbol on them in several places but hidden under Velcro patches. They looked brand-new.”

      Tanyith replied, “That’s unexpected. What else did you find?”

      “The third and fourth lockers were filled with shelves holding all kinds of different things. Healing and energy potions. Electronic equipment I didn’t recognize. Big zip ties like the police use. And a couple of black motorcycle helmets with tinted faceplates.”

      Zeb shook his head. “This gets weirder and weirder. We need to check those potions before you even think about using them, though.”

      Cali nodded. “I can take you both there later if you want to go. I made sure I knew the place well enough to portal back.”

      “Field trip,” Tanyith quipped. “Nice. How about tomorrow morning?”

      The dwarf shrugged but she could tell he was intrigued. “That sounds good.”

      “Can I continue now? Are you done talking? Good.” She hadn’t even reached the best part yet. “The fifth and sixth lockers held pieces of metal similar to the sword fragment they left me. Some seemed smaller like they might be from knives based on the size of the etchings in them.”

      The man frowned. “So do you think your parents were actively collecting those things?”

      “Totally, yes. It explains so much if they were. Maybe they got in someone’s way while they were doing it.” The realization hit her in the face like a roundhouse punch, and her voice became a low growl. “Maybe they got in the way of the Atlantean gang. We know they have one of the sword pieces.” She turned fiery eyes to him. “Was the fragment there when you were part of them?”

      “No. I would have known if it was. It’s possible that it could have arrived toward the end, when I was already being ignored and pushed out, but we definitely didn’t have it for most of my time there.”

      She caught the reins of her suspicion and pulled back hard. “Okay. That makes sense. Sorry.” He nodded and she returned to relating what she’d found. “Seven had only a large sheath for a sword. It had etchings similar to the ones on the blade they left me, but not the same. I checked the picture against it and they didn’t match.”

      “Eight held what I can only call spy stuff. Fancy binoculars, what looked like little listening devices and receivers, and a variety of other things I couldn’t even make a guess at.”

      Tanyith drummed his fingers on the bar. “What the hell were your parents up to? This sounds like much more than merely collecting artifact pieces.”

      Cali sighed at the interruption. “I agree with you, but I have absolutely no idea. After I saw the lockers, I deduced that everything on the wall must have been about tracking the fragments. Maybe it wasn’t? Maybe they had more than one thing they were working on? I honestly don’t know.”

      “Yeah. There are a ton of questions in need of answers at this point, that’s for sure.”

      “Wait until you hear about the last two lockers.” This was the part she couldn’t wrap her mind around at all. She had the feeling it would strike at some inopportune moment and overwhelm her to the point of shut-down but so far, she was doing okay. “The ninth one was empty except for a nameplate on the shelf separating the tall bottom section from the top. Etched into it was Caliste Leblanc.”

      Zeb’s eyes widened. “So, they assumed you would join them when you were old enough, I guess?”

      She shrugged. “That was my thought too. It seems like the most likely explanation, doesn’t it?”

      Tanyith nodded. “It does. What about the last one?”

      “Another empty locker. Another nameplate, identical to the first except for what was engraved on it.” They stared at her, waiting, while she mastered herself enough to speak. “Atreo Leblanc.” She paused, then forced herself to say it. “It appears I have a brother.”
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        * * *

      

      It had taken her almost a quarter of an hour to pull herself together after saying the words out loud. She didn’t know where the certainty that the last nameplate was her sibling came from, but when she saw it, she simply knew in her blood and bones and soul and mind. Cali stared at herself in the mirror of the tavern’s ladies’ room and deeply troubled eyes looked back. She choked out a single laugh. Yeah, you and me both, sister. You look how I feel.

      She returned to the bar to find the men deep in conversation and slid onto the stool without interrupting. Tanyith said, “It shouldn’t be that hard to get to the bottom of it. There have to be records.”

      Zeb shook his head. “If there are, they’re probably in New Atlantis.”

      “I could ask Kendra.”

      “So it’s Kendra, is it?” she interjected. “What will you ask her? Out on a date?” Without her normal good humor behind it, the jest fell flat.

      “To look into you and your parents and see if there’s any information to be had on this mysterious name in the locker.”

      Her boss folded his arms, clearly against the idea. “Cali needs less attention from the police, not more. I like the detective but we can’t afford to trust her. Not with this. No, we’ll have to do that work ourselves.”

      Tanyith shrugged and looked at her. “What do you think?”

      “I’ll go with Zeb on this one. I’d prefer to see what we can find on our own before we take it beyond the four of us.” From his place behind the bar, Fyre snorted in approval of being included. “Well, five, since I’ll ask Emalia. I can’t imagine that she would have held this back from me, though.”

      “She’s concealed other important things.” The frown on her partner’s face showed his reluctance to say anything that could be seen as negative about her great aunt.

      “True. But she wasn’t really a part of their lives until they came here, so whatever made this a secret might have been something that happened before. Either way, we’ll see.” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine my parents leaving their child behind for any reason.”

      Zeb’s voice was gruff. “I can think of one. He’s no longer alive.”

      Cali knew why he’d made the blunt statement. The dwarf was a consistent proponent of the Band-Aid approach—yank it off fast and make it hurt because drawing it out would cause it to hurt so much more. She nodded. “It’s possible. But even then, I have to know.”

      “Of course you do. And we have to help you find out.”

      Tanyith sighed. “Okay, no Barton. Maybe Emalia will have something. I can check the library to see if there are any genealogies. It’s a super-long shot but sometimes, the Hail Mary pass gets caught, right?”

      The dwarf snorted. “Not by this year’s team.”

      She raised a hand. “We are not shifting from my potentially long-lost brother to talking about the Saints. No way, no how.” Her tension eased as they all laughed together but inside, she still felt wobbly like the ground beneath her was no longer as solid as it had been. She took a deep breath to center herself, then turned to face Tanyith. “So, I hear you have time on your hands now and then. How about I help you with your investigation and you try to find out what was going on with my parents? Maybe if I look into yours and you look into mine, fresh eyes will reveal things we’re too close to see.”

      He shrugged. “I couldn’t do much worse on my side of the equation. Aiden has apparently vanished from the face of the Earth and the more I hear about this Harry guy, the more I hope it isn’t him.”

      Cali nodded. “And the more I try to understand what my parents were up to, the more I get upset that they never told me. Maybe some distance will help us both.”

      “That sounds like a good arrangement,” Zeb agreed. “You should do it. However, you should do it somewhere else. I need to get some rest if we’re going to visit your new discovery tomorrow morning.”

      “You sleep?” She laughed. “I was sure you spent all your time here, walking around and talking to yourself.”

      He merely shook his head. “Go. Now. Both of you.”

      She was smiling as she headed to the basement to portal home, but the questions would not stop banging around her head. Why didn’t my parents tell me about Atreo, and where is he now?
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      They’d explored every corner and crevice of her parents’ secret lair but discovered nothing more than what she’d found before. When the others had left, she’d tried the uniform on and discovered that it fit almost perfectly. It was lightweight but conveyed a sense of solidness. The material was unfamiliar, and she intended to ask Nylotte to look at it as soon as she could.

      After that, she’d gone to speak with Emalia, who was as stunned as she had been at the discovery of the bunker and her presumed brother. That was her great aunt’s phrase—presumed brother. Cali had no doubts. She pressed the older woman a little but had no sense of deception. Which is good. If I discovered she was lying to me, I don’t know what I’d do. Probably fall to pieces.

      She needed to understand what her parents had been up to. Clearly, they had a passion, a mission, a crusade—something to explain all the weird things she’d found. If it was in her power to continue it, and if it was worthy of being continued—which it was, of course, because they had thought it was worth it—she would give it her all. The frustration at not knowing became almost overwhelming at times, and she’d spent considerable time that day with her arms wrapped around Frye while she tried to blank her mind. He seemed to know what she needed and hadn’t strayed more than a couple of feet from her.

      The ritual of serving the tavern’s Thursday night crowd took her mind off her bigger concerns and grounded her in the everyday annoyance of people whose belief in their own intelligence grew with every glass or bottle they emptied. Tonight, she was all about being involved with them and traded insults and arguments with all takers. Zeb’s watchful eye lingered on her but he didn’t tell her to stop so she indulged herself.

      By the time the evening was winding down, she felt more like herself than she had since the discovery of the key’s hidden secret. About two dozen people remained in the common room when the front door banged open and Tanyith rushed in, followed by Detective Barton. Her first inclination was to rush over and tease them for being together, but the expressions on their faces stopped her. He looked as angry as she’d ever seen him, and the woman wore what she thought of as her cop face—hard, unyielding, suspicious, and intense.

      She headed to the bar, where they were already speaking to Zeb. As she moved into earshot, the detective’s words sent a chill through her. “Yes, another gang or group or something.”

      Cali reached them and interrupted. “What’s going on?”

      Tanyith said, “We’ve had warning of an imminent attack—within the hour.”

      Adrenaline surged through her. “On us? Here?”

      Barton shook her head. “On the Zatoras.”

      She frowned. “Do we care about that now?”

      The detective sighed. “Yeah, we do, for two reasons. First, it’s a new player and we don’t know what they’re doing or why they’re doing it. We don’t even have a guess. Second, they intend to do it in public.”

      “What? Why?” she blurted. “How do you know?” Panic rocketed through her and Fyre stood with a growl behind the bar, apparently reacting to her emotional state. She pushed the emotion down but couldn’t banish it.

      “An informant near the Atlantean gang. A signal went up to pull all their people off the streets, and he was able to find out why. The local leader has a boss in New Atlantis, and word came down that another group from there will make a move here tonight. The group that’s already in town was expressly forbidden to get involved. It’s apparently something about the way politics works for them. Frankly, it sounds stupid.” You’re preaching to the choir on that one, sister. “But here’s the worst part. He said they’re the ones who sent the giant octopus.”

      Her mouth corrected, “Kraken,” without instruction from her brain as she considered the possibilities. She didn’t much care if a group of criminals attacked another one as long as they kept it between themselves. Maybe that makes me a bad person. If so, I’ll wear that. But if the public was at risk, they had a responsibility to act. “Okay. If we have to choose a side, it’s against the bastards who sent a freaking monster to destroy the city. What’s the plan?”

      “The police are going to do what they can,” Tanyith answered, “but there’s no way they will be able to watch everywhere. We need to fill the gaps.”

      Barton nodded. “I’ve already put the word out and we’re spinning up. But we can’t bring in the National Guard. It would cause a complete panic. So it’ll be patrol, SWAT, and the rest of us positioned on the streets. But the Zatora gang holds considerable territory, and we don’t have the numbers to cover it all. We need help.”

      “I’ll contact the council,” Zeb said. “They’ll want to secure their neighborhoods first but should be able to spread out from there.” He headed to the basement—apparently, he wanted to keep his secrets secret from the tavern’s clientele.

      Cali turned to the Draksa. “It’s time to get up top and look for trouble. If you find it, let me know.” She’d feel his emotion through the connection between them and she could always tell what direction he was in from wherever she was. Neither of them fully understood the reasons for this but accepted it happily. Tanyith opened the door for him, and he dashed through it.

      The detective nodded. “I have to go. Call me if you need help. Stay safe and thank you.”

      Honesty resonated in her words, so Cali skipped the sarcastic response she’d normally have made and stuck with a gentle tease, instead. “You stay safe, Detective.” Barton grinned like she’d heard the unsaid, “Because your boyfriend here would miss you,” and headed out the door.

      Tanyith leaned against the bar across from her. “So. This sucks.”

      “Yeah. It really does. When this is all said and done, we need to get a better understanding of what the hell is going on in New Atlantis.”

      “And we thought the local gang was trouble. Little did we know.”

      She laughed. “Right?” Her instincts—or her anxiety—prodded her to move. “You know, we’re not of any use in here. I’ll rush home and snag what I need. I can meet you here in ten, then let’s go hunting. Does that sound good?”

      “Perfect.” With scant regard for the public area he was in, he created a portal and vanished.

      Quickly, she turned to the tavern’s crowd. “Listen up, people. There’s trouble on the streets tonight. If you’re interested in helping your city and sober enough to manage it, get out there and protect the innocent citizens and tourists who might be caught in it. If you’re not, find someplace safe to hunker down.” She summoned her own portal and plunged through it to her apartment.

      Cali raced through her home to retrieve her full supply of healing and energy potions—two of each—and don the jacket Nylotte had given her. She had her bracelets and the charm necklace, as always. The idea of wearing the uniform she’d found in the lair had crossed her mind, but she’d rejected it since it was still untested and an unknown. But there is something there I might be able to use. I’m an idiot for not taking them sooner. She created another portal and hurried through into the center of the lair. The lights recognized her presence and kicked on as she ran to the lockers, pulled the zip ties out, and jammed them through two of her belt loops to keep her hands free. They were more than long enough to stay in place.

      Another portal landed her in the tavern basement. Zeb stood inside his secret room, talking to the air. She stared for a moment, wondered what magic he used or if he’d finally lost his mind, then turned and raced up the stairs. Tanyith waited at the top, wearing his Drow-provided jacket and a belt with sheaths for his sai. At the sight of her approach, he strode to the door and they exited together.

      “Where to?” he asked.

      She’d considered that question on the way over and had an answer ready. “We should move toward Jackson Square. It would be an unfortunate place for a battle, with Cafe du Monde right there plus all the bars and shops on Decatur, but if it’s a public place they’re after, that’s my best bet.”

      “Okay, that’s a good plan. Let’s move.”

      Cali chose basically the opposite route she would have taken at any other time. Normally, she tried to avoid the most heavily trafficked areas. Tonight, they needed to be among the people so they could react to trouble. It took a few blocks before the crowds began to thicken. Tourists with huge containers of one drink or another wandered through the streets and generally had a good time. Sometimes, she thought they were ridiculous but on this occasion, she saw them simply as folks trying to fill a few hours with pleasure and freedom. The idea that jerks from out of town—way out of town—decided it was okay to interfere with that pursuit filled her with righteous anger.

      She growled to release a little of the emotion. “I’m ready to bust heads. How about you?”

      Tanyith nodded in her peripheral vision. “I’d rather it was the Zatoras or the Atlantean gang, myself, but I guess sometimes, life doesn’t work out the way you want.”

      Her snort contained a thread of grim humor. “Maybe Grisham will be so thankful he’ll agree to leave town.” Tanyith laughed, but a wave of anger from Fyre distracted her. She’d constantly tracked his location, and he was a block ahead and another toward the river. “Fyre’s found something. It’s time to make a deposit in the Karma bank.” She accelerated into a run to find out what had upset the Draksa.
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      They rounded the corner with Cali a step ahead of Tanyith and they both froze for a moment when they immediately located what they had hoped to not find. People fled in panic from a battle that involved individuals with guns on one side and blasts of magic on the other. As one, they closed at a run while she cataloged the situation.

      There are five on the left. They are human so probably Zatora with pistols. The three on the right are magicals using shadow and fire. Already, a parked car one of the humans had hidden behind was aflame, and she hoped the gangster would have the sense to move away from it before it exploded.

      She sent a message to Fyre and told him to ice the vehicle before she turned her attention to the newcomers who launched a steady fusillade of magic at the gang members. They wore dark-blue clothes, similar enough to be a uniform but with notable differences. The tight pants and high boots were all the same, but one wore a coat that buttoned up to her neck, another displayed a different style jacket open over a tunic of some kind, and the third wore a top that looked like a heavy sweatshirt. Their positioning was effective as they used nearby cars as protection against the incoming bullets, and each carried an oval shield of their chosen form of magic in one hand and used the other to direct magical attacks at their opponents.

      The Draksa whipped in front of her in response to her instruction and both the slight shimmer and her sense of his location confirmed he was there. A long stream of frost emerged to coat the car. One of the magicals reacted instantly and fired a shadow blast at the source. He flipped to avoid it and turned toward the one who had attacked him.

      Cali yelled, “I’m on the right one,” and Tanyith focused on the middle by default.

      “Quit shooting and get the hell out of here,” she shouted at the humans, then had to focus on defense as a fire blast streaked toward her and expanded with each foot it traveled. She launched herself upward and the cone tracked her, which forced her to conjure a shield to intercept it. Hers wasn’t as good as Nylotte’s had been, but it had improved enough to prevent her from being cooked. She landed behind the line of enemies, but only her target turned to her. The others were fully engaged with her allies.

      Fyre’s foe blasted him and hurled him sideways to crash onto the roof of a nearby building. Red rage blinded her and the magic erupted from her in a force blast that lifted the woman who’d targeted him from her feet and thrust her face-first into the car she had hidden behind. She crumpled, clearly unconscious.

      Cali’s original adversary used the moment of distraction to release another wash of flame at her, but she blocked it easily with her shield. He maintained the spell and effectively prevented her from releasing a counterattack. She raced to her right and a position that would require him to stop the attack or immolate his own ally.

      Tanyith ruined that plan by eliminating the third of the New Atlanteans. Her partner had summoned shields on both hands and pushed into hand-to-hand distance to deliver a flurry of blows to the man. He finished it with an uppercut that lifted him onto his toes and a spinning back kick that catapulted him into the flames.

      The disruption allowed her to drop her shield, and she delivered air punches that landed as force impacts on her opponent’s ribs and head. She continued the battering until he was down, unmoving, and finally forced herself to stop. “Tanyith, check them and see if you can find anything useful. Where they came from. What they’re up to. That junk.” She turned without waiting for an answer and flung herself up to the roof where the Draksa had vanished.

      Fyre lay under a piece of bulky equipment that appeared to have toppled onto him when he struck it. She raced over and pushed on it, but it was too heavy. With a scream that released all the pent frustration inside her, she pounded it with all the magical force she could muster and it shifted off her partner. She knelt beside him and put a hand on his side. “Are you okay, buddy?”

      He snorted. “Those jerks burned a year’s worth of luck. There is a one in a thousand chance of that falling on me.”

      She laughed. “So get up then.”

      The Draksa pushed himself to his feet and wobbled slightly. “I’ll need a little more time to heal. It took all the power I had to keep from being crushed.”

      “We’ll head to the Square. Join us when you can.”

      He sat to wait for his flesh to knit and his strength to return, and she jumped to the ground, using her magic to break her fall. Tanyith strode over to her. “Nothing. Not a damn thing. They’re here to fight and that’s all, apparently.”

      Frustrated, she shook her head. “Well, let’s give them what they came for.”
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        * * *

      

      They reached Jackson Square without any further encounters, although she heard a noise in the distance that sounded like fighting. Everything was strangely normal. Even though it was on the line between evening and night, an abundant number of tourists still wandered around. The usual assortment of buskers who frequented the area were there as well, and she saw Dasante first. She ran to him and interrupted his magical patter by stepping in front of his customers.

      “Cal, what the hell?” He sounded far more surprised than upset.

      “You have to go—now. Pack it up and go. There’s trouble coming. Spread the word.” Tanyith was already doing exactly that and moved quickly from person to person to advise them to get off the streets.

      It was a sign of his trust in her that Dasante didn’t argue and instead, began to gather his belongings. She turned and yelled, “Everyone clear the square. Now!” She growled in frustration as the people ignored her—or worse, laughed at her. Before she could respond, however, Fyre flew overhead and when he roared and spat frost magic, they hastily reconsidered. Screaming and running ensued, and all she could do was laugh at the sight. See, you should have listened to me. The Draksa was in his element as he alternately swooped low to make people move faster and soared high to make sure they could all see him.

      She sent him appreciation and he responded with amusement. Ten minutes later, the area was clear and Tanyith, Cali, and Fyre stood in the center and took a moment to soak in the quiet. She’d never seen the square like this and honestly never wanted to again. It was as if the life had suddenly drained from it, leaving it physically and spiritually empty.

      The respite lasted all of five minutes before the sounds of approaching voices from both sides alerted them to trouble on the way. Fyre launched into the air and vanished behind his veil, and his two teammates held a position in the center of the space, waiting to see what would happen. The Zatoras appeared from one corner, a pack of ten angry-looking humans with weapons in their hands and who bellowed insults in all directions. A group of New Atlanteans in their blue outfits emerged from around another corner. They numbered fewer than the gang members, but they moved with almost military position and obviously checked for enemies in all directions as they marched forward.

      Cali caught Tanyith’s shirt and pulled him into hiding behind a nearby hedge. “That’s too many for us to handle on our own, even with Fyre.”

      He nodded. “We’ll have to let them engage and step in once the numbers are down.”

      “I hate that.”

      “Yeah, me too. But I’m not really in a place where a noble, sacrificial death works for me at the moment.”

      She laughed. “Well said. And I can’t die without knowing what the deal is with everything my parents left for me.”

      They fell silent as the two groups came to a stop facing each other, about thirty feet away near the entrance to the Cathedral. One of the New Atlanteans, a tall man with dark hair, took a step ahead of his teammates and shouted across the distance that separated them. “Lay down your weapons and you’ll get a quick death.”

      The Zatora soldiers all laughed at him. A spokeswoman stepped forward with long wavy black hair, a leather jacket, and a shining silver pistol held in her hand. “Do you honestly think you can come into our city and say what’s what? You’d best step back to where you came from.”

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Then I guess we have a problem.”

      Her words were the catalyst for the chaos to begin. The Zatoras scattered, which allowed some of them to survive the roiling wall of flame that surged hungrily toward them. Gunshots rang out amidst the screams and a couple of the New Atlanteans fell before the others halted their attack and summoned shields. The human forces attacked and the magicals fired targeted assaults. Shadow and force magic reached out for individuals and lightning cascaded to catch two who had huddled too close together.

      After the initial barrage, the gang members became a little smarter and began to coordinate their fire, a strategy that eliminated two more of their enemies. The numbers were about even, and Cali put her hand on Tanyith’s shoulder, ready to dart out and join the battle. Before she could move, however, a wave of agitation came from Fyre and suddenly, another dozen New Atlanteans appeared. She imagined this was how non-magicals felt when magicals did things that seemed impossible. One minute, they weren’t there and the next, they were. Their veil had been so perfect that even the Draksa hadn’t detected them.

      The new arrivals annihilated the remaining Zatora soldiers in an instant as fire, force, and shadow overwhelmed any possibility of defense or retaliation. The survivors among the invaders gathered in a circle, presumably to talk.

      “What the hell do we do now?” she whispered,

      Tanyith’s voice held the fear she felt. “Back away slowly and find another place to fight. We can’t face that many.”

      She shook her head barely an inch to each side. “If we move, they’ll see us.” She felt a poke from Fyre but not as intense as before. “Wait. Something’s happening.” She heard footsteps coming from Decatur and pulled Tanyith with her to the other side of their cover so they wouldn’t be seen from that direction either.

      A group of Zatora soldiers, harder-looking than those who had first engaged the raiders, marched together toward the New Atlanteans. The main rank in the rear consisted of a dozen or so people arranged in three rows, and three individuals walked before them. Everyone was clad in what looked like body armor. A step back from and flanking the lead person were the two who had followed her before. In front of them was Grisham’s lieutenant, the smaller man who had stood closer to the bar when they’d visited the Drunken Dragons.

      “Hey, scumbags,” he shouted. “You’ve had your fun. This is your chance to leave. If you don’t, we will hunt and kill every last one of you. And we’re gonna take our time with it.”

      One of the New Atlantean reinforcements stepped ahead of the others and his people fanned out behind him in a line. “Ah, Grisham’s pet. I’ve looked forward to meeting you. We won’t go anywhere.”

      The man shook his head. He was visually unimpressive and in his black tactical outfit, he looked even smaller than he had before. His hair was brown, his eyes were dull, and he radiated a sense of palpable boredom. But his smile carried a wicked edge that made it seem like he possessed a depth beyond what was visible at the moment.

      His next words reinforced that impression. “Then you die.”
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      Magic exploded out of the New Atlantean contingent, aimed at the man and the force arrayed behind him. With a negligent wave, he shielded all of them, and when the attack stopped, not a single Zatora had been hurt.

      "What the actual hell is up with this dude?" Cali whispered.

      The humans and their magical leader boiled toward their adversaries with a loud chorus of shouts. Pistols barked, and the invaders’ formation changed as those in the front summoned shields and those behind them lofted fireballs above their protectors. The Zatora mage intercepted their attacks with blasts of ice, which resulted in a cold rain that spattered everyone, including her and Tanyith. The man was a dervish and defended against assaults from half the assembled enemies on his own.

      “He won't be able to keep that up for long,” her partner muttered. “There's no way.”

      She had to agree and had no idea what his strategy was, other than buying time. For what? A magical monster of their own? That would be a really bad sign if suddenly, New Orleans was ground zero for Kaiju battles. The answer became apparent when the duo closest to him angled out to each side and drew weapons that had hung from straps around their necks, hidden behind their backs.

      Each carried an assault rifle—she didn’t know what kind, but they looked like what the military used. The ammunition magazines were wrapped in a stripe of blue tape, which seemed odd. They waited for the next round of fireballs and the moment when everyone’s eyes would track them—except for Cali, who couldn’t tear her gaze from the weapons. Their muzzles flashed and New Atlanteans fell. Four of them were down before they realized what was happening. The rest repositioned and those at the edges took a step back to bring the shields in line with the weapons.

      Well, that’s that, she thought and tensed, ready to race out and join the fray. She had already decided to use the same tactic and hunt around the fringes. Before she could act, the weapons discharged once again. She was possibly only slightly less surprised than the targets when the next round of bullets punched through their magical shields without stopping and killed the defenders. Tanyith hitched a breath. “Holy hell. They are using anti-magic bullets. They shouldn’t have those.”

      Cali growled with quiet rage. “And if they did, they damn well should have brought them to use against the bloody octopus. Bastards.” The rare ammunition changed the equation considerably. She didn’t have anything to protect herself with against the rounds, so exposing herself to the battle now would be beyond stupid. Instead, she sent a message to Fyre and told him to fly higher for fear the anti-magic ammo might negate the innate protection he had that allowed him to shrug injuries off.

      The Zatoras calmly obliterated the enemy with a combination of bullets, blades, and sweeping magical attacks by their leader that struck with lethal intensity. Whoever he was, he was far more than the persona he presented. Which has to be a deliberate choice. Damn Grisham. He’s a clever bastard to have his own personal mage in hiding.

      Fyre sent a warning from above and she felt him surge eastward, following Decatur. The Zatoras were reorganizing over the bodies of their enemies and the leader seemingly broke them into groups to send in different directions on a hunt for more of the invaders. She shook her head in dismay. Something has to be done about all this. I don’t know what it is, but something. She grabbed Tanyith by the shoulder and said, “Follow me,” then ran to the exit of the Square farthest from the Zatoras.

      A lack of shouts in response told her they’d made their escape cleanly—or that the human forces had decided not to pursue them. It was arrogant of the New Atlanteans to come in matching uniforms. That gave their enemies clear targets. I’m sure they won’t make that mistake again. A trickle of despair moved through her when she realized there would almost certainly be another attack. And another, and another until someone stops them at the source.

      She put that future concern out of her mind and accelerated into a sprint as she sensed the emotions she associated with combat coming from Fyre. The creature was a born warrior based on the surging confidence and pleasure she felt from him whenever he fought. They arrived at the scene to find the Draksa in a complicated series of airborne maneuvers to distract five blue-uniformed New Atlanteans from the cringing and wailing citizens they’d trapped in an open-air restaurant.

      With a shouted curse, one of them turned to target the huddled crowd and was instantly battered by a force bolt from her and a shadow bolt from Tanyith. The double attack hurled the man six feet away to land hard on his back on the pavement. The remaining four spun to face them. They broke in separate directions, him to the left and she to the right, and summoned shields to protect themselves from the shadow attacks that assailed them. The impact of the bolts on her magical protection pulled at her power, an indication that this group was stronger than many of the others she’d faced.

      But not as strong as we are. While the enemies were distracted by them, Fyre swooped in, breathed frost on one, and scraped another with his claws. He didn’t manage to fully ice the first, however, and the man broke free and fired a shadow attack at the Draksa. He dodged it easily with a graceful twist and a surge. His amusement filtered through the connection between them, and she sent, Don’t get cocky. More amusement followed.

      She called up another shield to block a force bolt as two of the invaders focused on Tanyith and one on her. The fourth, whom Fyre had clawed, was down and bleeding, and the fifth lay moaning from their attacks. She was preparing to counterattack when a shadow burst from her foe and she was forced to crouch behind her shield again.

      When the tentacles reached around it and grasped her, Cali panicked. She tried to yell the command word for her shield charm, but one of the strands of shadow magic covered her mouth and rendered her mute. She’d never heard of magic shaped into such a form and for a few moments, she wasn’t able to believe it was happening. The tendrils lifted her off her feet, and she struggled against them with no success. Below, the duo pressured Tanyith and forced him to retreat so he couldn’t help her.

      Frye hurtled from above with an angry screech and clawed at the magical arms, but they vanished under his touch to be replaced by new ones almost instantaneously. They squeezed and she screamed against the one in her mouth. The enemy they’d knocked to the ground had found his feet and now fired blasts at the Draksa in an effort to drive him off. She looked through the stars in her vision at the man who slowly choked the breath out of her.

      The arrogant grin on his face released a surge of rage through her, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. Oh, hell no. There’s no way I’ll go out like this. She locked every thought in her brain into sections and sealed them off with caution tape until only the enemy and her power remained. Then, she released her restraint.

      Magical fire exploded out of her, consumed the shadow tentacles, and traveled along them to her enemy. He attempted to shield but the flames seared through his defense and in an instant, he was simply no longer there. She fell and without conscious thought, caught herself with force magic to slow her descent and touched the ground with no more impact than if she’d taken a step. Ahead, the two Atlanteans with Tanyith spun in alarm. She blasted the one on the right with force and catapulted him away, and her partner did the same with the man on the left. Fyre focused on the injured man who had made it to his feet and rejoined the fight and froze him into an icy statue.

      The power suddenly drained out of her, and Cali staggered, then forced herself upright. Tanyith ran to her and touched her arm. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head to clear it. “Yeah. The one who had me—he’s gone, right?”

      He nodded and she took a deep breath. She’d never killed someone before and had never wanted to kill anyone—for any reason. Nausea surged within her, but the practical voice in the back of her mind came to her rescue. If you’d waited any longer, he would have killed you. He had every chance to stop. It was his choice, not yours.

      She shook her head at the voice but knew it was right. She forced herself to speak clearly. “Call Barton to arrange for someone to pick these bastards up. We need to check on the Dragons.” She sent a message to Fyre to ask him to look for trouble along the way but if it wasn’t urgent, not to worry about it. She’d fight again if she needed to, but all things considered, she’d had more than enough action for one night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rion Grisham was deeply and truly upset. He couldn’t recall a time when he had been so angry—ever. To have a random group of alien bastards attack his organization without provocation was infuriating.

      He paced in his office, not yet able to speak. His three trusted lieutenants sat on the couch and waited for him to break the silence, and the two who had assisted Ozahl in the battle against the New Atlanteans stood guard outside his door. He was off-balance, unsure who to trust, and worst of all, uncertain as to how to respond.

      “What happened to the bastards who weren’t killed?” he snapped. “Some must have only been wounded, right?”

      Colin Todd, his suit mussed from the work they’d all done during the event, was quick to answer. “Yes, several, and our people are tracking them now. It looks like all of them—injured or captured—are being moved to Polk.”

      The gang leader growled in annoyance at the mention of the Army base. Fort Polk was large, annoyingly distant, and essentially out of his reach unless he wanted to cash in every favor owed to him. “Then we need to nab some before they get there. Ozahl, make it happen.” The mage nodded an acknowledgment.

      Anger welled inside him again, and he forced himself to speak in a measured tone. “I want to know everything about this. I want to know who was behind it. I want to know how they got here. I want to know who they were. I want to know where their families live. I want to know where their children go to school. Do you hear me? I want to know everything.”

      Silence reigned for a few moments before the wizard spoke. “What do you plan to do, boss?”

      Grisham gave a thin smile. “I will rip them to pieces in every single way possible.”

      The mage looked thoughtful, then said, “I’m behind that idea and I’ll do whatever I can to make it happen. But they might not be the greatest threat to us right now.”

      Everyone in the room, including him, stared at the magical in their midst. “What?” he demanded, his tone low and fierce.

      Ozahl sat straighter on the couch. “I said this might not be our greatest threat. Let me explain.” He held his index finger up. “One, this wasn’t a fight for territory. They couldn’t hope to eliminate us all in a single night, so the intent was to make a show of force, not to create something that would last. Well, we sent them packing, and they’ll need time to regroup and consolidate before they can attack us again.”

      Grisham nodded. That tracked with his own thoughts on the matter.

      The other man raised a second finger. “Two, we still have our current enemies to consider. The Atlantean gang in town could easily see this as a moment of weakness and make a push to take what’s ours. We need to guard against that, first and foremost. We have to get our presence back on the street, continue to target their dealers, and recruit replacements for those we lost.”

      Again, he nodded. His anger had begun to cool into logic, and the mage had valid points.

      He raised a third finger. “Finally, we’re running low on a number of things we really need—including chemicals for our own drug trade and, more importantly, anti-magic bullets. If we can get enough of those, rather than keeping them in reserve, we could use them to wipe out the Atlantean gang once and for all.”

      The Zatora leader laughed. “You might as well ask for the world on a plate. Those are really tightly controlled. It’s not even that they’re expensive. There’s merely no one to buy them from.”

      The mage smiled. “But, with a little effort, maybe we can find somewhere to steal them from.”

      A matching expression spread slowly across Rion Grisham’s face. “Tell me more about that.”
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        * * *

      

      It felt like ages since Usha had last walked the streets of New Atlantis. When the Empress had summoned her, she’d wracked her brain for something she might have done wrong to require a personal meeting. In the end, she hadn’t been able to think of anything, so she was cautiously hopeful she wouldn’t receive a dressing down and that a positive reason lay behind the summons.

      She’d considered bringing Danna to introduce her but had decided it would be inappropriate at best and insulting to her ruler at worst. Instead, she’d arrived at the portal landing zone alone and wearing her finest dress, which shimmered in turquoise. A large pearl ring glimmered on each of her index fingers, and she wore a dozen bracelets of coral on her left arm and gold on her right. A simple shell necklace encircled her throat. She walked through the streets of the central dome, which were laid out on a plane that bisected the sphere into a top and a bottom. If she looked up, she peered into the ocean where sea creatures of every kind swam in abundance. Humans think the stars are beautiful. They have no idea what true beauty really is.

      The Empress’s palace stood in the exact center of the space, its high central spire visible from almost anywhere in the city. This part of New Atlantis was about fifteen miles in diameter, with more than enough territory for the city’s well-to-do citizens to spread their living areas. The inner-circle nearest the palace was separated into nine equal sections, one for each of the allegedly noble families. Those on the rise or those whose wealth was built through generations and served to give them influence with the nine occupied the remainder of the residences in the central dome.

      Usha shook her head and muttered a curse. Her own humble beginnings outside the dome were not something she wanted to think about. Even worse, she didn’t want to consider what failure would mean—that she would be banished out there once again. Those thoughts kept her mind occupied during the long walk to the palace.

      When she finally arrived, she was recognized and permitted to enter without challenge. That’s a positive sign. Remaining in the Empress’s good graces was the primary goal of her entire existence. The hallways were lavishly ornamented, decorated with coral and gems and gold and every other treasure the sea held. Left to her own devices, she would be content to simply stare at them for hours. But she had a purpose and it would not permit even a second’s delay.

      Once, she had come as a commoner. Now, she could walk through the building with her head held high, a successful champion and a favorite of the Empress herself. She entered the throne room and immediately after she crossed the threshold, fell to one knee with her gaze lowered and her head bowed. She waited in silence. The first time she’d done this, she’d had to wait for hours and had felt like every second was a victory celebration.

      Now, she only had to wait for her ruler to dismiss her other servants. The Empress’s melodious voice commanded her to rise and approach, and she complied. She halted at the base of the nine stairs that lead to the dais and looked at the woman she owed everything to.

      The most important person in New Atlantis smiled at her. “Things are changing, Usha. It is time we reconsidered our approach. Fear not, though. You will be the architect of our victory, exactly as I promised.”

      Usha’s heart swelled with gratitude, and her pleasure only increased as the woman who was her whole world revealed her plans for the upstart family, the Zatoras, and most especially, Caliste Leblanc and her friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith walked into one of the oldest locals’ bars in New Orleans, Stan’s Pub. Everything was old wood, polished by use and pride of ownership. The lighting fixtures were antique-looking lanterns hung from walls and posts that created strange shadows around the room. It was mostly full, which was unusual for one o’clock on a Friday night going into Saturday morning. By now, the party in most French Quarter establishments had moved onto the streets.

      The crowd in Stan’s was different, though. He’d never crossed the threshold before because it was a cop bar and in his former role as Atlantean gang member, he wouldn’t have been welcome. To put it mildly. He noticed Barton’s short black hair first, then the off-duty leather jacket he’d seen her wear before. The only empty seat at the long wooden bar was beside her, and he slid onto it.

      “Hey. What’s up?” The late-night text had been a surprise but since he had a distinct lack of claims on his time, he’d accepted her invitation without hesitation. I’m gonna have to find a real job soon but for now, I might as well enjoy the freedom.

      She gestured at the bartender and a tall glass of beer and a short one of something translucent appeared before each of them. She lifted her shot and swiveled toward him. “Cheers.” He shrugged, picked his own up and clinked it against hers, then drank it. The kamikaze burned the length of his throat, but he managed to avoid coughing by taking a gulp of his beer. Barton looked at him with a small smile and nodded. “I wanted to thank you for your part in the action the other night.”

      He shrugged. “It had to be done. I’m glad I was able to help.”

      The detective pointed at him and the finger wobbled slightly, which suggested that she might be a drink or two ahead of him. “You are not the person I thought you were.”

      That prompted a laugh. “Is that a bad thing?”

      Barton shook her head. “It is not. In fact, I might even call it a good thing. I would have hated to have to throw you in jail. Your redhead girlfriend would wind up in far more trouble without you around, I think.”

      Tanyith sighed. “Let me be completely clear. Cali. Is not. My girlfriend. Even if the age difference didn’t shut that down—and it absolutely does—there’s no spark there.”

      She looked hard into his eyes as if the truth was hiding in the back of his skull. “Are you sure of that? You two seem very tight.”

      “She’s a friend. A good friend, even. But nothing more. Now, or ever.”

      The woman leaned back and looked thoughtful. “Well, then. That’s good to know.” She stopped talking but continued to stare.

      Tanyith cleared his throat. “So…uh, Detective Barton, would you be interested in going out to dinner sometime?”

      Her laugh was freer than anything he’d heard from her before. “If you plan to hang out with me, you should at least start calling me Kendra. You can practice that on our date.”
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        * * *

      

      At about that same moment on the other side of the Quarter, Cali and Zeb were closing up for the evening. They’d let the Drunken Dragons stay open later than usual, as the magicals in the city seemed to have weighty things on their mind that night. Conversations were more intense but less confrontational. There seemed to be a little less joy but a little more community. They’d both noticed it and neither had wanted to shatter the unique atmosphere. A few stragglers still sat and talked, but most of the end of shift tasks could be done around them.

      She slid onto one of the high bar chairs to take a break, tilted her chin in Fyre’s direction, and whispered, “Hit him.” The dwarf snagged the bar gun and fired a stream of soda water at the Draksa but as usual, the creature went from apparent sleep to fully awake in an instant. He growled, snapped at the flow, and drank the fizzy liquid. They laughed at his antics, and he settled again but kept a wary eye on them.

      “So, quite the week we’ve had,” Zeb said,

      Cali nodded. “It was. Let’s spend the next one resting, what do you say?”

      He chuckled darkly. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s our decision to make.”

      Her gaze distant, she drummed her fingers on the bar. “Here’s the thing about that. I’m actually kind of tired of being acted against instead of doing the acting.”

      The dwarf climbed into his own chair, lit his pipe, and took a deep pull. He blew smoke rings toward the Draksa, who steadfastly refused to notice. “That’s understandable.” He pointed the mouthpiece of the pipe at her. “You could spend more time at the library. That would be action of a sort.”

      “You are a sad, sad man who lacks vision.” Her smile ensured he’d know she was teasing. “I thought about what my parents might have been doing in their lair. The more I consider it, the more it seems as if they were working against the gangs. Exactly like we are.”

      He nodded. “Agreed. And taking action brought them the wrong kind of attention.”

      “Very true. But that doesn’t mean I would have the same result. I could succeed where they didn’t. Plus, I have to understand what the deal is with Atreo and I have to find out how to decode those books. Add that to the urgent need to find out more about the bastards who sent a freaking Kraken to destroy the city, and there’s really only one possible path forward.”

      Zeb straightened and stared at her, evidently realizing what she was planning. “Are you really sure you want to do that? There’s getting closer to the fire and then there’s jumping into it with both feet. This would definitely be the latter.”

      Cali nodded. “If I allow them to keep chipping away at me, I’ll wind up exactly like my parents. I can’t let that happen so I have to do it.”

      He shrugged. “If you have to, you have to.” He laughed and shook his head. “Look out New Atlantis. Cali Leblanc is coming to town.”
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      Thank you for reading the third book in the Scions of Magic series! I have to say, that while this one was an absolute challenge for some reason to write, I feel like the story it tells is deeply engaging. I’m really coming to love Cali, Fyre, and the rest. Plus, it’s awesome to get more of Nylotte. As other life pressures worked on me during this time, the book really was a refuge. I am so grateful for the opportunity to share stories with you.

      The unwavering support and ideas from Martha and Michael have been fantastic. Getting the keys to their world to build out the Atlantean culture is a real mark of trust, one that hopefully I’m justifying, and has been fantastic fun. In book four we’ll get a better look at the underwater city, as the second main story arc begins. The initial plan was for three sets of three, but right now I feel like there’s enough stories in Cali and her comrades for more than that. Guess that will be up to whether y’all want more!

      So much has happened since the last author notes! 20booksto50k was amazing, as always. Being around that many indie and hybrid authors, all united in the common goal of telling great stories for great fans, is a soul-enriching experience. If I knew everything there was to know about that stuff (which I don’t, for sure), I would still go for the energy. It refills my own pool of writing power.

      I finished Outer Worlds. It was alright, not the best ever. Skyrim and Fallout 4 still hold those titles for me. I managed to get the kid, finally, to watch Star Wars: A New Hope. Positive response. We’ll be doing Vader Immortal in VR over the holiday break, which is something big to look forward to.

      Still busy, way busy, too busy. My day job gives me a little extra time off during December, and I’m really looking forward to spending them with my child, playing board games (Carcassone is the current fave, and looking forward to getting Catan Jr. as well), video games (Death Stranding is the weirdest game I’ve ever seen), and seeing the last of the most recent Star Wars trilogy.

      I’m writing this in the center seat of a plane. My family and I are headed for Disney World and Universal studios. I promised the kid that we’d do a “big” trip every four years, and the last one was four years ago, so it was time to make good on it. My emotions around it are weird. I’m very excited for the intense, responsibility-free time we’ll share. But I’m also well aware that this is the last time we’ll do something like this before she’s almost a teenager, which means most of the kid-stuff joys won’t be appealing anymore. No regrets, just, I guess, a moment of passage.

      I’m beyond excited for season four of The Expanse, but have to finish getting through the earlier seasons a third time to prepare. If you’re a sci-fi fan and you’re not watching (and reading), take my word for it, you should, you’ll love it.

      As we head into the end of the year and the finish of the decade, the temptation is to look back and judge, or look forward and hope. My personal goal is to try to embrace the moment as much as I can. I’m not good at that, but hey, no time like the present to improve!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more:

      https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron.

      For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit https://www.trcameron.com.

      Stay up to date on new releases and fan pricing by signing up for my newsletter. CLICK HERE TO JOIN.

      Or visit: www.trcameron.com/Oriceran to sign up.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.

      Thanks!
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      Have you ever met someone and with everything you learn about them your admiration grows, and then like a fun twist in a really good book you find out they have a layer of sass as well? That’s Kelly O’Donnell.

      I’ve known Kelly since The Leira Chronicles began back in the summer of 2017, which in my world is forever! Even then she was able to keep me straight with plot points because after book six of anything I start to forget. What can I say?

      And I like to put a lot of details in my books. On top of that I took a break from The Leira Chronicles for over a year and now I’m back writing another adventure. It’s been hard to remember what Eireka’s new husband’s name is or which arm Perrom lost, or what that society of witches was called and a million other details. I’ll stop there in case anyone is now giving me a YTT Aloha for spoilers I was about to say… Never mind.

      The point is lately I have been peppering Kelly with endless questions and she knows a lot of them off the top of her head and when she doesn’t, she knows how to find them – and it’s all done with grace and joy.

      Even better, I had a chance to spend some time with her in Scotland and I realized there is a finely tuned snarky sense of humor under that layer of kindness that is my idea of human perfection. Imagine being able to be funny and never at someone else’s expense. That’s Kelly O’Donnell. I don’t know if this is true, but I picture her on a Harley on her way to a bake sale and she rescues a pit bull on the side of the road along the way. Probably all fiction, but I wouldn’t be surprised…

      1. What turns you on?

      Broad shoulders and a sense of humor.

      2. What turns you off?

      Liars.

      3. Who do you most admire? Why?

      Any first responder/ military. They are the ones running into the situations and standing on that line saying ‘not today, asshole, not today.’

      4. What profession other than your own would you like to attempt?

      Sniper 12

      5. What profession would you not like to do?

      Anything in retail.

      6. If heaven exists, what would you like to hear God say when you arrive at the pearly gates? 

      We gave you a free pass in, but damn, child, we had to think about it.

      7. What is your favorite movie?

      Lord of the Rings (all of them)

      8. Who is your favorite character and from what book by which author?

      Wow, that’s a tough one. I like so many of them for various reasons… Gonna have to go with Major Xi Bao from the Metal Legion series by C.H. Gideon.

      9. What is something most people do not know about you?

      I’m a homebody.

      10. What do you look forward to most in the new year?

      Seeing what this crazy fabulous life has in store for me. Good or bad, life’s an adventure and I for one enjoy that I’m still here for it.

      11. What's your favorite non-LMBPN series you’ve done? What’s your favorite series inside LMBPN?

      Not an author so as a reader I find myself rereading Traders Tales by Nathan Lowell just about once a quarter. As for a LMBPN series, I really enjoy any and all of the Zoo universe.
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      Caliste Leblanc squinted into the bright sun of a Monday afternoon from her seat on the ground in Jackson Square and struggled to control her temper. She and her busking partner Dasante had made the effort to find the perfect location for a round of frozen fighting, the slow-motion combat ballet that never failed to draw a crowd. Her subtle injections of magic to enhance the action—like the small ripple of force that caused her hair to move at an apparent close miss—set them apart from those around them.

      They’d done five-minute rounds with pauses to rest between because even though they were both in shorts and t-shirts, the heat was uncommonly brutal. She’d passed on her normal black top and wore a white one with a Tweaker album cover on it above her cutoff jeans. Dasante sported a similar ensemble.

      During the last break, their space had been invaded by a half-naked cowboy with a guitar and an oversized hat. Sure, he’s nice to look at with the muscles and all, but A, he’s messing with our crowd, B, his schtick is totally derivative, and C, he seems to be tone-deaf. Oh, and D, he’s singing Taylor Swift. While she enjoyed the woman’s music and spent hours at a time with it stuck in her head, the man’s version was more travesty than tribute.

      She dragged her gaze away from the man’s bulging biceps—which seemed to hinder his playing—when Dasante laughed and said, “You can quit staring now.”

      “Yeah, yeah, so not my type.” She smacked him with the back of her hand and her knuckles rapped his chest lightly. “Do you think he’s ever had a lesson?”

      Her friend’s dark skin and eyes contrasted with her green eyes and pale skin with the faintest hint of a tan. His long, dark, straight hair was also dissimilar as her locks were red, curly, and generally untamed. He was what you’d describe as lanky and she’d be called athletic by admirers and powerful by those who met one of her fists in a fight.

      That farcical hombre is gonna discover exactly how powerful if he doesn’t get the hell out of our performance space, like, soon.

      Amusement rippled through the mental channel she maintained with Fyre, the Draksa who had adopted her. The canine-sized dragon lizard had opted not to hang out with them in his Rottweiler disguise. Instead, he was perched atop the church at the back of Jackson Square, allegedly keeping watch for danger. More like occasionally opening a sleepy eye when he rolls over to a new position. Another surge of mirth from the creature confirmed it.

      Dasante shook his head. “No training in anything musical, anyway, but probably weightlifting or something. He’s impressively built if you’re into that kind of thing.”

      Cali laughed. “Is your masculinity threatened, D? Do you need me to track down a cute girl for you?” There had never been anything romantic between them and it wasn’t a scenario she could ever imagine happening. They were close but nothing had suggested he felt that extra spark and it was definitely lacking on her part. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t risk her life to save his—she’d do that in a second. Friends matter. She could count hers on one hand, so each was inordinately valuable to her.

      He snorted in disgust. “No, I’m good, thanks. Hey, I just realized I haven’t seen your elderly boyfriend around lately. Did you two break up?”

      Cali rolled her eyes. Why does everyone love this joke so much? “First, Tanyith is hardly elderly. He’s only twenty-seven or something.”

      “Eight years. That’s a big gap.”

      “Shut it. Second, he’s not now, has never been, and will never, ever be my boyfriend. Even if he didn’t have a girlfriend, I wouldn’t be interested. He registers as a friend. Exactly like you.”

      “But I’m a better one.”

      “Well, of course. Duh.”

      Dasante laughed and slapped his hands on his thighs. “We should probably get back to it.”

      Cali’s affirmation was blocked by a surge of worry from Fyre. “Hold on a sec.” She growled at the limitation of her mental magic, which allowed her to send words to the Draksa but only receive emotions in return. Her eyes compressed into narrow slits as she looked carefully around the area and twisted first to peer over one shoulder and then over the other.

      Her searching gaze immediately located the source of his concern. The man’s stride stood out among the casual walkers and gawkers who filled the tourist venue. He had a purpose, and from the way his lip curled when his gaze met hers, she was apparently part of it.

      She rose smoothly to face the stranger and whispered, “Trouble. Get some distance.” Dasante had learned not to argue with her early in their friendship, and he kept it casual as he wandered away toward a performer they knew who was currently painted silver and pretended to be a robot. It took the unknown man another fifteen seconds or so to reach talking range, and she raised a hand to halt his advance.

      The stranger stopped with a nod. “Caliste.”

      It was easy to identify all the tells of an Atlantean—tall and muscular with dark skin and eyes and ropy braids that looked heavy enough that they likely reached most of the way down his back. He was dressed in a tight black t-shirt and tactical-looking pants, with boots of the same color. A thick necklace hung to his chest, with ornaments of gold, shells, and shark’s teeth. It could easily be mistaken for a cheap affectation, but she guessed it was nothing of the kind.

      Perhaps it’s a status symbol. At least a show of wealth and presumably power. Given his build, probably an enforcer. She’d faced a couple of New Atlantis’ elite soldiers and was not at all pleased to see one out in the open among so many innocent people. “What do you want? If you’re here for the next round, I’ll need a little time to summon my allies.”

      She hadn’t voluntarily entered into the ritual combat cycle but had survived the unexpected ambush and only found out what was going on once the battle was over. She and Fyre had fought to victory in the two-on-two battle that followed it, and the interval of safety she’d been promised before the three-on-three could happen had expired days before. This didn’t feel like that, though.

      The man displayed perfectly white teeth as he laughed. “No, this isn’t what you’d call official. You’re wasting our time, and you need to die. You can come along quietly and fight me where we won’t be disturbed, or we can do it here. I promise that most of the people around us won’t survive if you choose the second option.” Her thoughts must have shown on her face because he laughed again. “I’m aware of your pet. If he descends even a little from where he’s circling, I’ll send out a burst of magic sufficient to kill everyone who’s not shielded. Sure, you’ll live, but I know you won’t enjoy being responsible for the deaths of all these innocents.”

      The way he sneered the last word was telling.

      “Awesome, you’re a jerk and a racist. That’ll make beating the snot out of you all the more rewarding. Where do you want to do this?”
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        * * *

      

      The rooftop was sticky under her sneakers and generated an odd squelch with each step she took. It was flat with pipes protruding here and there as well as a large piece of heating or cooling equipment that had once doubtless been bright silver but was now ashy and dirty gray. Her foe matched her circular pacing about ten feet away and a look of eager anticipation dominated his face.

      She shook her head in annoyance at the whole situation. A perfectly good afternoon of busking demolished by an idiot with something to prove. “Why are we doing this again?”

      His voice was low and pleasant. All in all, if she’d met him under different circumstances, she wouldn’t have found him offensive. “Because you are a problem and I am adept at fixing problems.”

      “Who have I offended this time?”

      The man shrugged. “Those who are smart enough to turn to me to prevent further offense.”

      That’s not helpful. “So, Atlanteans, I guess. The gang in town or the other jerk-faces who brought the Kraken?” He scowled at the mention of the second group. “That answers that. Never mind. Why the hell didn’t you people come and help against that thing?”

      He shook his head. “That’s above my pay grade to know. I like to keep things simple.”

      “All right, simpleton. Unless you plan to talk all day, how about we get to it?”

      In response, he simply nodded and darted toward her, clearly familiar with hand-to-hand combat. She resisted the urge to summon her sticks or to have Fyre end the situation for her. For the former, she would presume the rules of the ritual challenge were in play and not escalate until necessary to avoid him using a weapon or magic. For the latter, if he was smart, he had an ally to make good on his threat to hurt the innocents in the square. And so far, he’d given her no reason to believe he was stupid.

      His fist lashed out at her face. She batted it away easily and continued to circle as he stepped back to avoid any potential counter. The early part of a fight was always either a crazed frenzy or a slow dance of discovery. He snapped a short kick at her thigh but she blocked it with a raised foot. Instead of stepping onto his, he adjusted his position and motion to whip it toward her head.

      Cali lurched back in surprise and grimaced when the toe passed an inch from her nose. Okay, there’s some Taekwondo in there. And he has the speed to be reasonably safe with the high kicks. Her style was all about practicality and avoidance, although her Aikido teacher had adapted the base teachings to include direct attacks as well. The philosophies didn’t mesh but somehow, Sensei Ikehara made it work.

      He put the foot down and pivoted into a back kick, but she was ready for the predictable move. She sidestepped, caught his ankle, and yanked in the direction the leg was traveling. He stumbled forward and in the instant when he was focused on regaining his balance, she drove a boot up at his groin. He blocked it with a downward strike and backpedaled out of melee range.

      The man grinned at her. “So, the stories are true. You are indeed an adequate opponent.”

      Cali frowned. “Adequate? That’s what they say about the person who’s kicked their asses twice now? You must not think highly of the enforcers.”

      “Some are better than others. From what I hear, the Empress sent some of her most expendable.”

      Her mouth dropped open in shock as a memory hit her of Emalia’s voice reading her fortune and drawing the Empress card as her enemy. Holy hell. It doesn’t only represent the Atlantean gang leader. She’s actually a real person.

      His hands snaked behind his back and emerged holding two military-looking knives. He must have mistaken her expression for a reaction to his weapons. “These, however, are more than adequate.”

      She sent a command to each of the thick bracelets she wore, gifts from her boss Zeb. The black bands with their scarlet runes turned liquid and flowed down her hands to reform in her fists as two-foot-plus long sticks. She twirled them once and rolled her neck. “Yours seem a little small. But, you know, they say it’s not the size of the boat, it’s the motion of the ocean and all that. I’m sure you’re able to compensate.”

      He growled and advanced, weaving the blades before him in a shimmering wall of steel.
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      Sweaty hair distracted her focus and Cali swept it out of her face and wished for a ponytail holder. The wooden sticks were warm in her hands as if they were as eager to fight her enemy as she was. He held the left knife with the point forward and the right one reversed along his forearm so he could slash with the forehand and stab with the backhand. Her work with Ikehara on defending against the short blades had, thankfully, included dealing with both options.

      He stabbed low with the left, and she whipped her right-hand stick down to block and aimed for his wrist. Her foe halted the feint in mid-strike and her weapon caught nothing but air. His other hand slashed across at chest height, snagged her top, and cut a small hole in it as she leaned out of the way. “Bastard. I like this shirt.”

      The Atlantean offered no reply as he shuffled in close to negate the extra reach her sticks provided. Again, this was something she’d practiced with Ikehara, and she shifted her hold to give her a shorter striking range. He stabbed and she blocked in a flurry of six or seven traded blows before she found an opening. She whipped the stick down in a short crescent that intersected with his left wrist and caused him to drop the knife. He lunged toward it and she slipped forward hastily to kick it beyond his grasp.

      The action was successful in that it knocked the weapon too far away for him to retrieve it. Unfortunately, it opened her to his rapid attack. The metal pommel of his second knife slammed into her head above her ear and she staggered sideways. He followed her to launch a left hook into her ribs and swipe the blade at her face.

      Cali flung herself aside, narrowly avoided the slice, and tumbled into a somersault. She rose with a wide sweep of her stick to intercept the next strike from his knife. Still in motion, she whipped her right weapon at his head and he leaned back to avoid it. The backhand follow-up forced him to retreat, and he grinned at her from six feet away. “Apparently, the rumors that you were adequate were exaggerations.”

      Fighting always filled her with an energy that pressed against her internal defenses and sought to explode out in bursts of magic. Reining it in was increasingly difficult and all the more so when she dripped with sweat and endured insults and wardrobe damage. Her attempt to come up with a clever reply failed, so she let her weapons do the talking instead.

      She whipped the right-hand stick overhand at his face. It rocketed across the distance between them and his wide eyes revealed his surprise that she’d thrown her weapon away. Heh. Just you wait. She attacked with the second and looped it wide toward the side of his skull. He yanked his head sideways to take a glancing blow while he jerked his knife up in a frantic block against the other assault. She altered her attack and targeted his wrist, which made him drop that blade as well.

      She kicked it away and extended a hand. The thrown stick returned to her grasp. As always in those moments, she pictured Star Wars and wished it was a lightsaber. She gave him a smug grin. “It looks like you weren’t able to compensate for your tiny weapons. How sad. Run along now.”

      He didn’t reply and instead, raised his hands and fired a wave of magic force at her. It launched her off her feet before she could summon a shield against it, and she hastily conjured a cocoon of her own force magic during the moment of flight. She impacted with the heavy equipment with enough momentum that would have broken bones if she’d been unprotected. As it was, the blow made her ears ring and scattered bright pinpricks of light all over her vision. Fyre growled in her mind, and she shook her head and sent him a mental message. “No worries, I’ve got this. He’ll wish he’d given up rather than choosing magic, though.”

      She rose to her feet and transformed her defense into a smaller circular version attached to her forearm. In spare moments, she’d practiced how to make an illusion of Captain America’s shield to display when she used it, but that trick wasn’t yet ready for its debut. Her opponent regarded her warily and lightning crackled around his right hand while his own buckler-sized shield shimmered in his left.

      Scorn dripped from his words. “You don’t truly believe you can defeat me with magic, do you?”

      Cali smiled. “A year ago? No chance.” With her power reduced by her parents’ protective wards, she would have been no match against anyone magical. “Now, though? Oh yeah.”

      Her training with Emalia had increased her skills in tandem with her rapidly growing strength. She whipped her right hand around to punch the air, and a sizzle and snap sounded as her force blow pounded into his hastily raised shield.

      He cast lightning at her, and she flexed her defense into a full-body blocker to protect her from the burning electricity. She ran forward with it extended in front of her and drove the force barrier into him, overcame his smaller one, and pushed him back. While he couldn’t hear her whispered spell, he sneezed as the mental magic she was still perfecting snuck into his poorly protected brain. In that instant of distraction, she flung a force burst into his shins that knocked them out from under him. He caught himself on his hands but was entirely open to her attack.

      Power surged and urged her to set it free and incinerate him. She corralled it with a growl and settled for a kick to his ribs that broke several of them. Bands of force materialized to bind his wrists and ankles, and when he opened his mouth, she slapped another band around his head to prevent him from speaking.

      Anger blazed in his eyes. Cali shook her head as she looked at him. “You started it. Now behave, or I’ll give you what you planned to give me.” She had no doubt he would have killed her if he’d been able to.

      Fyre landed beside her and roared at the downed man. He didn’t make the noise often but when he did, it was invariably a promise of dire consequences. The Atlantean paled and his struggles ceased. She stretched a hand to stroke the creature’s scales, which were soft to the touch but hard enough to protect him against most danger. “Why is it they always see you as the threat instead of me?”

      He gave his unique Draksa-laugh, something between a chuckle, a growl, and a cough. “You’re short.”

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Taller than you, you pint-sized reptile.”

      Another bark of mirth sounded. “Fair enough. Maybe because your hair sticks up all over the place when you fight.”

      Cali sighed. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” A grin spread across her face as a thought occurred to her. “Hey, I have an idea.”

      Fyre looked primly at her. “Wow. It’s true what they say. There’s always a first time for everything.”
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      They managed to portal about two-thirds of the distance but were forced to walk the rest of the way. Fyre had offered to carry the man in his claws and fly, but she wasn’t sure the Atlantean would make it through the trip alive. The Draksa’s talons were sharp and his patience even less than her own. She pulled their prisoner’s veiled form behind them with force magic instead and only occasionally let him drag along the ground. They stopped in an alley across the street from their target, the Shark Nightclub.

      Their destination was a legitimate live music venue and bar but was also the home office and clubhouse for New Orleans’ largest Atlantean gang. She’d been inside twice and doubted it would go well for her if she was ever to cross the threshold a third time. Which is why we’ll stay on the outside.

      She took a few minutes to finish writing a note. The man on the ground in front of her had given up his struggles after she’d replaced the magic bonds with zip-ties and the force gag with a piece of his t-shirt. She pulled the gum out of her mouth, stuck it onto the paper, and attached them to his chest.

      It read, Delivered: an idiot who thought he’d ignore the rules and attack me outside the ritual. The next one who tries it will be returned from the neck up only. No signature was present to tie it back to her but she was confident they’d know who it was from.

      Cali knelt and grasped his chin to force the man to look at her. “So, here’s the thing. I could have killed you. Don’t take this act of mercy as a sign of weakness. If you try to kill me again, we will shred you until there’s not even enough left to bury.”

      She cast a veil over herself and her prisoner, and Fyre created one of his own. While she crossed the street ahead of the Draksa, he dragged the man behind them with a coil of his tail wound around his foot. They dropped him on the doorstep, ran to the alley, and portaled to her apartment. the dragon lizard shook his head at her and his long snout moved from side to side. “There’s no maturity in you at all, is there?”

      “You can drop the attitude.” She snorted. “I’ve seen your soda water act. You’re as goofy as the rest of us.” She looked at her watch and sighed. “Damn it. That stupid Atlantean stole all my free time.”

      The Draksa sniffed far more noisily than necessary. “Please say you’ll take a shower. Honestly, between the hair and the smell, you’ll chase all the customers away.”

      She pointed at him, failed to come up with a good reply, and muttered as she walked toward the back of the apartment to do as he’d suggested. Damn uppity Draksa. One of these days, you’ll get yours.
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      Tanyith had spent his Monday chasing down two more leads that offered him no new information on Aiden Walsh, aka Adam Harlan, aka Harry. He had begun to think the whole affair was a wild goose chase. If it hadn’t been Sienna who’d asked him, he would have returned the money and called it a day. But since it was her, he’d keep trying until he exhausted every option.

      He’d even interviewed at a couple of places for potential jobs, but it turned out that most of the high paying ones didn’t like the gap in his resume from his stay in Trevilsom Prison. Explaining that one was framed for a crime and incarcerated in the middle of a magical lake where most inmates went mad was essentially a non-starter. Soon, he would have to either take something under the table or find a different option but it wasn’t critical quite yet, thankfully.

      A little weary, he tapped on the bar to signal the man tending it that he wanted a refill. The Bulldog was one of his favorite places and their beer selection was flawless. Today, he drank a craft IPA imported from Oriceran with an edge to it that tasted unlike anything he’d had before. He was on his third, and the two before had gone down easily and given him a pleasant haze. Even his various challenges couldn’t ruin the experience.

      Unfortunately, the voice that spoke from behind him could. “So, Tanyith, what troubles are you drowning this evening?”

      He plastered a smile on his face and swiveled in his seat to regard the Dark Elf. Nylotte had been involved in freeing him from his unearned imprisonment and since then, had been a harbinger of things both good and bad. He hoped for the former tonight, feared the latter, and decided some of each would be an acceptable compromise. She was in the outfit he’d seen her in most—leather pants with high boots and a black dress over it all that reached below her knees. Her skin was ebony, her hair long and ivory, and her expression, as always, seemed filled with judgment.

      “Nylotte. How lovely to see you. Have you come to buy me a drink?”

      She snorted and climbed onto the seat beside him. “You’re doing the buying.” She pointed at one of the taps and at a nod from Tanyith, the bartender moved to fill a glass for her. They waited in silence until she had tasted it and pronounced it good.

      “So, what brings you to the Crescent City tonight?” he asked. “Another giant monster attack?” She’d been the one to bring word of the Kraken assault and that kind of thing stayed at the front of one’s mind.

      “No, nothing so dangerous. Well, not so dangerous to everyone.” She paused, deliberately mysterious, and he sighed. “But first, gifts.” He hadn’t noticed the satchel slung over her shoulder and shook his head at the mistake. Maybe these things are more potent than I thought. Nylotte withdrew four vials and handed them to him. “For you to give to Cali. These are tailored to her and will work more effectively with fewer undesirable effects. Two healing, two energy.”

      “Nice. What do we owe you?”

      The Drow laughed. “These are on the house, given your efforts to save the city. I’ll simply increase the prices on the items the council buys from me.”

      Tanyith nodded. He and Cali were both of the opinion that the city’s magical council—which consisted of leaders from most of the magical groups in New Orleans—did too little to deal with the abundant challenges caused by the various factions vying for control of the streets. This would be a small step toward redress.

      “That sounds like a fair plan.” The woman was silent as she took a deep draught of her beer and looked expectantly at him. He sighed. “Okay, let’s have the other shoe.”

      She lifted a leg slightly and looked at her boot. “It’s fairly heavy.”

      “I assumed so to bring you here without warning. Does it have to do with the Atlanteans?”

      “Yes. But not the ones you’re thinking of.”

      What the hell? He sat up straighter and pushed his glass away, wishing not for the first time that he knew a sobriety spell. The chill that surged down his spine was a decent substitute, however. “That sounds ominous.”

      Nylotte nodded. “It is, I’m afraid. Or it might be, depending on what you decide to do.”

      He growled his impatience. “Enough suspense. Out with it.” A tiny twitch at the side of her mouth revealed that the Dark Elf had been deliberately teasing him. The world could be ending and in the final moments, she’d still play games with whoever was left. It was frustrating but he had to admire her commitment.

      “The parties that paid for your rescue from Trevilsom have emerged from the shadows.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “As I said, it depends on your choices. They’re the same group that used the giant octopus to attack the city and tried to attack the human gang.”

      He frowned. “Did they simply come out and admit that?”

      The Drow shook her head. “Putting various pieces together led me to that conclusion. But it makes sense. The family is making a play for power in New Atlantis and thus has an interest in anywhere and anyone who’s important to the current Empress. The Atlantean gang you used to be a part of belongs to her now.”

      “There’s more, of course.”

      She nodded again. “Naturally. They’ve passed a message along for you. I’m not sure why they chose to use Chadrousse as an intermediary but they did. And, of course, he passed the task on to me.” She grinned. “Now, he owes me instead of the other way around, which is exactly how I like it.” She withdrew a heavy envelope from the satchel and handed it to him. The front bore a calligraphic script of his name. The back was sealed with wax and an unfamiliar symbol.

      Tanyith frowned. “Have you examined it?”

      “Only for hostile magic. It contains none I could detect.” Her tone suggested that if any had been present, she would have discovered it.

      “So. A mysterious note from an important family in New Atlantis.”

      She shook her head. “Not merely important. One of the nine.”

      He closed his eyes and took a second to master his frustration at her lack of elaboration. When he felt he could speak without seeming upset, he said, “I’m not really up on all things New Atlantean—or Old Atlantean for that matter. Would you care to explain?”

      Her flat expression effectively communicated her disdain for the poor state of his education. She drank the rest of the beer in her glass and signaled for another round for each of them.

      At this rate, I’ll have to work a shift washing dishes to pay the tab.

      When she broke the silence, her tone was teacher-like. “The power structure in Atlantis, both old and new, is very much class-based. There are the workers, the merchants, the soldiers, and the gentry. Anyone can move between those classes with effort, talent, and a little luck. The gentry is built from former merchants and the occasional soldier with the right connections and is permitted to live in the central dome.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Got it. It’s basically similar to various civilizations on the surface.”

      “Indeed. What isn’t quite as similar is the next level up. The Nine noble families rank above the gentry and compete among themselves for leadership of the city. They operate as a council on matters of shared governance, but a monarch stands above them—the Emperor or Empress. She can perform a wealth of actions that do not require their consent.”

      “And the Empress is chosen from the Nine?”

      She gave an approving nod. “Exactly. Through a system of ritual combat, any of the Nine may challenge her for the throne, although only one at a time. Failure usually results in the death of the family’s most viable candidates, which puts them out of the running, potentially for generations.”

      He frowned. “The Empress fights them?”

      Nylotte’s laugh was startling in its sincere amusement when so much of the rest of her demeanor was sarcastic. “Of course not. She has champions galore.”

      “So for someone to even attempt it, they must be very confident.”

      “Or they have plans that go beyond simply winning their way to the position through the established process. Or both.”

      Tanyith sighed. “So, this is from one of those families and they seek to replace the Empress and for some reason, they’re interested in me. Fantastic. Do you have any idea why?”

      She tapped a single slender finger on the bar and the nail clicked as it met the surface. “I imagine they initially thought you would return to the gang upon your release. Either you’d be an ally for them, or you might destabilize it and provide an easier path toward taking control in the city. Now, though, I can’t even hazard a guess.”

      He gritted his teeth and broke the seal. Nothing happened, and the Drow raised an eyebrow at his lack of trust. The letter inside was brief and written in the same hand as the envelope.

      We have matters to discuss. You will come to New Atlantis at your earliest opportunity. We shall watch for your arrival.

      Startled and a little confused, he looked at Nylotte. “They want to talk to me. At their place.” He flipped the paper over and found an addendum.

      Failure to appear will result in repercussions against your former lover as well as anyone else you care about.

      He coughed. “And they’re evidently very serious about it.” He offered it to the Dark Elf and she examined it carefully. At one point, she held the envelope up to the light as if it might have secrets to reveal. He drank half his beer as he waited.

      She handed the materials back. “Like I said. It seems you have choices to make.”

      “Whether to go or not.” He nodded.

      “And whether to warn Sienna.” She didn’t say it but he knew she had to be thinking the same thing he was. And whether to warn Cali and Zeb.

      Tanyith shook his head. “Nothing is easy these days.”

      The Drow chuckled darkly. “As if it ever was. Only distance makes it seem so.”

      He stood and wobbled somewhat before he found his balance. “I guess I should wander over to the Dragons and chat with some people. Will you come along?”

      She rose as well, finished her drink, and smacked her lips in appreciation. “I need to visit Invel, which is my main purpose for the trip. Good luck with your choices.”

      “Thanks. Hey, maybe at least once you should visit when there’s nothing bad to report. Change it up a little.”

      She gave her happy laugh again. “If there ever comes a time when there is nothing bad to share, I will consider it. I think you’re in for a long wait, though, given the enemies you’ve made.”

      Yeah. It seems like it.
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      Cali’s evening hadn’t been nearly as eventful as the day that had preceded it. The Drunken Dragons Tavern had attracted a steady flow of customers, but now that it was past eleven, only the hangers-on who refused to acknowledge the listed closing time were present. She’d provided subtle hints that they should leave, but the remaining patrons had proven resistant.

      The front door swung open to reveal Tanyith and Detective Kendra Barton, neither of whom looked happy. She twisted to look at Zeb, whose frown showed he’d reached the same conclusion. The dwarf made a shooing motion from his position behind the bar. Yeah, right, don’t help or anything. You’re only the boss.

      She turned to the common room with a sigh. The long tables were mostly empty and as usual, the stragglers were as far from the front as possible as if the distance might allow them to remain unnoticed. All it did was make her cranky to have to take extra steps on aching feet. Working and fighting on the same day, she’d discovered, was still not a great combination for one’s physical comfort.

      After a deep breath, she cleared her throat and shouted, “Anyone who’s not standing and heading for the door in fifteen seconds will wish they were.” Almost everyone responded with grumbles and motion except for a business-suited Light Elf at the back of the room who had worked hard all night to convince his date that he was the one for her. To Cali’s eyes, it didn’t appear to have gone well. The fact that the woman had chosen a strong beer and he drank expensive red wine suggested a fundamental mismatch based on her serving experience.

      “Last chance, people.” She watched the elf and a part of her wished he wouldn’t obey. His date made a move to rise, but he put his hand on hers to keep her in place. Cali twisted to stare at Zeb and received a nod in return. Excellent. She narrowed her focus and sought a path into his mind. It was more protected than the man she’d fought earlier, but the alcohol had compromised his concentration and there were cracks to exploit. She waited until he gestured and caused his muscles to twitch in precisely the right way.

      The elf jerked to his feet as his wine spilled over the front of his expensive outfit. He glared at her and she gave him a blank stare. Although he uttered a growl that suggested he knew who was responsible, he couldn’t do more without proof. He stalked toward the exit and forgot his date entirely in his anger. The woman’s eye-roll confirmed Cali’s earlier impression, and she returned a small smile. Five minutes later, the Tavern was locked, the tables were clear, and she was free to join the others.

      Tanyith was in the seat that put his back to the door with Barton on his right and Zeb across the bar from her. Cali took the chair beside the detective. “So, you two are already tired of each other, huh? The looks on your faces tell the tale. Relationships today. Doomed from the start.” She shook her head with what she thought was an appropriately sad expression.

      Kendra shot her a look of exasperation. “Clearly, you have extensive dating experience to draw on when making that judgment.”

      “Ouch.” Behind the bar, Fyre snorted and she hissed, “Shut up, you.” The others laughed at their antics but it was forced and short-lived. With a frown, she asked, “Okay, seriously, what’s up?”

      Tanyith gestured at Kendra so the detective took the lead. “Tay’s ex has been threatened by the Atlanteans who sent the Kraken.”

      Cali sat for several seconds and tried to force those words spoken in that order to make sense. “How does that happen exactly? What’s the connection?”

      He heaved a heavy sigh. “Me. It seems the same people sprung me from Trevilsom. Nylotte thinks it was so I’d create chaos in or provide leverage against the gang in town.” He dipped his hands below the bar and came up with four metal vials, two in each hand. “She brought these for you, by the way, and says they’ll work better than what you’ve used.”

      She took the flasks, the healing potions marked with drops of blood on the caps and the energy versions with lightning bolts. Once she’d set them carefully onto the wooden surface in front of her, she turned to him again. “So why are they threatening Sienna, then? Is it about the dude you and she are looking for?” A hint of guilt hid in the question as she’d been so busy lately that she hadn’t been a very good partner in that investigation.

      He shook his head. “No. They want something from me.”

      Anger built inside her, the magic pressing for release in response. “What?”

      “Right now, only that I visit them and have a conversation. But I’m not stupid enough to believe that’s where it’ll end. They’ll demand more.”

      Kendra interjected, “We already have people watching Sienna, but we can’t keep her safe against every threat without putting her in protective custody. And Tay doesn’t think she’d agree to that.”

      He laughed. “Not hardly. No, I’ll have to go and talk to them.”

      Cali nodded. “Fyre and I will back you up. When and where is the meeting? I’m sure Zeb can give me an evening off if needed.”

      The dwarf gave a smug smile. “Janice is always looking for extra hours.”

      She grimaced at the mention of her occupational nemesis. “Janice is a pale imitation. You remember that.”

      He pulled his pipe from under the bar and busied himself loading and lighting it instead of replying. She stared at him until he finally chuckled. “Sure, imitation. Got it.”

      Appalling lack of respect I get around here. She turned to the other two. “See what I have to put up with? No appreciation for my talents at all. So, when’s the meet?”

      Kendra laughed and Tanyith shook his head. “Whenever we get there. They say they’ll be ready.” Something in his tone suggested it wouldn’t be as simple as one might think.

      “Where’s there?”

      “New Atlantis.”

      “Holy hell. Seriously?” Her mind raced at the information. It made sense that eventually, they’d have a direct connection to the Atlantean homeland, but she’d thought it would be later and had hoped it would be never. She’d half made her mind up that she’d have to go there to pursue the answers to her own personal questions, but it hadn’t crystallized into a definite decision as yet. “Damn. Okay. Well, how do we get there?”

      He shrugged. “Nylotte sent word right before I got here that no one she knows has a portal access. So, unless we want to go and ask the local gang to send us there, it looks like we’ll do it the hard way—by boat, I guess.”

      Cali drummed her fingers on the bar. “I could use a victory in the next battle to order them to do it according to the rules.”

      Everyone shook their heads simultaneously and Zeb spoke for them all. “There is no chance that we can trust them. Especially after today.” The other two looked quizzical, so she described the earlier fracas and received appreciative laughter for the way she’d finished it.

      She shrugged. “All right, then. We’re off to New Atlantis. I’d better take care of a couple of things first, though. I have thought about it and I’m tired of waiting for the Atlantean gang to set the timetable on the battles. Always wondering if today will be the day is beyond annoying. Let’s flip it and order them around instead.”

      Kendra frowned. “Is that in the rules?”

      Cali nodded. “I asked Scoppic. He said it would be a legitimate tactic.”

      “I told you going to the library would be good for you,” Zeb replied in a smug tone.

      She countered with a single upraised finger and continued. “So, I say we challenge them tomorrow and get it over and done with. Then, I should have at least two weeks free of them. That should be enough to travel to New Atlantis and portal back.”

      “Assuming everything goes as you’ve planned it, I agree,” Tanyith replied. “But that’s not exactly guaranteed.”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Whatever. It’ll be fine. So tomorrow, Fyre, Tanyith, and I will kick some Atlantean ass and after, we’ll prepare to head to New Atlantis. Kendra has Sienna protected, and the appearance of doing what they want should keep her doubly safe.” No one looked happy but everyone nodded. The Draksa sent a feeling of approval to her. “So, how do we get there?”

      “No one’s actually said where it is,” the detective said. “So…where is it?”

      Tanyith laughed. “Right where you’d expect it to be. In the Bermuda Triangle.”

      The woman shook her head. “Of course it is. And Bigfoot is probably hanging out with them too, and maybe a few vampires and werewolves. Get serious.” When his expression didn’t change, she put her face on her folded arms on top of the bar. “You are serious. This world is getting weirder by the minute.”

      Cali frowned. “That doesn’t actually answer my question.”

      He shrugged. “We take a ship as close as we can and we swim the rest of the way. I know spells that will help with that, and Draksa are natural swimmers.”

      “Is there no better option?”

      “I can’t think of one unless Nylotte’s friends want to give us an assist. But she didn’t suggest it so I would guess that won’t happen.”

      “Too bad. I like those people.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Me too.”

      Zeb pointed his pipe at Cali. “It seems as if you have a plan. You’d better go home and rest while you can. It sounds like you’ll have a big day tomorrow.”

      With a groan, she pushed herself off the chair. “Every day is a big day lately. I need a vacation.” She snapped her fingers. “Let’s get a move on, Fyre.”

      “I hear New Atlantis is nice this time of year,” the dwarf quipped. “It’s perfect for a vacation.”

      She gave him one last single-finger salute as she descended the stairs to the sound of everyone’s laughter.
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      The decision to take the offensive in the ritual battles with the Atlantean gang wasn’t an impulsive one. Cali had seriously considered it since the last encounter, which had been announced with a note on her Aikido studio’s door. As the idea grew in her mind, she’d begun to examine her surroundings with new eyes to identify locations where she might be able to have the next fight.

      It was while at the library—the mostly human and above-ground one—that she’d found the perfect place. A search for information on the area around her parents’ hidden bunker had led to the discovery of an article about a different portion of the city. It described a tunnel built in the nineteen sixties that had never been put into use because of a possible historic landmark issue. It lay at the edge of the Quarter and under the casino and the structures nearby. The author claimed it was in excellent condition despite its age and the ever-present threat of water damage.

      She and Fyre had found it after a great deal of trial and error and had discovered the article was mostly correct. The air was stale and a little moisture seeped in at the walls, but the six-lane passage beneath the tourists’ feet was intact and certainly large enough for a three-on-three battle.

      Probably even a six-on-six but damn, I hope I can find a way out of this before that happens. I don’t have that many friends.

      Cali had taken to using a two-step process when she portaled anywhere other than a completely safe location. Her first portal delivered her and the Draksa from her living room to the alley beside Ikehara’s dojo and the second connected that location to a different alley, this one across the street from the Shark Nightclub. They stepped through and she closed it immediately, another habit she’d developed in case any ambushers attempted to leap through to backtrack her. Developing new instincts that included countermeasures against risks she’d never before envisioned took time, but she worked consistently on it.

      The late morning sun felt hot on her bare skin. She had essentially left home in her pajamas—only a t-shirt, running shorts, and sneakers. The envelope in her hand was fancy, made of heavy material with an elegant pattern. She’d considered adding a wax seal and personal stamp but didn’t yet want to reveal any of the items or knowledge from her parents’ hidden refuge. The paper inside matched perfectly. On it was the phrasing Scoppic had instructed her to use.

      The ritual continues at a time and place of my choosing, as the rules permit. Tonight at nine, three-on-three, at these coordinates.

      Her phone had provided the GPS location of the tunnel. Doubtless, they would spend the afternoon checking it for traps, but she hadn’t left any surprises. There’s too much risk involved in that. Right now, the ritual protects me. Kind of, idiot loners aside. Tanyith would bring glow sticks in case but she assumed the Atlanteans would prepare the scene since they’d no doubt bring an audience as they had before.

      She veiled herself and walked across the street once she’d made sure no cars would approach to ram her invisible form. Outside the club, she drew a knife from the back of her waistband, one of the two her enemy had used in the attack the day before. Its twin had already been sold to a broker Invel had recommended, who bought any weapons she captured for a decent price.

      The Drow had reassured her they wouldn’t reappear in the wrong hands. He’d explained that the company he worked for serviced collectors, movie studios, and others with an interest in them but no actual need to use them. She’d been doubtful, but Zeb had vouched for the Dark Elf’s trustworthiness. Some of the money offset the hours of busking and work at the tavern she missed due to her new exciting lifestyle, and the rest waited for an emergency that would require it. Like buying a damn boat ticket to the bloody Bermuda Triangle.

      Cali raised the envelope in her left hand and stabbed the knife in her right through it and deep into the wooden door of the Atlanteans’ home base. Moments later, she watched from the alley as the door opened and the missive was retrieved by a large, muscular man with dreadlocks and a scowl. She poked Fyre and whispered, “There’s nothing as attractive as a dude in ratty shorts and a stained tank top.” The Draksa snorted in either agreement or condescension at the intellectualism of her humor. She chose to imagine it was the first.

      When the man closed the door and disappeared, she waited five minutes to ensure they wouldn’t try to catch her. After a couple of portals later, she was home. “Phase one complete. Now on to phase two.” The next task was a long, hot shower before the time arrived to start getting ready for the fight to come.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre had fallen asleep, resting for the battle ahead since she would only be in safe places. She’d agreed to meet Tanyith at three in the Tavern basement, and he was waiting when she stepped through into the crate-filled space. His dour expression fit perfectly with the dark atmosphere of the Drunken Dragons’ lower level.

      “What’s up, glum-face?” She summoned a cheerful grin and hoped it would be suitably annoying to rouse him.

      He shrugged. “Do you ever feel like events are in control of you, rather than the other way around?”

      Cali laughed. “Only every single minute of every single day. I would have thought you’d learned to be comfortable with that feeling in prison.”

      Tanyith rose and shuffled over to her. “Yeah, there was some of that. But when I got back, I expected things would change more than they have.”

      “I get it. Different place, same stuff. Hang in there. You’ll get used to it. Try to focus on what you can control in the short-term. Like beating the snot out of a few idiot members of your old gang tonight.”

      That inspired a smile. “Now that is a good plan.”

      She gestured with her hands and the strange tattoos that always appeared when she did physical magic glowed faintly on her bare arms. After her shower, she’d changed into jeans and boots since her parents’ bunker—well, I guess it’s my bunker now—always seemed unexpectedly chilly. She gestured to Tanyith to go first and followed him through.

      In the days since they’d discovered it, he had spent time cleaning and organizing. Despite her desire to do all of it herself, both he and Zeb had made the argument that it needed to be done sooner rather than later, and his schedule was more open than hers. She’d feared it would become less like her place if someone else did it but fortunately, it hadn’t turned out that way.

      The three of them had inventoried the lockers’ contents thoroughly together and had found nothing more than she’d initially discovered. Cali couldn’t see a use for the spy paraphernalia, the helmets, the electronics, or the sword fragments today, but the uniforms seemed like a good precaution. She and Tanyith turned their backs to one another as they tried them on.

      “Ready,” she announced.

      “Me too.”

      They rotated to regard one another. Her father’s uniform fit him well and he looked imposing in the all-black outfit. She hoped hers was as fetching but it definitely fit perfectly. The jacket was padded at the ribs and lower back with something lightweight but strongly resistant when struck, which they’d discovered when examining them previously. The tunic beneath wrapped her tightly and seemed to be temperature sensitive, always entirely comfortable no matter how cold the room around might be. She’d visited several times before and had put it on once, but only briefly to be closer to the memories of her parents.

      The black pants had the same padded sections at thigh, shin, and knee. The calf-high boots were lighter than they looked, but the steel toes and reinforced heels would give her kicks a little something extra. Pockets were virtually everywhere, with fold-over flaps secured with Velcro. Another long flap covered the zipper. A short collar reached almost halfway up her neck. The compass symbols that were the uniform’s only ornament lay under concealing patches of fabric.

      “That’s a good look for you,” she quipped. “It will definitely get Kendra in the mood if you know what I mean.” She waggled her eyebrows to ensure he got the message.

      Tanyith shook his head and laughed in despair. “Honestly, you need to find someone to date. I don’t think you have any idea what it’s like.”

      “Bow chicka bow wow.”

      He groaned and put his forehead in his hand for a moment. When he raised it again, he said, “The clothes look right on you. It captures your warrior spirit.”

      Cali had never really thought of herself as a warrior but his words resonated. She wasn’t what she’d been before. The last couple of months had burned away much of the less-focused parts of her being and exposed the core of her. While she’d always been a hard worker, she now felt like she was part of something bigger—like she was responsible for something bigger. When she tried to fully capture the idea, she found it overwhelming, so she generally only concentrated on the next step.

      “Well, let’s hope the Atlanteans think so. Maybe they’ll give up after we beat them today.”

      He laughed. “Do you want to lay odds on that?”

      She shook her head. “No way. They haven’t proven to be that smart, unfortunately. I guess they need a few more lessons.”

      “At this rate, Zeb will have to come out of retirement before long.”

      “You know, it might be worth it just to see that.” She chuckled.

      He turned unexpectedly serious. “We should probably be careful what we wish for on that front. He seemed really intense about it.”

      “Yeah. But still, I bet it would be a sight.”

      “Speaking of seeing things, I need to pop home and grab the glow sticks and my weapons. Do you want to get there early?”

      “No way. I’ll go home and eat something. We’ll meet you outside the casino at eight forty-five.” She summoned a portal and he did the same. “Don’t be late or I’ll have to start without you.”

      He laughed. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking through the Quarter in the martial outfit was out of the question. Even though most of the locals and tourists probably would have taken it in stride, Cali didn’t want to risk having some chucklehead delay her arrival. During their initial reconnaissance, Fyre had flown a circle around the area to identify the best location for a portal, and she arrived in the dark alley beside the casino to find nothing other than trash bins and the rodents that called them home.

      She emerged from the narrow corridor with the veiled Draksa at her side. Tanyith stood nearby clad in a ridiculous-looking bright red windbreaker. She couldn’t help but laugh and he rolled his eyes at her and growled. “Seriously?”

      “Once we’re down there, you should throw that away. No, wait—actually, you should burn it. If Kendra sees you in it, you won’t get any action for at least a month. Maybe a year.” Making fun of their couple-ness was one of her favorite pastimes at the moment. Which probably means I need better hobbies.

      Cali led the way down the concealed staircase. At the bottom, they reached a door that she’d put a new padlock on when they’d found the tunnel. The lock was still intact but the hasp that had been attached to the concrete wall had been ripped free to permit access. “It looks like they accepted our invitation.”

      He nodded. “Good. I would have hated to get all dressed up only for them to chicken out.”

      She laughed and pulled the door open. It was dark beyond it but a distant glow looked like it might be fire. They walked for about a quarter of a mile in the increasing illumination until they could finally make out four bonfires set far enough apart to delineate the combat area. The space was sufficiently large to handle a bigger battle than the one at hand. Between the flames were the expected onlookers, blocking their view of whatever opponents waited inside.

      A hundred feet away, she stopped walking, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly to center herself. Without moving her gaze from the gang members ahead of her, she whispered, “This is your last chance to back out, you two.” Their dismissive snorts were virtually identical. “All right, then. Let’s do this thing.”
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      The rustling and chatter that had grown louder as they approached the gathering dwindled and vanished when their presence registered with the crowd. A gap appeared in the wall of people in their path and they strode through into the combat area. It was momentarily empty until the business-suited woman she had seen entirely too much of lately stepped forward.

      Danna Cudon was dressed in gray today—an elegant pinstripe jacket and trousers over a black shirt and scarlet tie. She wore high heels in the same shade of red, a departure from her normal sensible footwear.

      Maybe she has a date afterward. Dang, it could be Tanyith’s right. It seems like everyone’s partnering up lately.

      “We are here as requested.” The woman sounded amused. Her lip curled a little and scorn entered her tone. “Nice outfits.”

      Cali grinned. “Function over fashion, unlike some people. Pretty shoes, though.”

      Cudon nodded as if accepting a compliment. “Are you ready to begin?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Three of us against you? That sounds great. Let’s go.”

      The other woman merely shook her head. “Hardly, although I would welcome the chance to lock you in a box again.” Cali scowled, and the Atlantean second in command’s lips curved into a smile as she turned to her left. “Champions, step forth.”

      From the back of the group farthest from where they’d entered, a trio of beings pushed forward, two bipedal and one about the size of a large dog. Fyre hissed at the sight of the other Draksa, and it responded by surging against the chain held by one of the two people. The woman who controlled it was dressed in some kind of scale armor that covered her from feet to throat and shimmered in the same hues as the creature she restrained with the thick chain in her left hand. In her right was a long spear with a wicked barb at the base of the sharp end and a blunt ball that rested on the floor. Her thin hair was dark and wild, defying gravity as if she were underwater.

      The man beside her was undoubtedly an enforcer and obviously a more well-regarded one than those she’d faced previously. He too wore armor, a series of thick plates that resembled crab shells positioned over a black layer of shirt and pants. His boots had spikes on the front and back that again brought crab shells to mind. He had long, ropy blond braids confined in a band that hung down to the middle of his chest. Although he held no weapons, two handles protruded over his left shoulder so he clearly didn’t lack options.

      Tanyith nudged her and whispered, “I wish I’d thought to bring a mallet and newspaper.”

      She shook her head. Concern about the clear professionalism of the two Atlanteans put her beyond humor, an exceedingly rare condition for her. “Which one do you want?”

      “I’ll handle the big dude. I should be able to keep him busy while you two deal with the others and then, you can save me.”

      This time, she did laugh when his response cracked her wall of anxiety. “You have a very realistic sense of your own abilities. I promise not to tell Kendra what a wimp you are.”

      He shrugged. “It’s merely logical. You know more about Draksa than I do and that’s a big damn wildcard. Especially if we start with hand-to-hand and no magic.”

      The enemy non-Draksa rolled their shoulders and twisted to loosen up. Cali said, “We won’t do that. I’m sure they don’t consider the Draksa’s claws weapons, but neither of us will be able to defend against them without something in our fists. No, we’ll go for blades and sticks at first draw and hold off on the magic until it’s absolutely required.”

      Fyre growled his approval of the idea. She looked at him but he didn’t meet her gaze, his focus entirely locked on the creature across the way. She sent a message mind-to-mind. “We’ll start with you on the Draksa and me on the woman and change it up if needed or if they don’t behave.”

      She assumed their foes would adhere to the previous rules and battle them as single opponents first, but she hadn’t been confident enough in that to assume it in her attack plan. He returned anger and nodded his head. She’d never seen her partner so aggressive and was glad she wasn’t on the receiving end of his ire.

      Danna Cudon seemed to be waiting, so Cali gave her a nod. The Atlantean gang leader whispered, “Goodbye, Caliste Leblanc,” then proclaimed, “Battle three begins!”

      The woman backed out of the space and the fighters separated. Cali and Tanyith pointed at their chosen opponents and received slight head-tilts of acknowledgment in return. The woman flicked her wrist and the chain detached from the Draksa’s collar. It stood motionless but trembling, ready to attack Fyre. For his part, her life-partner dragon lizard was rigid and focused but now displayed slightly more emotion than usual. Cali willed her bracelets to become sticks and Tanyith drew his Sai, which inspired smiles on their foes’ faces.

      The tense moment hung in silence before the armored woman broke it with a loud shout and the trio attacked as one.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre didn’t recall ever fighting another Draksa, although if the truth be told, he remembered little from before his time in the cemetery. Nevertheless, instincts flooded his mind with attacks and counterattacks and cataloged the creature across from him as something other than what he was. He imagined most non-Draksa would find it difficult to distinguish one from the other, but it was as clear as day that his enemy came from a different branch of the species than he did.

      Cali had learned that breath weapons could be considered magic in ritual combat and they had concluded that this ability was best kept in reserve for a moment of need. As a result, the start would be all claws and teeth and tail. Which suits me perfectly.

      It was strange seeing another creature doing the slithering approach he knew so well, but it was only the opening note of a song yet to be sung. He crouched and waited, ready to move in whatever direction the next verse required of him.

      The enemy Draksa stopped suddenly and spun to reveal a much longer tail than Fyre had expected. It seemed to elongate as it traveled and stretched toward him. The spikes on the end of it inspired a moment of jealousy as he responded, leapt upward, and used a beat of his wings to hurtle at his foe.

      His talons scored a thin line across the creature’s back, a scratch on the scales that failed to penetrate. The enemy snapped and grazed his rear leg with its teeth but accomplished nothing substantial. He flapped to gain a little more height, although the twelve-foot ceiling of the tunnel didn’t permit him to use his best moves. As he circled, he had to actively resist breathing ice on the bipedal enemies below him and dove toward his opponent again.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith had predicted that the pommels visible over his foe’s shoulders would be for swords and would have bet everything he owned on that conclusion. He almost stumbled in surprise when the man drew two short-handled, double-bladed battle axes. The curved blades were solid black and the handles gleamed silver except for the brown leather wraps that had been visible during his approach. He judged that they were slightly longer than his own Sai in the instant before the first one chopped down at his head.

      The metal clanged against the guard of his weapon and for a moment, he thought it would shear completely through. The force of the blow almost ripped it from his grasp and yanked him to the side enough that the horizontal strike from the ax in the other hand almost caught him. He dropped into a crouch to avoid decapitation and spun to sweep his opponent’s feet from beneath him.

      The Atlantean enforcer vaulted over the attempt and lashed a kick that struck the meaty part of his opponent’s chest. Tanyith tumbled back, turned it into a somersault, and pushed up as it completed in time to catch the next downward hack on crossed blades. He let one sai slide away, captured the weapon with the other, and wrenched it to the side. The free blade intercepted the other ax on its way in and for an instant, his foe was open. He delivered a front kick to the man’s sternum and forced him into a doubled-over retreat.

      Intent on striking hard before his enemy could recover, he thrust into an assault.
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        * * *

      

      Cali pivoted to her left to avoid the first stab of the spear and deflected the second with her stick. She shuffled forward and tried a sidekick, but the armored woman smacked it aside with the staff of her weapon. When she whipped her other stick around toward her adversary’s head, the larger weapon again interposed itself and blocked the effort. The Atlantean champion wore a condescending grin as she defended against the attacks with her spear and spun it in one hand as if it were no bigger than a baton to ensure it was always at the right angle to deflect her strikes.

      Okay, wench, I was wrong to hope you were simply an appendage to the Draksa. Duly noted. She threw a stick at her head and circled away from the woman’s weapon to try to sneak in a strike. Again, her foe defended herself with the spear against both blows. Damn it, woman, are you showing off one-handed simply to mock me?

      The chain that suddenly wound around her ankle and ripped her balance away answered that question. Cali fell hard on the concrete and managed to sneak an arm under her head to prevent her skull from impact with the unyielding surface. She threw her remaining stick at the woman, who had raised the spear and now pivoted toward her. It gave her only a second’s grace, but it was enough to wriggle onto her back. Her opponent stabbed down and she intercepted the tip of the weapon with the reinforced heel of her boot and hoped it would be strong enough to prevent the point from thrusting through and stabbing into her.

      She breathed a thank you to her parents for protecting her yet again when the barrier held. Her opponent stared at her in shock and she smirked as her sticks smacked into her hands once more. She lowered her blocking leg and used the other to kick the spear away, then continued the twist to rise to her feet and spun to face her foe.

      The champion snapped the chain again but this time, Cali was ready. She skipped over it, worked against the woman’s natural turn for the strike, and pounded her stick into her elbow. The chain dropped from her suddenly numbed hand but the rewarding crack of a broken joint failed to materialize. Damn armor. The spear whipped at her with the barb and its unexpectedly sharp edge leading. She leaned back, released her left stick as the point whistled past her face, and stepped in to grasp her enemy’s wrist. The scales were flexible enough that she could squeeze hard and secure her grip, and she used it to yank the Atlantean forward. She kicked the back of her knee as she went past and the woman dropped.

      Her opponent yelled a command and the woman’s partner Draksa immediately turned away from Fyre and suffered a deep rake from his claws as he obediently abandoned his own defense. He vaulted upward to put his head level with Cali’s. His mouth gaped wide and suddenly, the scene shifted into movie-style slow motion for her. The individual droplets of his breath weapon reflected the glow of the bonfires as a cone-shaped cloud of liquid and mist emerged and headed lazily toward her face. She threw herself back and fell to avoid the floating stream and barely noticed when her spine and skull connected hard with the concrete.

      Pain stabbed through her head but she ignored it and clenched her muscles to defend against the creature that now plummeted toward her. A scream of agony from behind her triggered a reflex twist to discover its source. Tanyith staggered with his hands over his face and she realized instantly realized what had happened. She’d blocked his view of the Draksa or he’d been too intent on his own fight, and the little bastard’s acid breath had struck her friend. She watched, horrified, as he fell and the ax-wielding enforcer surged forward to deliver a killing blow.
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      Rage filled Cali, and she released her hold on the magical pressure inside her with a shout as she sliced her hand in an arc. Force power followed the line of her movement and rocketed into the flying Draksa, the scaly wench, and the enforcer. None was able to react in time, and they all catapulted away. As she rose, the man landed upright in a skid and the woman struck the cement on her back but continued it into an acrobatic flip to her feet. The Draksa pounded into the roof and plunged to sprawl near them.

      She mentally shouted, “Get the woman,” to Fyre and turned her attention to the enemy dragon lizard. I only have seconds before the enforcer will target Tanyith again. Her stomach squirmed uncomfortably but she pushed it down ruthlessly and raised her hands. A focused cone of fire surged toward the enemy Draksa. She bathed him in it and spread her fingers so every inch of him was covered in flame. The creature screeched and spasmed, then collapsed. She spun in time to see the enforcer hurl an ax at her injured partner, who writhed on the ground. His screams had stopped, which was a bad sign. She launched a force blast to send the ax off target and was unsurprised when it returned to the enforcer’s hand.

      “Pay attention to me, scumbag,” she shouted, thrust into the attack, and launched a series of force punches at him as she ran.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre had dropped and rolled under Cali’s blast of magic and barely managed to avoid it. When he recovered his feet, he was ten feet away from the enemy woman and to her side. The chances that she was unaware that he had an angle on her were small, he thought, but it was worth the attempt. He breathed ice at her boots on the assumption that if she hadn’t seen him, a low attack might go unnoticed.

      His second hope—that she might stay focused on the plight of her pet long enough that he could sneak his strike in—was dashed when she vaulted upward and whirled with a scream. Her knees came to her chest as she avoided his blast, and as soon as she landed, she leapt toward him. The spearhead created a silver circle as she twirled it and her scale armor glittered. He waited, immobile, for her to commit herself.

      She landed a foot away from his head and thrust the point at his snout. He threw himself to the right in a roll, twisted as he regained his feet, and whipped his tail around in a short arc to strike at her knees. She drove the base of the spear down to block and kicked his flank. The impact radiated pain through his whole body and he saw his blood glistening on the tip of her boot, which clearly had a sharp edge of some kind. She drew it back for another kick.

      Fyre used all his speed to whirl behind her and managed to avoid the follow-up blow. His mouth stretched wide and he snapped his teeth onto her calf, then bit hard against the initial resistance from the armor before he tasted her flesh beneath it. He wrenched his head from side to side to tear at the wound but disengaged in time to avoid the spear point that drove into the ground below where his skull had been. He backpedaled and felt a surge of satisfaction as the limb collapsed when she turned to follow. Now it’s only a matter of time before she bleeds out. Let’s see if I can make that moment come sooner.

      She uttered a command and raised her hands, and he released an involuntary screech of alarm when she summoned her own version of her pet’s breath weapon and discharged it toward his face.
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        * * *

      

      Cali’s force punches were blocked by the enforcer’s axes, which came as a complete shock. She growled at the realization that they were almost certainly magical and with a shield ability of some kind included. Fine. Let’s see how you deal with this. She summoned a full-body force shield and pushed forward behind it.

      His weapons clanged against it but failed to penetrate, and she lashed out with a vicious kick to his shin. The reinforced toe met his armor plate and they canceled one another out. He jumped back and threw his weapons into the air, then extended his hands. Lightning crackled from each to surround her and bite into her unprotected back.

      She yelled more in anger than in pain and used force blasts to careen his axes away before they could return to his palms. She whispered, “Aspida,” and the shield charm she wore activated. A strange burning emanated from where it lay against her chest, which told her it had finally been consumed, but she had no time to worry about it. While she was protected, she raced forward with her sticks ready and rained a succession of blows upon him. He blocked with his forearms and shins, adequate to the task of protecting himself even without his weapons, which she was sure would return at any moment.

      His counterattacks battered her defensive magic but failed to penetrate. It seemed like a stalemate, but she couldn’t disengage without risking Tanyith. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed that he had stopped moving and helplessness flooded her.

      Hang on, Tay. Don’t leave us yet. She turned to the enforcer, who spun his retrieved weapons in his hands. “Surrender. Last chance.”

      He shook his head and walked slowly toward her.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre met his opponent’s magic with his own when he released a cone of frost at the incoming acid. When the powers collided, his proved superior, consumed hers, and created a tinkling shower of icy shards. He surged into flight with strong beats of his wings and banked to dodge the shadow bolts that erupted from her hands in pursuit. The puddle of blood that flowed from her ruined calf grew ever larger and it would weaken her further with each passing second.

      From his aerial vantage, he noted Tanyith’s crumpled form and the enforcer stalking Cali. He changed course toward the Atlantean and flashed in front of him with his talons extended at the man’s eyes. He reacted quickly and brought one of his axes up to defend himself, but it hadn’t been the Draksa’s intent to actually damage him, only to provide a distraction. As he twisted to fly toward the woman, the enforcer bellowed in pain. Fyre swept in a circle around his opponent, dodged the weakly thrown spear, and moved faster than her wounded leg would allow her to do.

      After three-quarters of a turn, his opportunity arrived. He breathed frost over his foe and landed with a quick flurry of his wings. The attack continued until she was fully frozen, a crystal statue of magical ice. Without delay, he took flight again to support his partner.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre’s attack had distracted the enforcer enough for her to sneak a strike in above the armor plate covering his forearm and below the one protecting his elbow. She’d put her full body’s force behind it and twisted her torso to accelerate the weapon through its short arc, and the bone snapped at the impact. His weapon fell from his hand, and he gave a guttural shout of outrage. She circled toward his wounded side and waited for his next move.

      When he made to throw his ax, she dropped her sticks and darted forward. She imagined a glove of force magic wrapped around her hand and whipped it in a chop that struck his throat above his protective collar. His body recoiled beneath the blow and his eyes bulged as he fought for the breath he no longer had any ability to draw. Her next attack, a punch to the same place, followed immediately and sealed his fate.

      She didn’t pause to watch him fall but turned and ran to Tanyith. His hands had fallen to his sides when consciousness faded, and the sight of his unmoving form stabbed fear deep inside her. His face was a ruin of burned flesh and she forced herself to ignore it as she fumbled for the healing potions stored in his thigh pocket. She raised his upper body to vertical and spilled the scarlet liquid into his mouth, cursing at the amount that spilled out again and trickled down his chest. She uncapped the second vial with her teeth and poured that in as well, then reached for her own.

      With a convulsive shudder, he coughed and began to breathe again. He fell onto his side and covered his face protectively, and she sat uselessly beside him. Fyre landed next to her and leaned his warm body against hers, and she slid an arm around him, her gaze fixed on Tanyith. After minutes that seemed like hours, he sat and looked uncertainly at his surroundings. His voice was a harsh rasp and each word sounded as if it was ripped individually from deep in his chest. “We…won?”

      Cali choked on a sob, then mastered herself. “We did. You took a shot that was meant for me. I’m so sorry.”

      He barked a single laugh, then winced. “You…owe…me.”

      She nodded. “I do. Anything you need, you’ve got it.” She handed him one of her own potions. “Sip this but go slow. We don’t know how it’s different from the regular ones.” They’d all agreed Nylotte’s gifts could be trusted but that it was for her use, not necessarily for anyone else’s.

      Without argument, he followed her instructions and she stood and gazed around her. The crowd was silent as they had been after each battle.

      I wonder if that’s the rule or if it’s because they don’t know how to react to losing. Her body ached, and she limped a little as she crossed to the armored woman. The magical pressure inside her increased and urged her to give in to the desire to incinerate her foe. Cali resisted with a shake of her head. I won’t become that person, no matter how hard you bastards push me.

      Danna Cudon stepped forward and said, “You have two weeks,” before she turned toward the tunnel’s exit.

      “Hold on a second. Aren’t you forgetting something? Something you perhaps failed to mention previously?”

      The woman turned back to her with a small grin. She straightened her tie before she asked with a look of perfect innocence on her face, “Whatever do you mean?”

      Cali stepped closer so she was barely a foot away from the other woman. “By the rules of the trial you’ve invoked, you owe me a boon for my win.”

      Cudon shrugged. “Ah, you can learn. Very well. What is it you want? An extra week perhaps?”

      She’d thought the question through ahead of time and had the answer ready. Her first choice—to request that the whole thing be ended—wasn’t allowed, unfortunately. “Tell me everything you know about the engravings on the sword piece your gang holds.”

      The woman’s eyes widened and for a moment, Cali was sure she’d struck a nerve. Then, the wench laughed and she realized she hadn’t. When she’d settled, Cudon said, “What a useless request. You could have found that information in all kinds of places. Honestly, Caliste, while your fighting skills are commendable, your intellect never fails to disappoint.”

      “Answer the question,” she demanded through clenched teeth. Her brain added several insulting names she was generally reluctant to speak aloud.

      “But of course. The runes are from the shared language of the Atlantean nobility. Every house has a translation. Too bad you don’t have access.”

      She shook her head. “Nice try, wench. Your lying skills need work. Now, if any of you try to mess with us while we leave, you will be in violation of the rules of the ritual. And now that I understand the rules, I know who to inform if you fail to follow them.”

      Cudon paled slightly, and she knew her comment had hit home. Not as if I have any desire to meet the Empress who opposes me but she doesn’t need to know that. She walked slowly backward and only turned when she had both her allies beside her and they were outside the glow from the fires.

      Tanyith coughed. He sounded much better but an injury like that would take a little time to come back from, even with the healing potions. “So, that was fun. You’ll have to pay for my ticket to New Atlantis if you want me to join you for the next one.”

      “You got it.” She sighed and added, “We might need to convince Zeb to join us after all. Heaven only knows what kind of scumbags could be waiting for us in the next bout.”

      Fyre snorted. “No matter who they send, we will always be stronger. They are fighting for power. We are fighting for survival.”

      She looked at him. “You’re smarter than you look.”

      He gave her one of his superior Draksa grins. “You’re not.”

      She led the way through the door and into the outside world with Tanyith’s laughter filling her ears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      After the previous night’s battle, Cali had found it a challenge to crawl out of bed and get to the dojo. It had taken Wham’s Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go to do it and for the umpteenth time, she cursed the day Dasante had convinced her to let him create her wake-up soundtrack. But, as always, there was no denying that it was effective. After a quick shower, she’d thrown on sweats and a t-shirt, retrieved her gym bag, and headed out.

      A giant yawn escaped her as she pulled the rear door of the Aikido studio closed behind her. She flicked the lights in the back rooms on, then the ones over the main training area. The front she left dark as it wasn’t on her cleaning agenda for the day.

      Emalia had suggested she might want to give up this task, given how busy she was. She had reassured her great aunt that it was work she valued and moreover, it was work that Ikehara trusted her with, which made it worth doing regardless of any other consideration. He must have seen potential in her from the start since allowing her to do some work at the dojo was the only way she’d been able to afford to train with him. Now, the additional instruction she received was essential to her survival, and even if she could have afforded it with ease, she wouldn’t stop rewarding his faith in her by abandoning the task.

      Plus, it was a good way to give her mind a break while her body occupied itself with the work. After quickly finishing the changing rooms and running the Bissell sweeper over the hallway carpet, she took the dry mop to the padded canvas mat that covered the instructional space. Her pattern was always the same, side to side starting at the end nearest the front door and ending in the rear corridor. Most days, like today, a quick rerun of “wax on, wax off” played in her head but otherwise, her thoughts floated free. This was as close as she got to truly Zen.

      When she reached the halfway point, she realized she was getting feelings from Fyre. His sleeping emotions were instantly recognizable, and everything seemed fine. It jolted her out of her reverie, though, because she’d never been able to sense him at such a distance before. She pushed back a little to send warmth and love to him, and those same things were quickly reciprocated, which suggested she had reached him as well.

      Holy hell. That’s a change. Cali shook her head and continued her work while she let his warm comfort fill her. By the time the task was complete, she was more relaxed than she’d been in recent memory.

      She stowed the mop and stepped into the center of the mat where she bound her hair into a ponytail holder. With that out the way, she assumed a ready stance and moved through the steps of her forms as a warmup, visualizing the opponents she would normally execute the moves on. As her muscles loosened fully, she added in follow-up attacks, strikes, and kicks preceding the takedowns and locks that were the traditional elements of the art, increasing from quarter- to half-speed. Her mind created additional enemies to defend against, and she envisioned the blocks and throws she would use against them.

      Her intense focus meant she was sufficiently lost in the practice that she failed to notice Ikehara’s entrance and only became aware of his presence when he stood at the edge of the mat and clapped. She turned and bowed and he nodded in acknowledgment.

      “Your form is excellent, Cali.”

      She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Thank you, Sensei.”

      “So, what shall we practice today?”

      Immediately, she thought back to her last battle. The axes hadn’t been too different than the swords and knives they’d trained with. But the spear had been unique. She raised her eyes to the one that stretched across the top of the weapons wall. “The spear, please.”

      He nodded. “Very well.” He retrieved it and spun it from one hand to the other, twirled it behind his back, and raised it overhead. The man was amazing to watch, his power and skill evident in every movement he made from walking to fighting. She still had moments where she couldn’t believe she was so lucky as to have found such an excellent teacher. He stopped and faced her with the spear in his right hand, the point in the air and its base on the ground. “Are you ready?”

      Cali summoned her sticks and wove them in a figure-eight pattern, then stepped back into a guard position. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The sensei grinned at the response and launched into an attack. The spear whistled in from her left and she blocked it easily. He twirled it in a circle overhead to bring it in from the opposite direction, and she intercepted that too. When he whipped it at her left shoulder, then her right, she guided the blows away and passed up the opportunity for counterattacks. Their sessions had a rhythm and started slowly and obviously before they moved into more advanced techniques and challenges. Beyond the weapons skills she developed, the practice also taught her to conserve her resources in the certainty that there would always be something more dangerous to follow. The habit had served her well on any number of occasions.

      He pressed her and by the end, her muscles trembled from the speed and power required to evade and redirect his blows. She spent most of the time on the defensive but with each block, she learned a little more about how to deal with the weapon and advanced her skill with the sticks by the tiniest of amounts. His classes often heard the adage that “the longest journey is accomplished by the smallest steps” from him, and she knew each small measure of improvement would pay off in the long run.

      When he called a halt, she sank gratefully to the mat while he returned his weapon to the wall. He lowered himself to sit beside her. “You grew tired more quickly than usual.”

      She nodded. “Yesterday was…busy.” Cali didn’t feel right sharing the details of every challenge she faced with him. It simply didn’t seem appropriate unless she had a specific question he could address. Sometimes, he pushed her on it. Today, he changed the subject.

      “You have reached a place of diminishing returns on your training with the sticks. From here on out, we will work to maintain those skills but should choose other weapons to focus upon. One is certainly the jo staff, as you still have room for improvement. Is there another you are interested in?”

      The statement came as a surprise. She’d known she had improved significantly but hadn’t realized she’d reached a plateau. Ikehara had warned her it would happen eventually. The only way to break out of it was to train a different but complementary skill, which would ultimately open new avenues for the former one. Of course, there were other ways around it, but he’d claimed this path was the one that would best maximize the minimal training time she had.

      The answer was easy, though. “The sword.”

      He nodded. “One hand or two? Single sword or dual?”

      Cali frowned, then jogged to the back to retrieve her phone. She sat beside him and showed him the picture she’d taken of the sword fragment her parents had left her. “What do you think this is?”

      He took the device from her hands and peered at it, then zoomed in to study the runes and the edges more closely. After several minutes of careful examination, he offered it back to her. “Based on the width, it’s unlikely to be a two-handed sword. It may be a traditional length or a slightly longer hand-and-a-half. The latter would present an additional challenge, requiring you to increase your upper body strength to wield it properly.”

      She groaned. “Great, more exercises. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      The sensei laughed. “An appropriate response. And the muscles will still be useful if it’s a standard length. We can begin training it next time.” He paused and they passed a minute in comfortable silence before he broke it again. “You may not be aware that I know one of the members of the magical council. I’ve been told about the challenges you face.”

      “Yeah, I’m something, aren’t I?” She laughed. “Let me guess. It’s Invel.” She could picture her teacher seeking unique weapons and the Drow would certainly have access to those kinds of things.

      He shook his head. “No, although I’ve heard a great deal about him. It is the gnome, Scoppic.”

      “He’s wonderful. How did you meet him?”

      “At the library. I’ve done research on the martial arts of other cultures. He has shared books with me that I wouldn’t have otherwise been able to access.”

      She assumed he meant the main library, not the magical version beneath it. A number of the gnomes worked in the one on the surface, although she’d never seen Scoppic there.

      “Excellent.”

      “I am told you might need allies in the future. I want you to know that should the occasion arise you may count me among them.”

      Cali’s heart lurched in her chest and for several moments, she couldn’t speak. When she finally found her voice, all she could manage to say was, “Thank you, Sensei. Truly. That means…so much.”

      He nodded without looking at her, respecting her privacy. Suddenly, he stood and strode into the front portion of the room. He unlocked the door and flicked the lights on, then in a far less serious tone, ordered her to get dressed for class. With a groan inspired by her cooling muscles, she pushed herself to her feet and hurried to obey.

      More small steps toward a large destination. She laughed inwardly. Yeah, New Atlantis.
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      Rion Grisham combed his hair carefully into place and stared at his reflection in the mirror to ensure that he would present the right image. His shave was flawless, as always, and if there were a few more wrinkles around his eyes with each passing year, at least they gave him a distinguished look. His light brown hair still hid the gray strands well. All in all, he could be a corporate executive, although maybe a little less pampered and a little harder.

      I guess I kind of am one, at that. Tonight’s meeting could be a turning point for the Zatora organization, either for the better or for the worse. It wasn’t quite a throw of the dice, but it was far from a sure thing. If tonight is the beginning of the end, at least I’ll look presentable for it.

      His smartwatch vibrated to tell him he had ten minutes to get to the meeting room in the basement. The security in the mansion had been increased dramatically since the girl and her friends had broken in, and he was confident it was again the safest place in the city for serious plotting and planning.

      He strode from his suite and turned to the guards on either side of the door. “She stays in there. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” The duo in their matching black uniforms nodded but did not speak. He dismissed them from his mind as he descended the two flights of stairs to the basement and entered his office, which was guarded by another two of his people.

      Inside, his three lieutenants awaited him. Colin Todd, who clearly fashioned himself after Grisham, rose from his seat on one of the couches at his entrance. The man wore a navy suit with a matching tie over a white shirt, his blond-brown hair perfectly coiffed and his tan shoes gleaming. His face was ordinary enough that he’d blend into a crowd of accountants without issue. He got his words out quicker than the others. “Evening, boss.” It was eleven-thirty on the dot. The gang leader did his best thinking at night. He gave his imitator a nod of acknowledgment.

      The one beside him stood more slowly. Jack Strang was big and muscular and his black pinstripe suit didn’t fit as nicely as Todd’s. His features were a contrast to the other man’s as well—sharp, solid, and instantly noticeable. Strang’s shoes didn’t shine but his shaved head did. His open-collared dress shirt strained against its buttons. He stood respectfully and maintained his silence, and Grisham nodded at him too.

      The third man chose not to rise, which was no shock at all. Messy brown hair, soft features, and business casual khakis and a bright green polo shirt crafted an image of a person who didn’t care about his looks at all. Which is logical, since they almost certainly aren’t his real ones. This was the version of the man he’d initially met, but the mage was inordinately skilled at illusion and changed bodies seemingly on a whim.

      Ozahl was a key part of Grisham’s powerbase but the more he worked with him, the more he wished for an alternate option. Thus far, finding another magical willing to work for a human gang in a battle against their own kind had proven difficult. Still, he wouldn’t stop trying. Grisham believed in backup plans and more backups for those.

      The mage waved a lazy hand. “I’m here as ordered, but I’ll have you know the last-minute call for the meeting screwed up a very promising date.”

      The gang leader never knew whether to believe anything the man said and cared not at all about the personal lives of those in his employ. He ignored the comment.

      “There was no reason to wait once I got the word. A shipment of anti-magic bullets is on its way to Fort Polk. Apparently, the giant octopus attack caused some concern so they put in a request. All our eggs will be in the same basket for a few hours while they organize the ammunition for distribution.”

      The survivors of the group that had attacked his people were reportedly still at the base, either in cells or in the secure infirmary, and he wanted them as much or more than he desired the bullets.

      Smiles appeared on his human lieutenants’ faces. The mage seemed less impressed and merely offered a nondescript shrug and remained silent.

      Strang asked, “So, how will we do it? Did we get someone on the inside?”

      Grisham shook his head. “No one willing to act. The intelligence came from surveillance on a person of interest further up the chain.” The Zatora family paid handsomely for any and all information concerning military or police activities within a few hundred miles of New Orleans. They had people on the payroll tasked with being go-betweens and connection-makers. Not much happened in the town that he didn’t have at least some hint of.

      Except for magical monsters appearing from nowhere. I’m not sure how I can put together an early warning system for that.

      He pushed that thought aside and continued. “But we have satellite images and we have people to spare. A contingent from New York will be here by tomorrow afternoon.”

      Ozahl slapped his hands on his thighs. “So be it, then.” The other lieutenants swiveled their heads toward him.  “I’ll lead it. Strang can come along. Todd stays close as liaison but doesn’t join the attack.” He frowned and looked thoughtful for several seconds. “We’ll need to go in hard—automatic rifles, make considerable noise, and detonate numerous explosions. While that happens, a smaller group infiltrates to retrieve the ammo and the people. I’m sure we’ll find a vehicle to borrow, but there should definitely be more nearby so we can divide the take and scatter. That way, if they pursue, they won’t get everyone.”

      The other two humans in the room looked at Grisham and he nodded. “It’s a fair plan. Let’s spend an hour or so to flesh it out fully. Gear is no problem. We’ve stockpiled for this kind of eventuality.” He shook his head. “But we’ll need to give them someone to blame for it.”

      The mage grinned. “I couldn’t agree more. I have my own collection of various items from the Atlanteans we’ve killed. It shouldn’t be too hard to throw suspicion in their direction.”

      Finally, Grisham smiled. “That’s the perfect touch. Let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      Usha emerged unsteadily from the portal onto the thick carpet that covered the floor of her office in the Shark. The Empress had demanded her presence in person far more often of late, and the energy required to transfer to New Atlantis and back was draining. She imagined it had something to do with the water between but had no actual evidence of that.

      Or maybe I’m merely lousy at portals. Some people go from planet to planet without seeming to make any real effort at all. But that’s not me.

      She changed from the ornate dress she’d worn for her audience into a more casual jeans and sweater combo, the latter a luxurious cashmere that caressed her skin and made her feel instantly more relaxed. A gentle knock on the door revealed that her arrival had not gone unnoticed.

      Nor should it have. When magic happens in my club, someone had better take note, even if it is ridiculously late at night. A look at her watch required her to correct herself. Ridiculously early in the morning.

      The gang leader pressed the button on her desk to release the lock and it swung open. Danna Cudon, clad as always in a gorgeously tailored business suit, swept in. Her long black hair was pulled back from her face, and her light makeup accentuated the sharp lines of her cheekbones. With a couple more inches of height, the woman might have been a model with a completely different life.

      Usha smiled, truly happy to see her subordinate. “Danna, how are you?”

      The other woman grinned in return. “Very well, thank you. Yourself?”

      She shrugged. “A little tired. The Empress is demanding.”

      “As always, right?”

      “Indeed.” She gestured toward the couches arranged at a right angle from one another and moved to sit across from her second in command. “So, bring me up to speed.”

      Her subordinate straightened with a nod. “The Zarcanum is still in demand among the magicals of the city. We’ve expanded distribution to those not quite as high up the social ladder. I don’t oversee those personally but am told it’s going well. The people I do meet with are universally pleased with our service.”

      “And we are universally pleased to accept their money,” Usha replied. “How about the one for the humans?”

      “Demand exceeds supply. We can’t make the Shine fast enough to satisfy those who want it. And that’s only focusing mainly on those we’ve identified as supporters or customers of the Zatoras. Our hopes of spreading to the rest of the market are on hold until we can increase our production.”

      The Atlantean leader frowned. “And how do you plan to do that while maintaining the secrecy we require?”

      Danna looked uncomfortable. “I hate to say it, but I haven’t found a good solution. We’ve run out of trustworthy people here. I fear you will need to ask the Empress to supply them.”

      Usha sighed. Making a request of the Empress at the moment was problematic at best, especially in light of the new orders she’d given. “Okay. We’ll have to leave that on hold. Do you have anything else to share?”

      “Only that the assault attempted against the Zatora organization by the Malniet family seems to have accomplished nothing more than the Kraken attack did. Aside from making their presence known, neither was a clear success. Rumor has it that Grisham is actively seeking members of the family to ‘interview,’ but if there are any present in the city, they’re keeping a low profile.”

      “There are almost certainly some here. They would want eyes on the ground. Hell, they’ve probably been here for months, if not longer.” Danna nodded agreement. “We have to assume they’ll turn those eyes toward us before long.” Again, her subordinate signaled consensus. “Start looking for them. Follow the Zatora searchers too. Maybe they’ll get a break before we do.”

      The woman’s lips twitched into a scowl. “And, of course, there’s the matter of Caliste Leblanc. Her ongoing success in the battles is not unexpected but is downright annoying.”

      Usha laughed. “Well, if that bothers you, what I have to share will make you absolutely furious.” Her second leaned forward and her body betrayed her concern. “The Empress has taken a personal interest in young Cali. We are to continue the ritual because to do otherwise would betray her interest and there are always people watching those of us who support our ruler.” The likelihood of someone within their own gang being paid to provide information to the nine was high, which was one of the reasons the two leaders were so careful with the secrecy surrounding their street products. “But the goal has changed. If she survives, the Empress wants her turned to our cause.”

      Her subordinate’s head tilted to the side as if what she’d said didn’t make sense. “Did she explain how we might accomplish that?”

      “Not in so many words. But we have concrete steps to take in that direction. Unfortunately, success will require hard work, luck, and sacrifice in equal measures.”

      Danna nodded. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

      She shook her head. “In due time. The first moves are mine. But also, in addition to the things we’ve discussed, I’ll need you to start working on weakening the girl’s support structure.”

      A true smile swept across her second’s visage and the enthusiasm in her voice matched it. “Now that sounds like fun.”

      “I am positive you’ll enjoy it.” She pointed to the bar cart that stood against one wall. “Get us a couple of drinks because this is a moment of both change and celebration.” The woman complied and Usha took an appreciative sip of the dark rum. “Okay, here’s what we need to do….”
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      After staying up into the early morning hours the night before awaiting Usha’s return, Danna had decided to make it a light day. She had emerged from her apartment by midafternoon, properly attired and made up, and attended to the few high-level customers on the schedule. Between meetings, she’d reviewed the production process for the human drugs and searched for a way to speed it up without adding people. Unfortunately, they’d already taken advantage of all those possibilities.

      When eight o’clock finally arrived, she stepped out of the car and dismissed her driver for the evening. Before her was the restaurant called August, one of her favorites in the Quarter. The maitre d' escorted her to the table she preferred, which a gang member had reserved for her earlier in the day. It was set for two but the other party had yet to arrive.

      She selected the Degustation menu, a chef-curated sampling of the restaurant’s best dishes paired with appropriate wines. The Royal Red Shrimp salad arrived first, accompanied by a light red wine as both she and her partner disliked white varieties. She had just taken her initial mouthful when the chair across from her slid out and a woman sat in it.

      The new arrival was clad in a tight crimson dress that plunged low and ended at mid-thigh. She was curvy and gorgeous, with a strong face and long blonde hair that fell in gentle waves over her shoulders. Earrings and a necklace of gold and diamonds finished the look. She raised an amused eyebrow at the waiter’s failure to avoid giving her obvious scrutiny as he deposited her plate in front of her, then vanished.

      Danna laughed softly. “I guess we’ll have a female server in no time. What’s your name today?”

      The other woman grinned. “What do you want it to be?”

      “You look like a Holli. Let’s go with that.”

      “Holli it is.” Her guest took a careful mouthful of her salad and sipped at her wine. As always, Danna was impressed at how completely the mage adopted his disguises. To those on the outside, she seemed to have a number of different partners, which ensured that no one questioned whether she might have someone special to assert a claim on her loyalties. For the two of them, it meant they could be together as often as they wanted without anyone knowing they were a couple. It was, in short, a perfect solution to their need for secrecy.

      Danna nibbled a little more before she pushed her plate away. The appetizers were good but she wanted to save her appetite to sample the main courses. Her dining partner had no such concerns. He had explained that his body burned more calories when he used magic so he needed to eat well when in disguise. She took his comment on faith.

      There was no way to know if she’d seen his true form, even though he’d promised her she had. In the end, it didn’t matter. It was him who drew her, not whatever shell he happened to be in at the time. “So, plans for later?” It was her standard line to discover whether she’d sleep alone at her apartment or if she’d have to find a place to portal to their shared hideaway. She had collected several options and tried to use them randomly, again to preserve the illusion that she was with various people when she wasn’t at home.

      “Sadly, yes.” The voice that emerged from his current body held his humorous overtones, but the woman’s voice was higher and sultrier than his own. He might have overdone it there a little unless the goal was to draw everyone’s attention. Of course, that could easily have been his objective. His mind was devious in an assortment of interesting ways, complementing rather than duplicating her own. “My boss has me working late.”

      Anyone listening would doubtless reach the wrong conclusions. The mage waved his hand as if to emphasize the point, and the surrounding sounds grew more subdued. His ability to subtly shield their conversations was more refined than any other she’d ever experienced.

      “Doing something interesting?” she asked

      He nodded, and his long blonde hair fell into his face. With a sigh, he pushed it away. His reply was interrupted by the arrival of a female server with new glasses of wine and an impressive-looking soup with caviar in it. The scent of fresh cucumber wafted from the bowl, and they both tasted it.

      “Damn, that’s good, he said. “Great choice.”

      Danna nodded. “You were saying?”

      Her companion gave her a smile that revealed he’d acted distracted simply to tease her. “We’re moving on the place tonight. The big one.” Her eyes widened as he used the euphemism for Fort Polk.

      “After the people?”

      “And the toys.” He’d explained the plan to her in detail when it had first been suggested to Grisham so she could provide a perspective on how it might impact the Atlantean gang. To be sure, the humans with anti-magic bullets would be a problem for them. But he had assured her that any big operations would be communicated well in advance so she could move the important people out of the line of fire. It suited their purpose to keep the gangs at odds with each other for as long as possible because the chaos and uncertainty provided more opportunity for them to improve their own situations.

      “Dang. Two-for-one. How’d that come about?”

      He shrugged his shapely shoulders. “Pure luck, apparently. Sometimes, the universe is kind. Or, for the people on the other end of the equation, decidedly less than kind.”

      “He’ll call upon you for the conversation?” She used another euphemism, this time for an interrogation.

      “Almost certainly. He trusts me and I’m good at it.”

      “You’ll have to take care not to reveal your true nature.” He smiled and gestured at the body he wore like a costume. She shook her head. “They’ll have magic too. It might be harder to hide from.”

      “I’ll be careful. I can also make up a reason to be alone during the session so if they do discover something they shouldn’t, I’ll be the only one who knows.”

      Danna nodded. “Okay, that’s a good plan. Will the first part be dangerous?” She tried not to fear for him but with the events ahead, it was impossible not to. Random chance combined with enemy action had killed people of power on any number of occasions.

      “Somewhat. Baldie will provide a diversion while I lead a smaller team in for our true objective. The goal is to keep us hidden and if he’s loud enough, it might work. If not…well, failure won’t be the death of me, although it could accelerate our timetable a little.”

      She sighed as the plates before them were exchanged for a dish with some kind of octopus on it. A taste revealed that it was perfectly seasoned and cooked, and she devoured it before she replied. “That wouldn’t necessarily be the worst thing.”

      He laughed softly. “Are you tiring of the game, love?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, never. I merely wonder if we’re reaching the point where the returns are so small that we should move on to a different strategy or a different place.”

      “This is the only place to be right now. Once we’ve done our part with the humans and your friends, we can start to pick away at the Malniets. Everything we accomplish here will only make things better when we get back home.”

      She smiled. “You’re never satisfied.”

      A much louder laugh emerged, and heads swiveled to look at her. Men on dates turned their heads away quickly but those without stared a little longer. A few women’s gazes lingered too. “As you well know. But why should we be? Each day, we squirrel away a little more information and a little more treasure. Each day, our power grows. When we return, we will be ready to advance to the nobility. And then the true game will begin.”

      Danna nodded. The end goal was the same as it had always been. The destruction of one of the nine families would create a power vacuum the nobility would fight to the death to fill. It was their shared objective to seize that position for themselves. It was the main reason she was so intent on seeing Caliste killed, as that line had dwindled almost completely. When the other family had attacked New Orleans, it had been as if the universe offered them a backup plan. Still, they needed to tread carefully. In New Atlantis, overreach was inevitably fatal. She lifted her glass. “To the game and our victory in it.”

      The beautiful blonde across from her matched her gesture and clinked to complete the toast. “To us and all we may achieve together.”

      She folded her napkin and placed it beside her plate. “Suddenly, I’m hungry for something other than food. Let’s get out of here.” Her partner’s smile confirmed that he felt the same, and they left the unfinished meal, the table, and the restaurant behind to pursue a different variety of physical delight.
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      Zeb grimaced as Janice made her way down the long tables and bumped into several of the customers. He had insisted Cali take the evening off because she’d looked more than a little rough at the end of the previous night. When he’d remarked on it, she’d said only that she was tired so he did what he could to address the problem. Hopefully, she was at home sleeping.

      The Dragons’ other server wasn’t bad, per se. She merely didn’t have the gift for dealing with people that Cali did. But she was available at a moment’s notice and affable enough with the easy folks. It required a little more of his attention to keep the challenging ones in check with her around than it did when he could depend on the fiery redhead to cut them with her sharp tongue. He shook his head with an internal laugh.

      Who knew that the stick of a girl I hired would turn out to be so tough? If asked, he’d claim he’d seen it coming but in truth, he was as surprised as anyone else.

      The front door opened and he scowled at the appearance of Cali, Kendra, and Tanyith. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be sleeping at home as opposed to awake at a bar?”

      She grinned. “You’re not the boss of me on my days off, Zeb.” The dust on her jeans suggested she had probably been in the hidden refuge her parents had used since it wasn’t fully reconditioned yet.

      That might also explain Tanyith’s presence. It could be they’re strategizing for New Atlantis.

      They sat at the bar and he groaned as he climbed off his stool to get them bowls of the house stew, thick slabs of that morning’s bread, and mugs of soft cider. They made appreciative noises as he put the refreshments on the bar and he returned to his chair as they started to eat. “So, what are you kids up to today?”

      Tanyith snorted. “I’m at least a year further away from being a kid with each passing day.”

      “You’d rather be back on Oriceran?”

      He shook his head. “Oh, hell no. But a little time for relaxation wouldn’t be bad.”

      The dwarf stared at the man’s face and searched for any hint that the healing hadn’t fully completed. Cali had told him about the fight, and a pang of guilt had stabbed him over not stepping in to help despite his vow to keep his prize battle-ax Valerie in retirement. But my fighting days are past. This is a good life.

      He frowned as the wards he’d woven into the stones of the Dragons alerted him that someone had arrived in the basement. Quickly, he twisted to face the staircase and noted the alarmed looks on the others’ faces when they realized what he was doing. No one was ready for a replay of the Kraken attack—which had started exactly this way—least of all him. He hadn’t been at the docks but had watched every moment of the battle magically and had felt the deep pain of fear for the safety of those he loved. The stubborn voice inside him commented, Maybe you should have fought, then. He pushed it away.

      The purple-haired troll was the first to appear and bounded up the stairs with leaps and acrobatic flips. He seemed to prefer being around three feet tall, based on the couple of times Zeb had seen him, and it was certainly a good size for his aerial games. The short dark hair of his partner Diana appeared next when the agent exited the staircase in her jeans and leather jacket.

      She smiled at their stares. “There are no emergencies. Nylotte told me I should think about checking in, so I took a chance that one of you would still be here. I’ve been busy with a…thing.” She shook her head and he wondered what kind of adventure the woman and her team might have been involved with. The Dark Elf had intimated that the agents were focused on the biggest magical threats and since they hadn’t appeared for the Kraken attack, it made him wonder what other greater dangers could possibly lurk out there.

      Cali and Tanyith had broken into smiles and Kendra had put her cop face on at the woman’s arrival. The troll, Rath, vaulted up on the bar and down on the Draksa, who responded by rolling over to play fight with him. Diana shook her head and took the open seat closest to the others. “So, you’re heading to New Atlantis?”

      Cali nodded. “As soon as we can get it together and go. Do you know anything about it?”

      “Nothing more than Nylotte would have already shared. I’ve never been there, nor have any of my people. Our techs found out what they could and they’ve plotted what they believe is the best approach path.” She handed over a black pouch. “Inside this is a waterproof GPS and one of our comms to interface with it. Follow its directions and you should stay on target.”

      “Can we use it to contact you?” she asked the agent.

      “It connects to the AIs that run our base. At need, they can transfer you to one of us, assuming we’re not in the middle of an op.” From behind the bar, Rath’s amused voice added, “Magic ops. We are the law.” Diana shook her head and chuckled at Cali’s expression. “He’s a big movie buff. Has a particular love for Stallone and an even more long-abiding passion for Judge Dredd. I blame myself.” The troll’s cackling laughter followed.

      Tanyith looked up from where he had examined the items in the bag. “Thanks for this. We really appreciate it.”

      Kendra, who had remained silent throughout, suddenly spoke. “So, what’s in it for you? Why the help and why the equipment?” Her tone was less confrontational than some things Cali had heard her say but definitely came from the detective side of her personality.

      Diana shrugged and seemed unoffended by the question. “Our interests are aligned. ARES doesn’t have easy access to New Atlantis at the moment so we hope you will share whatever knowledge you discover and maybe serve as our experts on the city if we need it. Plus, once you’ve established a portal connection, we’d like you to take several of us there so we can create one. It’s far easier than making the swim.”

      Zeb had prepared his pipe quietly as the others spoke and now ignited it with a touch of magic and took a satisfying puff. “Wouldn’t an aircraft be able to get closer?”

      The agent turned to him with a smile. “It would if not for all the rumors about equipment going haywire in the Bermuda Triangle. We sent a drone in. It didn’t make it far before it simply plunged into the water. The techs took that very personally so they built a waterproof version. It made it about ten minutes closer before an octopus claimed it and dragged it into a cave. They’re currently drawing up plans for an armed, waterproof version despite the fact that I won’t let them use it until after your situation is resolved.”

      Cali laughed. “They seem like my kind of people.”

      Diana grinned. “All my folks are fantastic. Once this all settles, you should consider coming for a visit.” Zeb frowned at the way that the younger woman’s face lit up at the offhand invitation. The idea of her leaving anytime in the foreseeable future was not something he was interested in considering. Because I don’t want to have to find another server, he told himself.

      The woman continued, “Also, we owe you for letting us use the Tavern as a transfer point and hope you’ll continue to do so.” She nodded at him and he returned it.

      Zeb turned to look at the troll and the Draksa, who still wrestled behind the bar. The dragon lizard made playful growls and swiped with retracted claws while Rath imitated him. He grinned at Diana. “Watch this.” A quickdraw of the soda gun dispatched a stream of bubbly water at Fyre, who righted himself and snapped greedily at it although the growls continued. Rath cackled with glee and clapped, then copied him. Everyone laughed and he kept the jet on them for another few seconds before he stopped and slotted the nozzle into place.

      Diana stood, then snapped her fingers. “Damn, I almost forgot. We have these for you.” She retrieved papers from her back pocket and extended them to Cali. “Tickets for a cruise ship that’s heading close to where you need to go. It leaves Sunday afternoon, so you have a couple of days to prepare.” The girl sputtered her thanks and the agent waved it away. “Like I said, our interests are aligned, which means I can bring some of our resources to bear. My boss is a stickler sometimes.” The playful fondness that filled the last sentence suggested there was more to that story. “Rath, it’s time to get a move on.”

      The troll did an acrobatic flip to land on the bar and jumped down. The agent shook her head. “Sorry. His sense of decorum is sadly lacking.”

      “You’re sadly lacking,” her diminutive companion countered, and she shook her head again.

      “Honestly, I can’t take you anywhere.” The two descended out of sight and Zeb felt the pulse of magic as they portaled away.

      Cali said, “Those two are something else.”

      “You’re something else,” Tanyith quipped. Kendra smacked him on the arm, and they both laughed.

      The detective stared at where she’d last seen the agent. “I think I need to do due diligence on that group. I wonder who oversees them.”

      “I’m not sure it matters,” the dwarf pointed out. “As long as we do things that indirectly advance their cause, we shouldn’t worry about accepting their help. Nylotte has proven trustworthy and they seem to be as well, based on what we know about them.”

      Kendra shrugged. “Still. Call it professional curiosity.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “Jealousy, more like. Her leather coat is nicer than yours.”

      The jibe turned the conversation, and they went back to planning for the trip to New Atlantis. Again, Zeb considered the question of whether he should play a more active role and again came up with the same answer.

      No. My time has passed. Now, the best thing I can do is help Cali along her path.
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      The plan he had developed had a high probability of success, Ozahl thought. Fort Polk was not a fort in the usual sense of a facility surrounded by a curtain wall and defended by guard towers. It was more like a small city that happened to include military buildings. Given more time, he would have been able to devise something more subtle, but since the clock was running, he had limited options.

      He expected the prisoners to be in the SCIF building—the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility. It lay a little to the south of where he hoped to find the anti-magic ammunition in the Mission Training Complex. The other possibility was that the Army folks would use the southern warehouse for the bullets, which was far more heavily secured. They tended to be touchy about protecting their tanks and missile launchers, which was why he devoutly prayed they’d select the other building for the transfer. The third possibility was that they’d use one of the base’s other warehouse buildings, which would leave him and his people out of luck since there were too many to search them all.

      The operation called for Strang and his group to target the airfield at the southeast and generate as much light and noise as possible. He’d recommended they find a plane to blow up, but the big man had laughed derisively and replied, “Yeah, if we want them to hunt us forever. We’ll start a few fires. That should do the trick.”

      The mage wasn’t convinced it would but he held his peace. If it worked, fantastic. If it didn’t, he had a scapegoat. Forcing Grisham to decide the fate of one of his trusted lieutenants would keep the man off-balance, which was the condition the mage preferred his nominal leader to be in. His only real ally was Danna and he wished confusion and bad luck on everyone else.

      Once upon a time, he’d made the mistake of thinking he could be part of a group and subordinate his plans to a greater good. It hadn’t taken long for him to realize the truth that his destiny was too large to include anyone who lacked a similar vision. Finding a partner who shared it had been the greatest stroke of good fortune of his life.

      He had a team of nine to support him. The seven he didn’t know well and didn’t care about in the least followed in two black SUVs. The others he did care about—at least to some degree inasmuch as they served his purposes effectively—shared his Escalade with Lila at the wheel while Dalton checked his weapons repeatedly in the passenger seat. They were his go-to assistants as their New York roots provided a smaller chance of conflicts in New Orleans than local talent did. She was tall, blonde, and ferocious, and the man was quietly competent when not busy trying to seduce any woman who paid the slightest attention to him.

      Ozahl didn’t trust them, as such, but he felt they could be relied upon to a point and thus required less suspicious oversight than anyone else from the Zatora organization. He reinforced their loyalty by being excessively generous with the loot they acquired together.

      Everyone involved was well aware that tonight’s effort wasn’t about treasure, however. Grisham had briefed the teams personally and emphasized the need to retaliate against the group that had tried to attack them. They all wore identical plain black tactical uniforms sourced from an out-of-state police supply store and carried automatic rifles and pistols. Each also had a duffel bag slung over their back to transport whatever they found, with a roll of duct tape and a hoodie inside. They were large enough to hold prisoners.

      The tension in his teammates grew as they neared their destination, and he tapped Lila’s shoulder. “Turn right and find the access road.”

      They had circled to the north before they moved south on the east side of the base. Trees covered most of the land around the fort and as long as they avoided sensors, cameras, and guard posts, they should be able to reach the SCIF without attracting notice. Darkness had fallen an hour before but the GPS coordinates for the road were locked in. They found it and turned in, followed by the other two vehicles. When they stopped at their destination, they exited and three of the nameless troops they used as drivers moved the SUVs away to the pickup point and left the seven of them on foot.

      The journey from their location to the boundary of the lot that held the SCIF building was covered rapidly. Lila and Dalton led wearing night-vision goggles, and two of the other people behind him scanned for electronic emissions that would signal sensors or cameras. He’d doubted there would be many present and turned out to be correct. The base was designed for ease of use rather than defense as it didn’t usually have important guests or tech on hand. I guess we simply lucked out.

      At this time of night, only a few cars were still parked in the broad paved area. Another good sign, although we won’t be so lucky when we go for the bullets.

      “Tighten up.” The team had been briefed and despite any misgivings they might have had about his skills, they gathered into a close line. He cast an illusion over them that would render them invisible to the cameras above and to any casual glance. A focused stare would probably detect the ripples of magic as true invisibility wasn’t something he or anyone he knew had yet perfected.

      He checked his watch, nodded, and noted absently that Lila and Dalton were stowing their goggles. The timing was perfect, and they had only thirty seconds before the diversion was set to begin.

      “Wait one,” he whispered and stretched his neck to the south as if that would help him hear better. The explosions, when they came, were extremely loud. Sirens whooped, and he slid into motion with a grin.

      They crossed on a straight line toward the entrance. The structure was built like a blockhouse with no windows at all to grant them a preview of what was within, and a solid set of double doors prevented access. Grisham’s contacts hadn’t been able to provide that information, either.

      The street to their right was increasingly active and people shouted as military vehicles flashed past. If all went well, the diversion team would have vanished without being seen and left chaos in their wake. He devoutly hoped not to hear gunfire, which would indicate that the team had screwed it up. A fire would bring one level of alert, but proof of an enemy presence would kick everything into high gear.

      He tried the doors after they’d crossed the pavement but they were locked. It was too much to hope for, but still. A little luck would be okay. He whispered, “Here we go,” and flicked his fingers in front of his chest. The doors catapulted off broken hinges, dented and buckled, and hurtled into the room. It was a standard government building lobby with cheap chairs along the sides and a curved reception desk at the back wall with a door on either side of it.

      The uniformed guard was already reaching for his weapon. Bad move, Rambo. You should have gone for the alarm. Ozahl located and blasted the camera watching the lobby an instant before any of his team could cross the threshold.

      While they had sufficient rifles for the operation, the Zatoras hadn’t managed to obtain an equal number of suppressors. The only silenced weapon in his group belonged to Lila, and it spat softly as she fired a triple burst at the guard. He lurched as two of the three struck home and knocked him away from the desk. She ran forward, vaulted onto the furniture, and expelled another three rounds to finish him.

      “Put ʼem on,” Ozahl said and moved to Dalton’s back. He unzipped the duffel and withdrew the hoodie, then turned so the other man could do the same with the one he carried. In less than a minute, the team wore the recognizable outfits of the Atlantean gang which, to be fair, weren’t exactly an exclusive choice. He counted on the soldiers to be able to put the pieces together and make the assumption to blame them, but it really didn’t matter. Every member of the Zatoras on the raid had an alibi in place with people ready to swear they’d been with them the whole time. As long as they all made it off the base, suspicions about their involvement should never rise to the level of certainty.

      He led the way to the door on the right but let two of the four he didn’t care about open it and advance through ahead of him. The corridor beyond was empty of people but nameplates protruded near the ceiling beside the doors along its length. Perfect symmetry and perfectly annoying. He had assumed there wouldn’t be much security on this level and was pleased to see confirmation of it. Their contact at the Fort had indicated that the underground part, redesigned in the last several years as a secure facility for prisoners, would be a different story.

      An elevator filled the wall at the end of the hallway. He ordered his group to a halt and pointed at it. “One of you stand in front facing it. The other stand back to back to watch the entrance.” He turned under the sign that said Stairs and pointed at the remaining two he didn’t know well. “You two take the lead but stop at the bottom.”

      They nodded as one, opened the door to the basement, and took turns to descend under the cover of the other’s rifle. Ozahl met Dalton’s eyes, and the other man shook his head and followed them. At least I have a couple of true professionals with me. He took the next position and Lila moved close behind him.

      The staircase ended at another door. This one looked like much thicker metal and was wide enough to accommodate a couple of people at a time, which was logical for prisoner transfer. He motioned his team out of the way and Lila stood beside him, her rifle trained on the barrier. “In three, two, one….” At the end of the countdown, he used force magic to hurl the door into the room beyond and followed her as she darted through.

      Her weapon coughed bullets in three sets of three in the time it took him to get through the entrance. A guard who had stood at a different door now slid down the wall beside it, trailing blood. The other six rounds had put pockmarks in a shield that covered a guard post. Inside it, a soldier rapidly overcame her distraction from the weapons fire. Ozahl raised his hands and discharged a double force blast that shattered the bulletproof shield where it had been weakened. The shards erupted into the area beyond and removed their foe from the equation before she could sound the alarm.

      He turned to the other door and blasted that off its hinges as well. It careened down the hallway and clattered as it slid on the tile floor. “One of you get in the guardroom and unlock the cells. The rest of us, anyone who might be our target gets tied up, bagged, and dragged. Get a move on.” He followed the others as they rushed into the area, except for Dalton, who kept his rifle trained on the staircase without needing to be told to.

      At the far end of the hallway was another locked door, and he advanced toward it with Lila at his side. It had been unlocked at the guard station, so all he had to do this time was pull it open and let her work her magic. After a flurry of soft barks and loud screams, she announced, “Clear.” Two figures in white lab coats sprawled with bullet holes leaking dark blood onto the light-colored floor. Four beds were present in the room and two of them held exactly what he’d hoped to find. He shrugged out of the duffel bag and reached for Lila’s rifle. She handed it over and headed to the nearest man to release him from the Army’s custody into theirs.

      In the end, they captured three Atlanteans, the two wounded and another who’d been in a normal cell. There had been a couple of other prisoners present but Ozahl decided to leave them locked up. If he could have trusted them to wait until his team was clear, it would have been a different story as any additional chaos that would direct attention away from his next target worked for his benefit, but he lacked confidence in that outcome.

      He used force magic to float the bags up and out of the building. The front guard post had a key box, and they snatched all of them. A jeep was parked to the left of the entrance, and Dalton matched the keyring label to the number painted on the side and threw the appropriate one to Lila. He moved to a different vehicle and repeated the process before he climbed behind the wheel.

      After less than three minutes, they transferred the prisoners into two of the SUVs. Ozahl sent them away, one directly south and the other to move East and take the long way home. The remainder of his team scrambled into the vehicles and proceeded to their second objective.

      Sirens and the sound of engines fading from their position toward the airfield brought a smile to his face, and he grinned out the window.

      That’s the first part done. Now for the fun stuff.
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      The trip to the Mission Training Complex was a little longer than it needed to be because they looped to the north of the base to avoid the main road. While the likelihood that they’d be noticed in the confusion created by the airbase fire was small, Ozahl liked to control whatever elements he could. Plus, if it somehow drew the guards posted at the facility away, so much the better.

      Despite its martial-sounding name, the MTC was really nothing more than a glorified computer instruction facility. Units would rotate in for Virtual Reality training in a variety of scenarios. The electronic nature of it all allowed for maximum configurability with minimum expense. As they passed several unmarked buildings, the mage shook his head. The likelihood that the anti-magic bullets would be in an annoying location was high and he still hadn’t decided exactly where the line between acceptable and too dangerous lay.

      Going back to Grisham without the ammunition wouldn’t make him look good, especially since Strang had apparently accomplished his part of the mission without an issue. On the other hand, being noticed by the many, many soldiers on the base could lead to outcomes far worse than having to defend his team’s failure to the Zatora boss.

      The vehicles came to an abrupt halt at the loading dock at the back of the structure. Their contact had concluded that if they planned to use this building for the transfer, that would be where they’d do it. They clambered out onto the raised platform and he tried to lift the heavy door. It was locked, naturally.

      He wrapped his hand in a layer of force magic and grasped the thick padlock on the handle. Willing flame into life, he heated the thinnest part of the lock between two fingers and hoped it would give before his magical protection did. The metal surrendered first and he pulled the lock out, threw it aside, and lifted the door.

      It was definitely a warehouse area, the same as he’d seen any number of times before. No pallet filled with ammunition boxes awaited them, however, and he cursed. “Spread out and look quickly. You have two minutes.” He already knew they wouldn’t find anything.

      If they were here, they would be right at the entrance, ready to be redeployed. Sure enough, the others returned by the deadline with nothing to report. He strode out to the vehicles and slid into the one he’d claimed, followed quickly by Dalton and Lila.

      From there, he addressed the remaining members of his team. “Okay, you check the nearest warehouse, then move on to the next until I tell you to stop. We’ll head to the most secure one. And remember, if you get heat, go north and draw it away from the rest of us.”

      The four men wore varied expressions of concern from none to near panic, but they didn’t register a complaint as they removed the gang disguises and drove away. That’s something, anyway. He’d thought about dividing his small group so someone could be there to ensure they didn’t screw up, but he wasn’t confident about what he’d face at their destination and wanted his most reliable people with him. They pulled their hoodies off and drove down the fort’s main road, kept their heads down and their eyes forward, and did their best to blend in. If they were stopped, the chances of talking their way out of the situation were minimal. And, if they had to do some damage in public, that would definitely cross the line that would force them to abandon the mission.

      They endured a stressful moment when a truck seemed to linger beside them for longer than required, but it accelerated and sped toward the airfield. Flickering orange showed on the underside of the clouds in that direction and Ozahl had to admit being impressed at the chaos Strang had caused.

      One more reason not to come back empty-handed. They pulled in at the building closest to the warehouse as their target was protected by a twelve-foot chain fence with razor wire on the top. Lights dispatched the shadows all around. Lila shook her head from the driver’s position. “That’s a little harder than sneaking into the medical ward.”

      Dalton snorted. “We should have kept some of the others and had them create another diversion.”

      The mage shrugged. “Sometimes, you have to do it the hard way. We’ll stay together and if necessary, I’ll give the word to retreat. If I’m incapacitated, do as you wish but it’d be good if you’d bring me along.”

      He finished with a smile and received the laughs he’d hoped for. It’s always good to keep it light where you can. He climbed out of the vehicle and his associates followed. They moved into the shadows of the building they were parked beside and he squinted ahead to make out the security measures. “At least they’re not doing foot patrols. They only have someone watching.”

      Dalton replied, “They probably sent people to the airfield.”

      “True.” Ozahl tapped his finger against his teeth for a moment as he considered their options. “Okay. The first thing we have to do is take care of the cameras. I’ll do that. Second, Lila will need to shoot the one on guard this side from beyond the fence. Can you make that shot?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, although probably not with only one bullet.”

      “As long as we’re still silenced, no worries. Once that’s done, I’ll cut through the fence and we’ll use the door he’s guarding to enter. I expect resistance inside but maybe we’ll get lucky and the bullets will be near an exit and far from the large-scale stuff.” He wouldn’t be averse to snatching a couple of rocket launchers simply on general principles, but they would be a target of opportunity rather than a priority. “If we have to run, we try this direction first. If we’re blocked, we’ll improvise.”

      Lila chuckled. “We’re good at improvisation.”

      He rolled his shoulders and rocked his head from side to side. “Okay, so. Cameras, guard, fence, hoodies, and in we go.”
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      The first part of the plan had gone perfectly. He’d put an illusion in front of the camera lenses that would stand up to a casual glance, Lila’s initial triple burst had silently dropped the soldier watching their side of the building, and the fence was easily defeated. They’d scampered across the hundred feet of brightly lit pavement without detection and found the key to the door attached to the guard’s belt.

      The plan started to go off the rails as soon as they entered. Again, no pallet full of conveniently labeled bullets awaited them. That wasn’t a huge surprise as they’d entered through the side. The more likely location lay ahead and to the left. The unexpected wrinkle was the bustle of activity in the warehouse, apparently a maintenance night shift to judge by the calls between the various people present. He scuttled sideways toward an office at the corner of the building. The windows that enclosed it showed no one inside. They snuck into it and paused while he wracked his brain for the best approach.

      Dalton shook his head. “Let Lila kill them all. Then, we can take their stuff.” As usual, he couldn’t tell if the man was joking but imagined he probably was. With that wit, it’s no wonder he has so many one-night stands. No one wants to stick around for a second.

      She smacked her partner on the arm. “Focus, schmuck. They’re grouped too closely together to pull that off.”

      He peered over the desk before him to take a quick look at the warehouse floor. Tanks and Humvees were parked in orderly rows and people in beige overalls crawled over them. All the way across the building lay a smaller garage door with a stack of boxes that could easily be ammo crates in front of it. The problem would be to reach there without being noticed. He sighed and cast about for a solution and finally located one high above them. It was far from perfect but it seemed stupid to make all this effort and leave before they’d exhausted all their options.

      Ozahl swiveled to face his teammates. “I’ll go up to the metal beams supporting the roof and cross. If there are bullets there, I’ll flash a light at you and create a diversion. Then, we’ll go with Dalton’s plan and eliminate them.” Dalton raised his hand for a high-five, and both the mage and Lila ignored it. “If I’m discovered, run to the door. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Quickly, he moved toward the office entrance and put his back against the wall. He’d long since determined the magical requirements of the action he was about to perform, but that didn’t make him any keener on heights than he’d ever been. Even though his magic would protect him if he fell, a part of his brain still whimpered and babbled when he got more than ten feet off the ground. This three-story-plus building would absolutely push that button.

      With an exhale to steady himself, he cast a veil and slammed a force blast into the floor. It launched him on a perfect trajectory, and he used the same power to control his flight and land cleanly atop one of the girders. He wound his arms around the cross-support that ran from it to the one above it.

      From there, it was a simple matter to maintain the veil with one part of his mind while he crept along the narrow beams to the other side of the building. Sounds and shouts from below might have threatened his focus, but he’d learned the art of segmenting his thoughts so he simply cataloged and discarded them. Only noises that suggested he’d been discovered would register as anything more than background sound.

      On the opposite side, he found a darkened area and dropped into it, then crept carefully toward the stack of eight medium-sized wooden boxes. Sure enough, stenciled on the side of each was the word ammunition, and even though it didn’t specify anti-magic, it would be too much of a coincidence if at least some of it wasn’t. Unfortunately, it couldn’t be checked without clearing the space. He summoned a light and flashed it at the office, then turned and delivered a blast of force magic at a set of shelves behind the tanks. It tipped and spilled large drums of oil and a substantial number of tools with loud thumps and shrill ringing sounds.

      The mechanics rushed to the place and he moved behind them to eliminate the stragglers with force blasts that bounced them off the heavy metal vehicles on either side of the path. His efforts went unnoticed in the shouting and chaos and doubtless, Lila took advantage of the same to fell her chosen targets. By the time the three met at the shelves, everyone else in the warehouse was down, although the lucky ones were only unconscious. He pointed at Dalton. “Find keys for a Humvee. Lila, come with me.”

      They crossed to the stack and he broke the crates open to reveal metal containers of bullets within. Of the eight, five contained standard ammo of a machine gun caliber but the last three held the object of his search, one with rifle ammunition and two with pistol rounds. He grinned at his subordinate.

      “Pay dirt. Grab two.” He swept up the remaining box and threw it in the vehicle Dalton pulled forward, then jumped inside. Lila deposited her boxes beside his and ran to press the opener for the huge garage door before she joined them.

      When they drove out, the outside guard on that side of the warehouse looked at them strangely in the instant before Ozahl hurled him against the building with a blow of force magic. He crumpled, and Lila leapt out to throw the switch to open the automatic gate in the fence. A minute later, they turned onto on the main road and ten minutes after that, they’d abandoned the vehicle, divided the ammunition between other vehicles, and were in their own SUV on the road south to the city.

      Dalton and Lila chattered happily in the front seats. In the back, he closed his eyes and thought about the future and specifically, about how he could use the interrogations to come and the anti-magic bullets they’d acquired to his and Danna’s best benefit.
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      Tanyith stepped through the portal into the bunker and turned to encourage Kendra to follow him. She wore a concerned expression as she did so, and he laughed. “You’ll face a criminal on the street with no hesitation but when your boyfriend uses a little magic, you freak out.”

      She shook her head and turned in a slow circle to examine the room. “This is weird. The portal, the place you’ve brought me, the situation. Weird, weird, weird.”

      “And perfectly appropriate for you, then.” She flipped him off and he laughed. “I’ll start collecting what we need from the lockers. Feel free to look around.” He’d cleared the visit with Cali beforehand and she’d agreed that letting the detective in on her parents’ secret likely had more positives than negatives. He’d sensed reluctance in her admission, and he assumed he would probably feel the same protectiveness if all he had left of his parents was an underground lair.

      As far as he knew, his mother and father were safe in their adopted city of Las Vegas. He’d sent them a message through a circuitous route of friends, friends of friends, and their friends, to tell them he was out, alive, and would be out of contact for a while. Tanyith had asked Zeb to let them know if something bad happened to him, and the dwarf had readily agreed.

      He had brought two heavy waterproof backpacks Cali had purchased for the trip with the money she’d planned to spend on boat tickets before Diana Sheen had used her agency funds. They were the same kind Navy Seals used and could be made more or less buoyant by increasing or decreasing the air in the outer portions. They already had the uniforms they’d worn to the last fight but he intended to shove as many of the other items as he could into them. There was no way to tell what they might need in New Atlantis, and they presumably couldn’t simply walk up to a store owner and ask for things.

      I wonder what they use for currency. Probably not ours. He frowned and began to pull the gear from the lockers and stow it.

      Behind him, Kendra made a strange sound. He turned to find her peering at the wall with the clippings and the string on it. During their second visit, he’d teased Cali that it looked like the work of a serial killer, which hadn’t gone over well at all. It did, though. The detective looked carefully at the pages and moved from one to the next quickly enough that there was no way she could actually be reading them.

      When she spoke, her voice was odd, somewhere between condemnation and respect. “I recognize these stories. Well, the people they’re about. Most of them are dead or in our missing persons' files.” He straightened with a frown and walked over to stand beside her. She pointed at one, seemingly at random. “Drug dealer.” She aimed her finger at another. “Suspected arsonist.” Then at a third. “Assault.” She continued to point and list crimes.

      He shook his head. “So, what’s the connection?”

      She folded her arms and looked at him with her police face. “They are all unsolved but the unit thinks they could be the work of the same person or persons.”

      “Wait. You’re suggesting that Cali’s parents might have been…what, criminals?”

      “I believe the proper term is vigilantes. Or maybe killers.”

      Tanyith wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Could it be all those people were Atlanteans and they were policing their own?”

      Kendra shrugged. “It’s possible but it still doesn’t make it right. We do have things like laws and such.”

      His laugh was dark. “Laws that are more or less inadequate against many of the magical threats around, though. Or will you arrest Cali and I for defending ourselves against the gangs?”

      She sighed. “There’s a difference. They started it.”

      He shook his head. “I hear what you’re saying but I don’t think it’s as black and white as you seem to believe it is.”

      “And it’s entirely possible you’re right but equally possible you’re wrong. If they did target these scumbags, though, they should have worked with the police.”

      Mildly offended, he returned to the lockers and began to shove things in the bags with a little more force. “So, you’re saying the department would have been willing to help them rather than investigating them or simply locking them up?”

      Kendra crossed to the next equipment locker and pulled it open. “No. There’s no way to be sure of that. But I am saying civilians shouldn’t do illegal things, even if it’s against bad guys.”

      “What about Robin Hood?”

      “What?” Her tone confirmed that he’d caught her by surprise, and he chuckled.

      “Robin Hood. The guy with the merry men. He robs from the rich and gives to the poor and in doing so does good, but outside the rules of society. Should he have tried to team up with the Sherriff of Nottingham? How do you think that would have turned out?”

      She handed him several pieces of electronic gear and he stored them carefully. When she spoke again, her tone was thoughtful. “I agree that not every rule has to be followed. But being a vigilante is taking it too far.”

      Tanyith sighed and lowered himself to the hard floor to do a second check to ensure everything was properly stowed in the bags so nothing would break. “You’re probably correct. But there are always circumstances that push the boundaries, you know?”

      “Speaking of which, you’ll be careful in New Atlantis, right? There’s no need to cause trouble there too.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m sure Cali won’t let me get up to anything nefarious.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Across town, in the magical library beneath the main branch she knew so well, Cali muttered, “It’ll be hard to resist kicking people’s butts when we get to New Atlantis. This book is full of jerks.”

      At her feet, Fyre snorted but didn’t reply. He’d maintained the secret of his ability to talk since they’d entered. It gave her a reminder of the need for caution, as she’d vaguely thought anyone allowed in could be trusted. The reality was she had no way of knowing who was welcome and who wasn’t.

      Scoppic hadn’t been present when she’d arrived but apparently, he’d given permission for her to have access to whatever she needed. The gnome librarian on duty had retrieved books for her on the history of Atlantis, both Old and New. She paged through them and tried to get a sense of the culture, the social structure, and the way things worked in general.

      It would be nice if not everything was a surprise when we get there, although I’m sure most will still be.

      Information on the nine families was strangely lacking. She’d assumed such an important part of the hierarchy would be well documented but clearly, she’d reasoned wrong. She shook her head. “They’re either insanely secretive or everyone knows about them and they’re so fundamental there’s no need to mention them. Somehow, I think it’s probably the first one.”

      The Draksa grumbled agreement. She set the book she’d been reviewing aside and pulled the next one off the pile. “Oh, look. Economic systems. Blah blah blah.” The trip was proving decidedly useless. She looked at the remaining titles, none of which held much more promise than the half-dozen she’d already scanned.

      Her frustration was interrupted by the arrival of her favorite gnome. Scoppic had been both kind and supportive in all their dealings, and she had a soft spot for librarians in the first place. He greeted her with a smile and a cheerful, “Caliste, so good to see you.”

      She clambered out of her chair and knelt so she’d be at eye level. “And the same to you. There’s someone I want you to meet.” She smacked Fyre, who climbed grudgingly to his feet and sat beside her. Scoppic’s face lit up at the sight and he extended a hand toward him.

      “May I?” Cali nodded and he ran his hand along the Draksa’s flank. “Amazing. I’ve never met one in person. I’ve read about them, of course, but that’s nothing like actually being close to one.” He tilted his head left and right to peer at both sides of Fyre’s head. “The metallic scales mean he’s male, true?”

      “Yes, for the moment, at least. I’ve been told they are able to change that over the course of their lives. He seems disinclined, though, as far as I can tell.”

      The gnome laughed happily. “That’s what I remembered. Good. And his breath weapon. If it’s not impolite to ask, what is it?”

      Fyre answered with a soft sneeze that sent frost into the air in front of his face. Scoppic’s grin widened. “Oh, cold—that’s exceedingly rare. There’s also fire and lightning.”

      “And acid,” she added with a shudder as she recalled the previous battle.

      “Really? I hadn’t heard of that. I will need to write it down.” He seemed to realize that he was being overly effusive because he straightened and asked, “Have you found what you are looking for?”

      Cali sighed, stood, and returned to her chair. “Not hardly. There are no histories that talk about the nine.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Because the families are always in competition, they have worked hard to keep their activities out of the light. Only after one has fallen do they find their way into the accounts. And the current nine have been in place for at least a century, to judge by what I’ve seen.”

      “That sounds about right. None of these are that old, so I guess it makes sense they wouldn’t say anything about it. Do you have any other information about them?”

      Scoppic shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I’m far from an expert and I have never seen any tomes that dealt with the top of the Atlantean hierarchy. I could tell you about the process to reach the nobility, but I’m sure you’ve already found enough on that topic.”

      Cali grimaced. She had—too much of it. Moving up in the social ranks seemed to be one of the things the historians truly enjoyed spinning tales about.  “Okay, thanks. I guess we’ll merely have to find out for ourselves.”

      His eyes widened. “Do you mean that you are going there? To New Atlantis?”

      “Yeah. Don’t tell anyone, though. We’re trying to keep it quiet.”

      “You’ll look out for good additions for the library while you’re there, won’t you? I’d happily repay you for anything you consider worthy of retrieving.”

      His love of books was a pleasure that radiated from him. The sight made her happy. “Of course I will. As many as can fit on a Draksa’s back.”

      Fyre snorted frost onto her shoes, much to the delight of the librarian. He wandered away and she shook her head and stood again. “And on that note, I guess we’d better go and start packing. Tomorrow afternoon will be here before we know it.” With a parting scowl at the stack of books on the table that had provided so little information, she began the long climb to the library above.
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      Despite the closed sign on the door, Cali walked into the fortune teller’s shop without hesitation. It was Sunday so Emalia’s business didn’t officially open until mid-afternoon, which gave them quality time together. She had really pushed things to the last minute, having only finished the majority of her packing a half-hour before. She still had items to add but felt like the situation was under control.

      Of course, her backpack was filled to bursting. The jeans and t-shirt she had on were her third favorites, as the first was set out to wear for the cruise ship part of the trip and the second was already packed.

      The tea was brewed and waiting, and she sat across from the older woman with a grin. Emalia was the poster child for perfect posture and looked almost regal in her cardigan and blouse. Her white hair was carefully up in a new style and reached a little below her ears. “So, this is your last chance to tell me anything you think I should know about New Atlantis.”

      The woman laughed. “You already have every snippet of knowledge I possess. It’s been quite some time since I’ve been there, and I was only a child then.”

      Cali sipped her tea, which tasted strange but pleasant nonetheless. She wondered often if Emalia used her as a guinea pig for new blends before she shared them with other people. While she didn’t know of any others her aunt hung out with, she presumed there must be some. “That’s so not helpful. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      Her mentor stuck her tongue out at her. “And you are a spoiled brat.”

      She imitated Reese Witherspoon’s speaking style from Legally Blonde. “What-ever. Like, I’m totally smart and have lots of skills.” They both laughed and in her normal tones, she added, “Of course, I hope I’ll leave with a couple more skills than I came in with.”

      Emalia nodded. “Water breathing, for sure. What else are you looking for?”

      “Speed. Tanyith says he has spells to make us faster, but I’d rather not have to rely on him.”

      The other woman shook her head. “That’s advanced magic. I have no doubt you will be able to master it but you’ll constantly be tempted to use it. And therein lies the problem, because it can burn your energy away before you realize it’s happening.”

      Cali nodded. “I read about that. I think I need to learn it anyway but believe me, I’ll only invoke those skills when completely necessary.”

      Her aunt shrugged. “When could I ever say no to you?”

      That was her cue to rise and head upstairs, but Cali remained in her chair. In a burst of quick words, she said, “Remember the reading you did? That mentioned the Empress? It turns out it’s the actual Empress of New Atlantis.”

      Emalia didn’t speak for several seconds, then she shrugged. “That’s surprising but certainly not impossible, by any means. You will need to be doubly careful of her and her agents when you are in her lands.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’d kinda worked that one out for myself. Do you have any useful advice?” She put enough teasing in it to hide her actual nervousness over traveling to the home turf of the person who her fortune said opposed her.

      “Yes. Get your butt upstairs so we can get started before I smack you.” With a laugh, she did as she was told.
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        * * *

      

      They took their usual positions, Emalia standing by the wardrobe and her student seated in the vanity chair. Her great aunt looked distressed, and if she’d had any option other than doing this lesson right then, Cali would have taken it.

      Sadly, the boat won’t wait for me if I’m late, so I guess we need to do what we need to do.

      The older woman sighed, then straightened her spine. “Okay, we can’t practice the water breathing here so we’ll do the speed first. Clear your mind.”

      Obediently, she locked all her thoughts into the corners of her brain and envisioned the caution tape she used to secure them in place. When she was ready, she nodded at her teacher. “I await your command, wise one.”

      Emalia’s lips twitched but otherwise, she didn’t react. “Now, imagine you can see your metabolism, your muscles, your veins, and your arteries. Picture your whole body as if was a machine in front of you. It’s extremely important that you make the image as detailed as possible because it’s the memory of this moment that will allow you to summon the magic until it becomes routine for you.”

      Cali nodded and exhaled. She built the representation layer by layer. First was her general body shape, like a chalk outline on a black surface. Above it, she placed her bones and the result resembled a paper Halloween skeleton Dasante had brought to the Square once to use as a puppet. She didn’t really know one blood vessel from the next, so she imagined them as straws, large in the center and as tiny as a coffee swizzle stick at the fingers and toes.

      The heart was like something from a manga, all perfectly formed and cute, and it stretched and contracted in time with her actual one. The lungs were blobs, as she really had zero ideas about lungs. They were connected to more straws that mimicked the path of the blood vessels.

      She stared at the arrangement for several seconds and wondered if anything more should be added. One more quick thought inserted a giant gumdrop in place of the brain and she opened her eyes with a smile.

      “I’m ready.”

      The woman gazed at her for a second without speaking but was apparently satisfied with what she saw. “So, you have to connect these systems with your magic. You’ve always treated them as separate things, both when you thought of your power as a reservoir and now when you think of it as being everywhere. You must bring that all together into one holistic vision of yourself.”

      Cali frowned. “How do you do it?”

      Her great aunt nodded approval of the question. “I envision all the blood vessels and breathing tubes and muscles and capillaries where they pass through the pool of my magic. Thus, it is easy to make the power flow into them and travel along them. I don’t think that will work for you, though.”

      It was a good point. When she’d explained the new way her magic felt to her, all-encompassing rather than a reservoir waiting to be summoned, Emalia had told her that from now on, teaching her would be more difficult because they experienced magic differently. She’d been quick to add that her guidance would still be valuable and she could help with any number of things but she’d have to insert a step to translate the instructions into something relevant to her own perspective. “Okay. Let me think about that for a minute.”

      She imagined the image of her body stretching apart like Tony Stark’s creation scenes in the Marvel movies. Doing so gave her access to the base outline, and she filled it in with gold to represent her magic that underlaid and touched everything. When the model collapsed again, the color shone through in several places. More importantly, it tinted all the other elements as if they’d become translucent. She could easily picture her magic passing through them and she smiled as she realized how interconnected it all was. “I’ve got it.”

      Her mentor’s voice was amused. “I can see that by the look on your face. Now, if you want to change something, simply picture your magic flowing into it with a specific purpose. In this case, you can imagine your muscles getting stronger and your heart beating more powerfully to send energy to them. In turn, that will allow you to be stronger or faster or whatever you want to be. Give it a try with something simple.”

      Cali nodded, held a hand up, and wiggled her fingers. She sent her magic to them, willed them to speed up, and grinned when they blurred into motion. After only a few seconds, they were aching and she pulled the power away from them. “Ow. Okay, I see what you mean.”

      “Exactly. You’ll be able to build your endurance up the more you use it, but there’s always a cost, both in exhaustion for your body and the consumption of your power. It’s a constant trade-off.”

      “Right. Got it. I think I can take that one from here. What about the water breathing?”

      Emalia laughed. “You’re so very unappreciative. Okay, let’s go.” She created a portal and stepped through, leaving the girl to scramble behind her. On the other side was a room lit only with the smallest of illumination but containing a huge pool. The woman summoned a light, commanded it to hover in mid-air, and pointed at the water. “Get in.”

      She frowned. “But I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

      The force blast that shoved her into the water was completely unexpected, and she came up sputtering and cursing. Emalia laughed, then laughed again when she scowled in response. “That will teach you to forget to say thank you when someone teaches you something.” She gestured to the surrounding room. “We’re at a local high school, an appropriate place for you to learn.”

      Cali floated and collected herself but refused to express her belated appreciation and her great aunt continued. “So, breathing in water isn’t really the right term. You can’t actually extract oxygen from the water without gills. What you can do is make the oxygen you have last long enough that it seems like you’re breathing in water for a time.”

      “I’d wondered about that. Can anyone really breathe in water?”

      “Draksa can, I think. Some other animals have magical replacements for gills and of course, there are native water creatures. I’ve never met anyone humanoid who is able to do it but it’s a big world and I’ve only seen a small part.”

      “Okay, that makes sense. So, how do I do it?”

      “In the same way as with the speed and the strength. You picture your body working differently. Essentially, your goal is to wring every trace out of each molecule of oxygen. That, combined with a shield that keeps additional air around you available as you swim, should get you where you need to go.”

      “What if I lose focus?”

      Emalia shook her head. “Don’t. Or take SCUBA gear. Because if you fail to maintain the spell, there won’t be any oxygen left to make it work.”

      “Great, thanks.” She took a deep breath, then imagined a cocoon of air surrounding her, wrapping her on all sides from head to toe. I bet this would work better if I wasn’t already in the water. She opened it at the top and pictured air flowing in and the liquid around her pushed back just a little. Okay, I got that part down.

      She quit trying to stay up and let her waterlogged clothes pull her to the bottom and turned her senses inward. Summoning an image of her lungs was easy but making the mental leap to have them work better was less so. She shoved magic into them until they were deeply gold, then slowed them and imagined that she was getting the same amount of air from them.

      It worked after a fashion and she spent another fifteen minutes refining it before she broke the surface. Emalia sat with her feet in the pool and grinned at her appearance. “Did you work it out?”

      “I think so. I should have time to practice on the boat. Tanyith can tell people I’m a magician or something and working on my act.”

      Her mentor laughed. “What a tough life you lead, having to spend your day on a cruise ship.”

      Cali nodded. “I know, but aside from one big dinner, we’ll miss the whole thing. I’m glad I didn’t have to pay for it myself.” She climbed out of the pool and sat close enough to her great aunt to ensure she’d drip on her. “So, thank you. For everything.”

      The older woman nodded. “Thank me by coming home safe, Cali. Try not to get in too much trouble in New Atlantis.”

      She grinned. “You know me. It’ll be fine.”

      Emalia shook her head. “I do know you. That’s why I’m worried.”

      “If I told you I’ll be as careful as I can be, would that help?” The other woman nodded. “Then I promise I will be as careful as I possibly can be.” But she knew her mentor wasn’t fooled. Like always, Cali would do what she needed to do, regardless of the risk. And the best part was, she had no doubt that Emalia would do the same in her situation.

      She reached an arm around and pulled her great aunt close and laughed when she whined about getting wet and backhanded her in response. Yep, we’re so much alike and I couldn’t be more glad about that.
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      The interrogation chamber in the basement of the Zatora mansion was spotless as it was always scrubbed meticulously after use. The linoleum floor and stainless-steel cabinets filled with instruments of persuasion were easily cleaned, and the entirely metal chair with its cruel restraints could be hosed off and steamed to kill germs. Of course, for those visiting the room involuntarily, catching a cold was the least of their problems.

      Ozahl was cocooned in a sight and sound veil and had slipped in with the gang members when they’d delivered the captive now attached to the chair. At first, the man had struggled and shouted but after a couple of minutes, he had subsided and began to mutter inaudibly to himself. The mage had conducted a sufficient number of these to know the prisoner would be giving himself a pep talk, promising himself that if he held out long enough, a miracle would surely occur to save him.

      There are no miracles, my friend. Not here.

      Interrogation was something he was skilled at but not something he enjoyed. He pretended he did to instill confidence in Grisham and his people, but like most things he did for the Zatoras, it was merely a means to an end. His only concern was progress or the lack thereof toward his goals, with rare exceptions. There had been a glimmer of satisfaction in the number of mechanics they’d wounded instead of killed at the Fort, but that momentary positive feeling was fleeting, lost in his focus on the future.

      He let the concealing illusion fall and waited for the bound prisoner to notice him. The captive screeched in alarm, and the mage closed the distance between them one slow step at a time. The man babbled something defiant that failed to register.

      Those aren’t the words I need to hear. He remained quiet and simply let the prisoner’s rants swell and fall away unacknowledged.

      When the silence had lasted for thirty seconds in a row, he gave the chair’s occupant a small smile. “So. You know where you are and you know what this is. You decided to attack my boss, Rion Grisham. That was not a smart decision.” He raised a hand to forestall any response. “Yes, I understand, it wasn’t your idea and you were following orders, he’s a bad man, or whatever. None of that matters now. Your reasons are irrelevant. Whether you were the king or the first pawn to be sacrificed is equally irrelevant. What matters is that you have information to share—information I need.”

      He began to walk slowly as he spoke and paced a wide circle around the chair, knowing that being out of the prisoner’s sight would increase the strain on his mind. “You’ll want to keep that information secret because you’re a good soldier, or a good follower, or a good leader, or for some other arguably noble reason.” The man’s head twisted to try to locate him, and he continued his slow march. “But that would be foolish. Shall I tell you why?”

      His captive cursed at him, and Ozahl nodded as if he’d been paid a compliment. “It would be foolish because it will extend your suffering. There is no out for you. I won’t lie, even if you tell me everything I want to know right now, only death awaits you after a brief interval to verify that you’ve told the truth.” That was a small untruth as his magic would let him detect the physical tells of an attempt to lie with ease.

      “So you see, there’s nothing to gain by resisting other than pain. Should you choose to cooperate instead…well, I can provide an easy passage to the next life. It’s a one-time offer. Is there anything you’d like to say?” In truth, he was indifferent to the man’s choice. He’d have to torture him either way to ensure he obtained everything the man had to give. Fortunately—or unfortunately—the prisoner only offered a series of vulgar suggestions as a response.

      The mage looked at the prisoner when his path brought him to his starting point. “Very well. I hope your noble choice brings you comfort.” He extended a hand and a scalpel flew from its place on a tray across the room to land in his palm. A whispered spell put a thin barrier of force all around him to protect him from the blood that would soon flow. “Let’s get started.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He accepted the tumbler of whiskey, which was filled three-quarters of the way to the top, and sipped it as he leaned into the couch in Grisham’s office. The man himself sat across from him and seemed to believe that Ozahl had been affected by the torture session he’d completed. It was a strangely caring gesture from his boss, who generally focused on emotions at the more violent end of the spectrum.

      It was also an unnecessary one. The experience stuck with him no more than the bloodstains his magic had prevented. It was a point in time that had no purpose except to move him closer to his goal. The best part of it was knowing he’d get to share what he’d learned with Danna, the only person who could appreciate what he’d done and why he’d done it. He realized the other man was speaking, however, and brought his mind back to the moment to catch him in mid-sentence.

      “…much appreciated. So, what did our reluctant guest have to say?” Grisham leaned forward, clearly of the opinion that their prisoner’s revelations would be important.

      And so they are, I guess. Merely not to me. “The Malniet family is one of the nine in New Atlantis. Think of them as royal families who are in a constant but secret battle to put one of their own on the throne.” His boss nodded. “The captive was a soldier for them, as are the other two we captured as well as all those who invaded and attacked us. The Kraken came from them too. He confirmed as much.”

      The gang leader’s face scrunched into a frown. “So it’s not only us they’re after but they want the whole city?”

      Ozahl suppressed a sigh and wished the man would remain silent until he had finished telling the story. “It’s both and neither. We’re not their objective but simply a means to the end of gaining control of New Orleans. The Empress would be weakened if the Malniets were to rise to prominence here.”

      “Why? What’s special about New Orleans?”

      He gave the man a thin smile. Certainly not you. “The Empress has claimed this city as her own. She is the ultimate authority behind the Atlantean gang. She likely plans to use this location as a staging ground to expand her influence into the United States.”

      Grisham blinked as he processed the information. What had doubtless seemed to him like a simple territorial squabble had been revealed as much more. Before he could ask another irritating question, the mage continued. “Their goal is to wipe out everyone who might oppose their rise to power here, which will, in turn, weaken the Empress and strengthen their position in New Atlantis.”

      His boss scowled. “I’m not sure I like being a piece on someone else’s game board.”

      The mage kept his amusement hidden as the man and his entire organization had been exactly that ever since he’d joined them. “Which is understandable. Fortunately, our choice of response is the same in any scenario. We need to tip the table they’re playing on.” Other options existed, but he needed to direct Grisham away from them. Weakening the Empress served his and Danna’s objective, and so much the better if someone else did the work.

      “And how do you propose we accomplish that?” The other man leaned back into the chair, looking troubled, and swallowed a substantial sip of his whiskey.

      Ozahl took another sip from his glass and enjoyed the flavors and the burn in equal measure. “For a start, we need to get a solid picture of how far they’ve infiltrated the city. It’s highly unlikely that they’re without people on the ground here.” Like all his best plans, it was true at face value but an intense search would also meet his own needs. “Second, we have to step up our game against the Atlantean gang we know about. That situation has lingered long enough and demands a resolution if we’re to be free to focus on the newcomers.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Grisham’s smile was predatory. “Anything else?”

      He nodded. This is the best part. “He suggested there might be traitors in our midst—someone on the payroll who’s working for the Malniets or the Atlantean gang.” That was completely untrue but his alleged superior wouldn’t know that. His report contained two truths and one lie, but like all the most effective lies, it held a grain of truth. There was someone on the inside who wasn’t working for the benefit of the gang—him. “I suggest bringing in people from outside who have no conflicting loyalties here. You could put Lila and Dalton in charge of the investigation since they’re not local either or use someone else you import. But if there is a mole among our own, we need to root them out fast.”

      The man responded exactly as he’d expected him to. His face turned dark as he considered the implications, then he nodded, having done his own calculations and arrived at the same conclusion.

      “It’s a good plan. We’ll do all three parts simultaneously. I won’t rob you of your people since you’ll have to take the lead on our actions against the other gang.” Ozahl took a long sip to cover the momentary distress the order gave him.

      It’s fine. Danna and I can find a way around it.

      The Zatora leader continued. “I’ll reach out to our contacts in Chicago. We don’t have anyone from there at the moment so we should be able to bring in smart operators to look for traitors and to identify any other Malniet spies in the city.”

      The mage finished his drink and rose to his feet. Grisham remained seated but gave him a nod and said, “Good work. Let me know what you find out from the next scumbag.”

      Ozahl stifled a sigh as he turned and headed to the door. One interrogation down, two to go. When he reached the “interview” chamber, he instructed the guards to bring another prisoner. He slipped into the room and stepped to the corner, where he summoned his veil again.

      The guards returned and threw a struggling man into the chair, then bound him in place. The captive gazed with a horrified look at the blood puddled on the floor and screamed at them as they departed.

      I wonder what secrets you have to share, my unfortunate friend. Let’s find out.
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      Cali wasn’t all that excited to find herself at the docks again, given the events of the last couple of times she’d been there. The damage done by the Kraken had been cleared but not repaired, and the signs of that battle were everywhere. The ship, however, was exactly where it was supposed to be, and the flood of people moving toward it seemed unconcerned with the all but demolished building behind them and the copious blemishes left by the giant octopus. In the fading afternoon light, it was probably possible for most to imagine the fight had never happened.

      Tanyith nudged her. “It feels like it’ll come out of the water and snatch the ship, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Definitely.” Fyre barked his agreement. Service animals were the only kind allowed aboard, so the Draksa would veil himself and find his own way onto the vessel after departure. For now, though, it was good to have him around in case they saw—or were seen by—trouble. She didn’t particularly like the arrangement, but at least her mental connection with her scaly life partner would provide some solace.

      The ship itself was enormous, one of the largest that picked passengers up in New Orleans. She’d never been inside anything like it before, although she’d spent some time watching them and imagining what it would be like. The Internet had described the boats as floating cities and it was easy to believe it as they neared the gangway to the entrance and the sheer scale of the vessel came into perspective.

      She didn’t notice when Fyre left her side. One minute, he was there and the next, a young boy stood where he’d been. She grinned at him, and he held a flag up with the cruise line’s logo on it, which made her laugh. Tanyith moved close so they were touching arm to arm.

      I wonder if he feels as nervous as I do with all these people around. Even years of dealing with Bourbon Street crowds hadn’t prepared her for the current press of humanity.

      The teammates shuffled inside and were directed to their cabin. They’d worn their backpacks, much to the annoyance of other passengers and crew. Surrendering the items in them to a porter was out of the question, however. Cali would only be comfortable to let the bags out of her sight when they were stored in a magically secured room.

      After an hour, things had settled and after two, they were at the rail, the ship ready to depart. It had been loaded, the safety briefings had been delivered, and for most of those on board, it was the start of a dream vacation filled with endless food, drink, and fun. For a moment, Cali wished that was true for her as well, then pushed the thought away.

      Someday, maybe. Right now, I have bigger fish to find, catch, and fry. And eat. Okay, that’s a stupid metaphor.

      The docks fell away as the giant ship left its berth. It was a sight to behold as the city receded while they moved out into the open water. She’d never been outside New Orleans as far as she could remember. To see it become smaller and smaller was disconcerting as if her world was shrinking instead of growing larger with the discovery of new things like it was supposed to.

      Tanyith must have sensed her unease. “It’s always weird venturing into the unknown. But don’t worry, all the same idiots who were at the Tavern yesterday will still be waiting there for you when we get back.”

      The comment broke her tension, and she shook her head and laughed. “Oh, I’m sure we’ll meet new and interesting idiots where we’re going.” They’d agreed not to speak in direct terms unless they were in their cabin with magical defenses in place since it was impossible to tell who among the thousands of people around them might be listening.

      “There’s no doubt about that.”

      For a time, they were both quiet and simply watched the ocean swells as the land grew farther and farther distant. She tapped him on the arm and led him to the nearest bar, where he selected a beer whose name she didn’t recognize and she ordered a pina colada minus the rum. People were already stretched in the sun along the deck they were on, and all the other stools and tables nearby were full. She felt a hint of amusement and looked around. A shimmer above the elevated bridge of the ship caught her eye and she shook her head. She sent, “Leave it to you to choose the most ostentatious spot.” Amusement flowed from the Draksa, who she pictured sunning himself on the topmost deck.

      She covered her mouth and whispered, “Our friend is safely on board.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Excellent. Not that I had any doubt.”

      “Nope. Speaking of doubts, how are things with Barton? Did you two have a wonderful goodbye date? Tons of smooching and stuff?” She laughed at his groan.

      “We’re fine. It was fine.”

      “Uh oh. Trouble in paradise? But you seem so compatible.” In fact, they actually did but she would never admit that to either of them.

      He shook his head. “You’re such a twit. But it’s all good. We’ve discovered that we’re of different opinions on some things. Nothing that’ll be a deal-breaker, merely some areas where we need to decide on a middle ground.”

      “She likes muscular guys so you have to join the gym?” He sighed and she laughed again. “No, really, I get it. Relationships are hard. Even if I had time for one, I’d probably think twice before getting involved.” She stood with her drink in her hand. “Come on, let’s wander. We only have a single day on board and I want to see what the fuss is all about.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d eaten, slept, eaten a little more, and spent time relaxing in the sun in the interval between when they’d boarded and when night fell the next day. According to the maps they’d been given, the ship was about as close as it would be to New Atlantis, which meant the moment had come for them to part company.

      The number of passengers moving around in unexpected surges and stops prohibited using a veil, and they drew more than a few strange looks as they strode through the least populated hallways to reach a position on the side of the ship near the back. She assumed the attention had as much to do with the black uniforms they wore as with the large packs on their backs and doubtless, people would seek out the ship’s crew to report them. By the time anyone bothered to investigate, however, they would be gone, and they’d been careful to cover their tracks.

      A note was pinned to their door to tell the staff they’d be sleeping in that day and they were on the list for the first shore excursion. Zeb would contact the cruise line after it had departed that stop to inform them that they had been required to leave the ship and come home.

      Fyre was more than ready to go. He’d sent her various sensations of anticipation all day, and she’d been able to experience his joy at being in the water and hunting fish a couple of times. The trip was worth it for that alone, as it showed her a playful side of him she’d only had hints of before. She made a mental note that she needed to find a friend with a deep-sea fishing boat so they could make it happen for him more often.

      They were at about mid-height on the ship and on a level filled with cabin portholes at their back and a simple rail separating them from the water far below. It was low enough to avoid attracting any further attention from the guests but high enough to avoid running into the areas that were designated for mainly crew members. She gave Tanyith a fake smile that likely failed to hide her nerves. “So, are you ready for this?”

      He nodded. “There’s nothing to worry about. You simply focus on keeping your own air and boosting your speed, and I’ll give you a backup layer of oxygen in case you falter. We can surface and refill at any time if there’s a need. After only a few hours of magically assisted swimming, we’ll be safely at our destination.”

      She laughed. “Safe might not be the right word.”

      “True that. But at least we’ll be out of the water. Kind of.”

      Cali tried not to think too closely about the fact that they traveled to an underwater city. It’ll be fine. The place existed before me so it’s not about to collapse into ruin merely because I’m there. She shook her head at her own fears. “Okay, let’s do this.” She summoned the mental model of herself and imagined her magic seeping into her muscles and lungs and spreading around her to enclose the air she’d need for the first leg of the journey. They’d avoid going too deep too fast since she had so little experience with this particular magic. When she felt like she had done all she could to prepare, she sent Fyre the command to go.

      The Draksa abandoned his veil as he dove, his wings tucked tightly against his sides. The moonlight shimmered on his metallic scales as he splashed directly beneath them and again, a feeling of joy washed over her through the channel that connected her to him. It was impossible to be worried with that flowing around her, so she laughed and leapt over the railing, straightened her body, and pointed her toes. Tanyith was an instant behind her and several feet to her left.

      She knifed through the swells with barely any impact. Her concentration remained focused, and the combination of the force shield and the uniform her parents had provided for her kept her as warm as if she’d been indoors on a chilly day. The bubble surrounding her allowed her to keep her eyes open, and she located both Tanyith and Fyre when they approached on either side. The earpieces and radios they’d found at the bunker were already in place, and her friend’s voice came through loud and clear. “Is everything good?”

      Cali grinned. “Perfect. This is amazing.”

      He nodded. “Excellent. Now it’s merely an easy swim to New Atlantis, where nothing but rainbows and happiness awaits.”

      She laughed. “Don’t jinx us. We could use a few rainbows.”

      Tanyith led, swimming much faster than any non-magical would be able to, and followed the directions given by the GPS Diana Sheen had provided. She followed him, and Fyre swam in circles and loops around them. He often darted aside to investigate something before he returned to do more watery acrobatics. His happiness filled her, and between that and the unreality of traveling through the deep water, her worries remained far away. It was a perfect moment in time where the only requirements were to enjoy herself, keep her arms and legs moving, and maintain the body-shaped bubble that surrounded her.

      The constant pull on her magical resources was notable but not of any real concern. She used less to maintain the spells than she had in the pool and actually seemed to improve her efficiency as they swam. Darkness reigned above and below, and she wished she could see the features on the bottom of the ocean. Another time, she promised herself. There was nothing stopping her and Fyre from making a habit of deep swimming as long as she could find the time. And for this, she’d make every effort to do so.

      Everything was perfect and she all but lulled herself into a sense of complacency that disintegrated abruptly. Concern and aggression flowed to her from Fyre and shattered her good mood. She looked about wildly to find the source of his worry, but she couldn’t locate him. “Tanyith, something’s wrong.”

      He pulled up and swam to her side. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. Fyre’s upset.” A moment later, they saw what had agitated the Draksa when a figure out of her nightmares emerged from the shadows. “Holy hell. Do you see what I see?”

      He sounded as amazed as she felt. “Who would have thought there could be more than one?”

      The time for talking ended as the tentacles of the giant octopus reached for them.
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      Cali swam toward the bottom to dodge the grasping appendage. The giant suckers on the tentacle crossed in front of her face, and she almost lost control of her magic at the sight. She focused inward for an instant to lock her spells securely in place. Losing her air or her speed during a massive freaking octopus attack would not be a good thing.

      The creature was astonishingly fast in the water. She’d thought the one at the docks was quick but it had clearly been hampered by being out of its element. The tentacles whipped and swayed, seemingly without resistance. She dedicated herself to avoiding the attacks while she wracked her brain for options.

      “Uh, I’m at a bit of a loss here.” She dodged another swipe. Fyre flashed toward the beast, aiming for its eyes, but it rippled away from his talons. She wondered for a second why he hadn’t frozen it but then realized his breath attack probably didn’t work well underwater.

      Tanyith swam beside her and fluttered to a stop. “I guess it’s time for some on-the-job training. You’ll want to change the dimensions of your bubble and pull it in tight around your hands. That will free you to cast. There’s likely to be a little leakage since it isn’t truly closed, so you need to create a slight outward flow. You’ll lose some air but we have enough to last this fight and then we can surface. I’ll keep you guarded while you do it.”

      She noticed bubbles were already forming at his wrists. He summoned a full-body force shield and used it to protect himself against the incoming tentacles. His other hand flicked blasts of shadow magic, which seemed unhindered by the water, to intercept those that tried to sneak around it. Between him and Fyre, who continued to slash at the aggressor as he rocketed past in assault after assault, they held the creature momentarily at bay. But without her help, the two had no chance to defeat it.

      Okay, Cali, exactly like he said. She imagined the bubble that covered her drawing back from her hands. When the cold water met them, it was a shock and she almost lost her concentration. She snatched at it and stabilized her mind, then pictured magic flowing into them to warm them. In her mental picture, they began to glow gold. Setting up the outward pressure was easier and in a few seconds, she had it. After a few more moments to ensure all the magical threads were carefully secured in her head, she turned her attention to the octopus. Her fire magic wouldn’t be useful and she’d already tried to slip into the first monster’s brain at the dock without success. It was doubtful that this would be any different. So, force it is.

      When the next appendage whipped at her, Cali made her move. She burst from behind Tanyith and used magic to rocket through the water as fast as she could swim. A twist and a wriggle took her past the limb, and she flipped onto her back to watch it make another attempt. Perfect. She aimed at another tentacle, and when the striking one swooped, she caught the two together in a band of force, then added more all the way to its torso to bind the limbs into a single unit. She had time to say “Ha!” before an appendage she hadn’t noticed drove into her spine.

      She was thrown forward and the breath knocked from her lungs. Panic surged as she struggled for oxygen. Only Tanyith’s shout saved her from losing it. “You’re fine. Keep your spells working and the air will be back before you know it.” She nodded and waited while she scanned around her for incoming attacks. When her body unclenched enough that she could breathe again, she turned to face the monster.

      “Okay, you bastard, let’s see how you feel about this.” She sent force blasts at its eyes and it twisted to avoid them. It was strangely beautiful how her magic rippled through the water like torpedoes and trailed bubbles the entire way.

      Her partner said, “That’s the solution. I’ll get on its left. You stay here. Tell Fyre to close on the opposite side from me. When it turns away from one of us, the others can attack. Once we wreck its eyes, it’s sure to run. Er…swim.” He relocated quickly as she sent the message to the Draksa and received approval in return. They were each forced to dodge the thrashing limbs as they moved into position, but none connected.

      Fyre was apparently impatient as he dove in for the first attack. The octopus twisted away and snapped its tentacles at the Draksa, who performed a beautiful swoop to pass between them. Cali saw the opportunity and pinned another two together with more force magic so the creature now had six arms instead of eight. Awesome. After another few hours of this, he’ll be down to four. She shook her head and focused on Tanyith, waiting for him to act.

      He fired shadow blasts at the monster’s eyes with one hand while he maintained the shield with the other. The octopus shifted its head subtly to avoid the blows, and the man cursed at it. He stopped the bolts and instead, made a series of gestures that culminated in the creation of a long stick with sharp points at both ends composed of shadow magic. She was impressed and even more so when he added a blast of speed to drive the weapon toward their agreed target.

      The giant creature thrashed to avoid the spear and turned its head to face her. With a small request to the universe to help her this once, she extended both her hands and sent a flurry of force darts at it, one from each finger, then repeated the attack as she swept her aim across to where she judged its eyes would be when it moved. It screeched when her magic struck true, spun, and surged away. The massive tentacles propelled it far faster than they could follow. As if I wanted to follow, anyway. She asked, “Is it done with us, do you think?”

      “There’s no way to tell,” Tanyith replied, “but if someone was controlling it directly, I think the damage might have broken the connection or something. We should probably get a move on, in any case.” He gestured upward and she followed him to the surface. The influx of air was incredibly welcome, and when they dove again, both kept their hands free in case the monster reappeared.

      The rest of the trip to New Atlantis was as tense as the first part had been joyous. Fyre’s wide path around them was no longer for fun but rather to provide an early warning if anything dangerous should appear. Where before it had felt like they made good speed, it now seemed as if they’d never arrive.

      Still, when the city appeared in the distance, she couldn’t help but feel awe at the sight. The huge sparkling dome filled with lights from within was the centerpiece, but all around it were other things that had apparently fallen victim to the curse of the Bermuda Triangle. Portions of boats, both modern and historical, rested beside pieces of airplane fuselage. She wondered why they would surround the city with so much junk, but as they moved closer, she realized the truth.

      “That’s not junk. It’s part of the city, isn’t it?” She had seen lights sparkling inside several of the shapes, which suggested a presence within.

      Tanyith laughed. “So I’ve heard. Atlanteans have always been quite adept at taking what the sea offers and putting it to good use.”

      She frowned. “So are they using what simply came to them or are they taking the stuff themselves? It would make sense if there wasn’t actually anything supernatural about this place but rather a race of magical scumbags who think they have the right to steal whatever they want.”

      He sounded thoughtful. “Well, much of that is old and probably predates the city itself. So it might be a combination of the two. I won’t go out on a limb and claim they’re innocent of any such thing, but it’s also too big a jump to assume they’re guilty of all of it.”

      Cali didn’t have a problem thinking them guilty based on her experience with Atlanteans thus far but kept the protest to herself. Fyre descended to swim directly in front of them, apparently confident that any danger had passed, and he adjusted his angle until they moved toward what looked like an opening in the sphere a little below the horizontal midpoint. The city resembled a snow globe, with the bottom half filled with dirt, the surface on the centerline, and sky above. It made sense they’d have the “land” where the surface area was largest.

      As they approached, she noticed the many connections between the surrounding objects and the dome. Tubes of clear material spanned them, which would allow people to swim from one to the next. Each terminated in the “underground” portion, though. From the surface of the city, the passages would remain unseen.

      They entered and swam through a tube of their own. It was lit with some kind of iridescent moss that seemed to be alive and was clearly carefully maintained. Finally, they broke the surface in something that appeared to be a receiving zone. Water covered a crescent-shaped area bounding a dock that looked as if it had been built from wood salvaged from multiple sources. At each end of the structure, portals sparked into being with impressive regularity.

      I wonder why they need the tubes, then? She asked Tanyith that question as they climbed the stairs to the wooden platform.

      “I’m certain only select people are allowed to portal here. I don’t know if they prevent others from doing so by magic or by force.” He gestured toward several clusters of individuals in armor who carried spears and radiated authority. “Maybe some of both.”

      She scowled. “We need to make sure we have a way back in before we leave. Having to swim is beyond annoying. If I never see an octopus of any size again, it will be too damn soon.”

      Fyre snorted his agreement. He radiated a weird jumble of emotions—interest, concern, and trepidation of some kind. She patted him on the back. “It’s all good, buddy.” She yanked to adjust the backpack on her shoulders. It was remarkably heavy on land, a fact she’d forgotten during the time in the water.

      “So, do you need to do something to contact these people or what?” she asked.

      Tanyith shrugged. “They said they’d be watching. I presume it means they’ll get in touch with me. I guess we’re on our own for the moment.”

      Cali looked at the grand staircases that led from this boundary area to the main portion of the city itself. They gleamed in white and pink and reminded her of coral she’d seen in expensive fish tanks.

      With a shake of her head, she said, “Well then, let’s see if we can find out what’s up with these jerks and how to force them to leave us the hell alone.” With that, she set off to make the long climb upward.
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      The first thing Cali noticed when they reached the surface was the strange illumination that emanated from the top of the dome and spread gently over everything. Certainly, it wasn’t the sun, not this deep down, but it felt very much like it. The second thing was the large central spire in the distance, positioned directly under the glowing area. It stood far taller than any of the other buildings and seemed to increase in size the closer one got to it. She pointed it out to Tanyith. “From what I’ve read, that’s the palace, right?”

      He nodded. “It goes along with what little I know about the city. The Emperor or Empress’s palace is in the middle, the nine around them, and the rest of the upper crust around those. There are four circular streets, one separating the palace from the nine, the next separating them from the rest, and one that bisects the gentry area. Nine streets radiate through them from the first one to the outer shell, each exactly the same angle to the next.”

      She laughed. “What did you do, read an atlas?”

      “No. I looked at a map. Perhaps you should try it sometime.”

      Fyre snorted, and she flipped them both off. “Okay, then, where do you think we should go?” Now that they’d reached the top of the staircase, it became clear that they would stand out like sore thumbs in their black uniforms, so she added, “Somewhere to put different clothes on, obviously.”

      He nodded and pointed to what appeared to be public restrooms to the left of the stairs. “Let’s have a look there.”

      The entrance offered no indication of gender restriction so they went in together. They found the expected facilities and locked themselves in stalls to change. Fyre curled under a row of ornamental sinks.

      When she emerged in street clothes, Cali felt a hundred times more like herself. The styles around them were varied, from strange robes she’d never seen the likes of to jeans and hoodies and everything in between. Tanyith had decided that khakis and a sweatshirt were the perfect combo. They both still wore their uniform boots, though, with their reinforced striking enhancements.

      “Okay, back to the original question,” she said. “Where do you think we should go?”

      Her partner shrugged. “We might as well move toward the center, right?”

      “It looks like a serious hike from here to there.”

      He hefted the backpack repeatedly until he found a fit that satisfied him. “I guess we’d better get moving, then.”

      The streets were similar to cobblestone but not uniform in any way. Different sizes, colors, and seemingly varied materials had been worked into the surface. None of the books she’d read had referred to them, so she was left with questions. What are they made of? Who made them? Why did they do them like that?

      It would make sense if those who built the city used the substances they had at hand, so it was possible the stones under their feet had been reclaimed from wrecks or dug from the ocean floor. She shook her head at the enormity of being in such a place so unlike anything she knew.

      The people varied widely as well. Some were big and others small with light skin or dark, and every hairstyle, tattoo, and jewelry option she could imagine. A preference for nautical themes was obvious but it was far from exclusive. She touched her compass pendant, which rested over the healing burn she’d received when her shield charm had finally been consumed.

      To their right and left were residences about the size of some of the fancier homes in New Orleans. Not the mansions, certainly, but nicer than anyone she knew lived in. They were mainly white or gray stone with colorful accents. After a while, the buildings changed and gave way first to slightly bigger houses and then to shops as they neared the outermost ring street.

      They emerged into the intersection, and Cali realized what had bothered her. She hadn’t seen any vehicles—no cars and not even bicycles. The history books had failed to mention that too. She chuckled inwardly.

      Maybe I should try to get the Tesla franchise down here. I’d make a mint.

      Other Draksa were present as well in a variety of colors and textures. Some wore collars and leashes while others didn’t. There was something pleasant about being out in public with Fyre in his native form. “Onward?”

      Tanyith nodded. “Yep. Straight toward the palace.”

      The following block started with businesses, transitioned to even nicer homes in the middle, and returned to storefronts as they neared the next ring. A clear progression of increased wealth and status was visible as one drew closer to the center, at least in this section of the city. It was certainly logical to assume the same would be true everywhere in New Atlantis.

      “I’m starting to feel a little low rent for this area,” she muttered.

      He laughed. “I hear you. Even Sienna’s house—which is the nicest I’ve ever stayed in—doesn’t compare to the first one we saw, much less these.” He pointed at a storefront. “The merchandise quality seems to have improved too. Plus, there are more luxuries and fewer necessities.”

      When they entered the next ring, she noticed two things. First, tall flagpoles stood at the corners. The one on the left side of the street ahead looked vaguely like a stylized anchor while the one on the right resembled an eel or a snake coiled around a dagger. Second, armed guards stood beneath each in matching armor. “That’s interesting,” she said and nodded discreetly at them. “Something to be concerned about, maybe?”

      Tanyith shrugged. “There’s no way to tell. But if you’re suggesting this might be a good time to stroll along in a different direction rather than continue to the Empress’s house, I wouldn’t argue.”

      She looked at Fyre. “What do you think?” He sent ambivalence to her over their connection. I wonder why he isn’t talking. The Draksa we fought didn’t talk either so maybe most can’t? “Okay, let’s do it.”

      Cali turned right since they were closer to that side. The area they’d come from was to their right, the guarded one to their left. Where the former had multiple storefronts, the latter had only what looked like estate buildings decorated in similar enough styles to suggest they were all of a piece. “So, the nine have a ton of money, apparently. I guess each owns a whole section? Block? Whatever you want to call it.”

      He nodded. “That’s what the map said. It didn’t label them at all, though, which I thought was weird.”

      She shook her head. “It’s totally like what I found with the histories. They acknowledge that there are nine families but don’t say anything else about them. Unless they’ve been destroyed and kicked out, apparently, in which case they’re free to dish.”

      Her companion laughed. “You’re reading some interesting stories, clearly.” He frowned. “You know what, we should try to portal out of here if there’s a good space to do it in. Just to see if we can.”

      “I have to imagine that would mean we’d have a legion of guards on our tails in no time,” she protested. “If Zeb is able to monitor the use of portals in the Tavern, I’m sure the Empress has people to do the same for New Atlantis.”

      Tanyith looked embarrassed. “Okay, yeah, I should have thought of that. I think I need a nap.”

      “Don’t we all.” They walked in silence for a while until they reached another of the streets leading toward the palace. They turned to face it and this time, the flag on the left held the serpent and dagger and the one on the right featured a set of swooping lines that didn’t look like anything when you focused hard but resembled a sextant when you defocused enough. The same arrangement of guards was present there as well. “Is it me, or is that thing rough on the eyes?”

      “Yeah. Totally. I wonder if there’s something magical about it? I wouldn’t be surprised if magic is a part of everyday life here.”

      Cali rolled her eyes. “Amazing.” She turned to peer at Tanyith and noticed that he did look exhausted. “Do you want to go in the other direction? See if we can find a hotel or something?”

      He laughed. “And pay them with what? I’ll be honest, it’s possible we didn’t make quite enough preparation for this trip.” He shook his head ruefully. “No, let’s press on. I can use my magic to pep me up if I get too tired. Plus, I’m carrying energy potions in the bag. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay. How about we quit being wimps and take a stroll toward the palace again?”

      He straightened with a nod. “Sure. Let’s do it.”

      They walked between the guards and although she had no small amount of trepidation about it, nothing bad happened. In fact, they received no more than a casual glance before the armored figures returned to inscrutability. As they neared the center ring, the palace grew larger and the buildings to either side became bigger and statelier. By the midpoint of the block, they were clearly recognizable as parts of a much grander building that probably filled the entire forward part of the section, oriented toward the regal structure in the middle of the city.

      She whistled in admiration. “Damn. Now I feel really low rent. Even the fanciest houses in NOLA can’t compare to these buildings.”

      “Well, when you think about it, these families have been in power for generations and they needed to have money simply to be here. It stands to reason they’d be comparable to the richest folks. Maybe not Jeff Bezos and Bill Gates but definitely somewhere in the multimillionaire range at least.”

      “So if they have all that, I wonder why they even care about the whole fight to be the ruler thing. Why screw up something that’s already amazing?”

      Tanyith grimaced. “The short version is that people suck. And the long version? Having more makes you want more, and more after that.”

      Cali frowned. “That sounds exactly like something Emalia would say.”

      “She’s a smart woman.”

      They exited the street and turned right to look at the house they’d walked beside. The sextant symbol was clearer in its etched form on a broad flat surface that faced toward the palace. Beneath it was an enormous mansion, all in pure white stone with carefully tended greenery and flowers fronting it. The huge front doors looked like they were solid gold and they held imprints of the image as well. It was the decoration that ran horizontally below the large symbol and graced the area between it and the doors that caught her attention, however.

      She tugged her companion’s sleeve and pointed at it. “Am I wrong or is that the same set of symbols that are etched on the sword? The language of the nobility?”

      He nodded. “It seems like the gang wench told the truth. We need to find a way to translate it.”

      Fyre sent a wave of excitement to her and she stared at him. “What is it?” The Draksa looked away, then turned back to her expectantly. She frowned. “What?” He rolled his eyes and straightened his body like a pointer dog. She followed the line of his spine and her mouth fell open.

      There, at the head of the next block and directly across from the one with the sextant on it, another flag rippled gently in the thin breeze. It held the identical symbol she wore around her neck. That same symbol was hidden under the flaps of their uniforms and apparently denoted one of the nine noble families of New Atlantis.
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      Cali walked in a haze toward the flag. Only when she came close did her gaze lock onto the house behind it, another mansion with a symbol set high in the center and strange symbols below. She dragged in a breath. “I must be dreaming.” Fyre nipped her hand and she snatched it back. “Ow. You flea-bitten smart aleck. I’m aware that I’m not literally dreaming. But this is nuts, you know?”

      Tanyith stepped beside her. “Although it makes a ton of sense if you think about it. For one thing, it explains why the Atlantean gang is interested in you. They could believe they can wipe out your family line if they eliminate you. Maybe the Empress has someone she wants to elevate who would be supportive of her.”

      She frowned. “Well, hell, she could have simply asked rather than try to kill me.” Plus, she might be wrong. The plaque with her brother’s name on it swam in her vision.

      “Perhaps she’s heard about how eminently reasonable you are.”

      “Shut it. If she’s running a gang that does things you don’t agree with, you’re probably right. I’m unlikely to be reasonable.” She frowned. “Why are there no guards here?”

      “Turn around,” he replied quietly. She complied and saw that the other side of the ring street bordered the outermost palace grounds, a vast green space that was guarded by a circle of armored defenders positioned at symmetrical intervals.

      “Oh. Okay.” She turned back to the mansion. “So, let’s assume for a second that this house belonged to my parents, or their parents, or something.” How is that even possible? “Do you think there’s a place where I go to get a key? Or should we simply knock?”

      “It looks like we could probably walk up to the front on the paved section without ticking anyone off. Maybe we’d get a little more insight if we did. I’d suggest sending Fyre up to take a look but I haven’t noticed any other Draksa flying. It might be against the rules or something. Until we know for sure, it’s not worth the risk.”

      “Okay. Let’s do that.” Fyre nudged the side of her legs and she lurched into motion. She tried to keep it casual but was fairly sure her head bobbed around like a children’s toy. The building was immense, far larger than the biggest mansion she’d seen in New Orleans.

      It’s a place for an extended family, not merely one set of people or a single generation. The realization instantly made sense. If you had that much money, you could easily afford to stay together and what could be better? And if some chafing occurred between relatives, well, that was probably what the buildings farther toward the second ring were for.

      The front doors weren’t as opulent as the house next door, a flat ebony instead of shining gold. They reminded her of the backing of her compass necklace. She’d often thought the item had a strange polish to it and the portals before her felt the same. “This is so weird. I feel like something this important to my family ought to be familiar but there’s nothing there.”

      Tanyith’s voice was full of warmth, either understanding or sympathy. “I get that. But don’t forget, you might never have been here. If your parents left before you were born, there’d be no reason for you to remember it. They probably wanted to bring you back here when you were old enough. Or when it was safe to do so.” His tone hardened on the last sentence as if her being in danger offended him. Me too, buddy.

      Fyre wandered in a serpentine path and stepped off the wide walkway to traverse the grass to either side. It looked like grass, anyway, in the same way the stone underfoot looked like concrete. For all she knew, they might be genetically engineered sea creatures. She snorted at the idea and imagined that sharks combined with Doberman pinschers awaited them inside the building.

      “Do you think it looks like anyone lives here? The grounds are well kept but it doesn’t seem…alive.”

      “I have that same feeling—as if the place is dormant. Or waiting to be turned on.”

      “Kind of like your girlfriend.” He groaned and she laughed. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist. I’m sure she’s very satisfied despite the expression on her face the last time I saw you together.”

      “I can go, you know. Portal right out of here and leave you on your own.”

      “First, we’re not sure you actually could. And second, you wouldn’t. You’re too curious. And third, don’t forget we’re here because of you, pal. If you weren’t some kind of player in this game, Fyre and I would be at home asleep.”

      “You make a good point. I retract my complaint.”

      “Damn right.” They reached the doors and she examined them carefully. A handle was attached to each at stomach level in the center but that was all. There seemed to be no obvious lock, no peephole, and no sliders to slide or buttons to press. She was momentarily flummoxed until Fyre bumped into her again and spoke to echo the words he’d said when they attempted to discover the secret of her parents’ bunker.

      “If two magical people were going to lock a door so only their magical child could open it, don’t you think they might, maybe, just possibly, use magic?”

      She was too excited to smack him for being a smart ass. Later. You’ll get yours later. She pulled the compass necklace over her head and held it in front of her. Exactly like she had in the cemetery, she focused on the object and let her magic trickle out to it, wishing for any secrets to be revealed. She had the sense that there was something there but nothing happened with the portal.

      Strangely, though, her hope didn’t diminish. The butterflies in her stomach told her the secret was incredibly close. “Maybe this isn’t the correct entrance. There has to be more than one, right? And this faces the palace, which might not be the best choice. Hell, they may have never even used this one. Let’s go around.”

      The next door they came to on the side also failed to acknowledge her presence, and she began to wonder if perhaps she had the key to one of the smaller buildings rather than the main house. But when she tried the same procedure on the rear entrance, which had the same black surface, it glowed briefly before the lock clicked and the door swung inward as if opened by an unseen hand.

      Startled, she looked at Tanyith. “I feel like we pulled up in the mystery machine. I’ll be Velma, you be Fred, and Fyre can be Scooby.”

      He shook his head. “You are one hundred percent Daphne.”

      “Daphne,” the Draksa agreed.

      Cali frowned. “You guys suck. Okay, let’s find out what’s waiting inside.” She led the way and held her breath as she stepped across the threshold. The interior was lit only by the sunlight filtering through the doorway. Ahead lay another door, also closed, and to each side, she had the impression of benches and maybe a shelf running around the space. “I think it’s a coat room or something. I don’t see a light.”

      Tanyith spoke behind her and a glowing orb floated past on its way to the ceiling. The area came into relief in the overly white light. Elegant wooden benches ran along on both sides, and the shelf was actually there with a series of hooks beneath it. The space was empty of objects and people other than them. She desperately wanted it to seem familiar, to feel like home, but it was merely another room.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’m good. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but this isn’t it. Let’s keep moving.” She opened the door opposite the entrance and the globe floated through to illuminate a short corridor with doors to the left, right, and front. The door to the outside clicked closed and she turned quickly as Fyre stepped away from it, evidently having decided it should be shut. She didn’t feel any concern from him, only anticipation, which helped her to maintain her calm.

      The door to the left led to a storage area, as did the one to the right. The first held pantry items and cleaning equipment filled the other, which suggested that not everything in New Atlantis was done by magic. Her guess was that the next room would be a kitchen or perhaps a servant’s corridor if they had those.

      She was correct. It was a large cooking area with prep spaces on all four walls along with a broad cold storage unit that would have looked right in a restaurant. A center island had pots and pans hanging over it. She shook her head. “Old world in the back, commercial kitchen in the front. What is up with this place?”

      He shrugged and tapped one of the pots, then threw a couple more globes above them to illuminate the shadows in the large space. “They have the best of both worlds, I guess. There’s nothing wrong with that, although I don’t see a microwave. Heathens.”

      Cali shook her head. “It is so weird in here.” Fyre yawned widely and she laughed. “Maybe we should be looking for a bedroom, huh?”

      Tanyith stretched. “I wouldn’t say no to some sleep. And, barring the sudden return of the three bears, this seems as good a place as any. We can choose a room, shield it with magic, and take turns sleeping to maintain it.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” When the words emerged seemingly from the air, it made them all jump. “This house will protect any member of the Leblanc family present inside it as well as their guests.”

      “Who are you?” she stammered. “Where are you?”

      The voice was cultured, elegant, prim, and proper, and fit the ambiance of the house perfectly. The next words explained why that was so. “Why, everywhere, of course, Miss Caliste. I am the house. You can call me Jenkins. How may I serve you?”
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      It took Cali several moments to process what the voice had said and even then, she needed to be sure she understood the message. “You’re the house? As in…the house is alive?”

      The voice laughed in what sounded like good humor. “Not exactly. Not the same way you are. I was once but I now exist only within these walls. My role is to assist any member of your line in any way I can.”

      “Such as cooking? Cleaning?” Tanyith asked.

      “Oh, certainly not, although I have in the past served as an overseer to those employed by the family. While I am able to inhabit certain corporeal objects at need, in general, I do not directly interact with physical things.”

      She turned in a circle and tried to see where the sound might be coming from. Of course, in this place, magic makes more sense than hidden speakers. “So you’re like the majordomo. Or a butler. You run the house and assist with whatever is needed. Is that right?”

      “Yes, Miss Caliste. In fact, during my lifetime, I filled that very role. It was my great honor to be permitted to continue after my death.”

      What. The. Actual. Hell? She closed her eyes. “Are you telling me your spirit—your eternal essence or whatever—is attached to this house?”

      “Yes.” He sounded pleased about it.

      “And this is okay with you?”

      “Certainly. It was my choice to do so.”

      She paused and struggled to get her head around the fact that she was either talking to a ghost or someone who was both alive and delusional when Tanyith interrupted her thoughts. “It’s an artifact. The house. Exactly like the weapons we’ve heard about that have the personalities of people from the past in them.”

      “Jenkins, is that true?”

      “Mostly, ma’am. The word personality is not fully correct, though. It is, rather, the very spirit, soul, and being of the person that is retained in the artifact. To say it is simply a personality understates the matter.”

      “Why did you make that choice?”

      He sounded happy to have the chance to share. “When I neared the end of my life, I requested a boon from one of your ancestors. I was granted the opportunity to continue to serve, which I truly desired, and my family was provided for. My nieces and nephews still benefit from what we were given by the Leblancs.”

      She shook her head. It seemed like an awful sacrifice to be unable to move on to whatever life came after this one. “So you’re stuck here forever, then?”

      “Oh, certainly not, Miss Caliste.” His tone suggested that the question horrified him. “I was only contracted for a single generation. However, as I said, this is where I belong so I’ve stayed.”

      “For how long?”

      “Many generations. I honestly don’t recall as they blend into one another.”

      She shook her head. Everything was overwhelming. Maybe it’ll make sense after some sleep. She checked her watch and realized it was early morning in New Orleans, although she had no idea how the clocks ran in New Atlantis. “Okay. Let’s put this conversation on hold for a while. Where are the bedrooms?”
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      When she awoke, twelve hours and apparently the entire night had passed, to judge by the light that came through the windows. Or it’s always bright here and I slept through it. Whatever. I’ll find out later. She dug in her bag for something clean and came out in her second favorite jeans and a faded black Marilyn Manson tour t-shirt. She pushed her hair out of her face as she padded along the hallway and headed toward the wide staircase that led to the main level.

      The house was enormous and she’d only seen a small portion. She reassured herself that there had to be a way to heat water and something with caffeine to apply it to in the kitchen. With Jenkins’s assistance, she found and filled the kettle and used her magic to start a fire beneath its position on a metal burner. More rooting revealed nothing edible and she sighed when her stomach growled. “I don’t suppose there’s a restaurant delivery service here or anything.”

      “No, Miss Caliste.”

      “Fine.” She considered her options. “Tell me, is there a prohibition against using portals in this part of New Atlantis?”

      “Yes. It is only permitted at the dock and then only with the Empress’s permission. If you do not have one of her seals, the magic protecting the city will block the ability to create a portal.”

      “Well, that’s irritating. I guess I can’t pop home for a snack.” She thought about the problem a little more deeply. “Wait, you’re telling me the nine families have to come through the docks whenever they leave the city?”

      “The patriarch or matriarch of the house is given a special seal that allows them to portal directly to and from their home. The rest are required to obey the restriction.”

      “It keeps them humble, I get that.” She didn’t mean any of the words. They were merely to keep her brain moving. Based on what she’d seen of the Atlanteans, humility wasn’t a virtue for them. “Isn’t that me, now?”

      “As the eldest scion, it is. But you must still seek the seal from the Empress. It can only be bestowed by her.”

      Hope jumped in her heart. “You said eldest scion. Does that mean there’s another? Is Atreo alive?”

      The voice didn’t respond immediately and seemed reluctant when it finally did. “Master Atreo lives and is technically younger than you as you were born minutes before he was. But given his…current condition, he couldn’t serve as patriarch in any case.”

      Her hunger was forgotten. “Where is he? What’s wrong with him? Tell me.”

      It was inevitable that eventually, Jenkins would refuse a request, but she would have selected almost any other one if she’d been offered the choice. “I’m sorry, Miss Leblanc. I cannot do that until you are officially recognized as the head of the family.”

      “Because of the Empress’s rules? Let me explain to you what I think about them.”

      “No, ma’am,” he said quickly. “Because of your parents’ rules.”

      The realization that her parents would have talked to Jenkins exactly as she did struck her like a punch. They had lived there and had a life in New Atlantis and, for some reason, left with her and maybe with Atreo, for reasons unknown. The energy flooded out of her, and she suddenly felt lightheaded. She found a mug and poured the hot water over a tea bag and inhaled the steam from the bitter brew.

      Tanyith sounded impossibly cheerful, given what they’d been through. “Hey, Cali. Did the ghost offer any restaurant recommendations?”

      She chuckled. “No. Apparently, we’ll starve.”

      “Nope. Not with me on the case.” He threw two wrapped protein bars at her, and she caught them greedily. She couldn’t tear the foil off the first one fast enough and moaned in pleasure at the sensation of calories flowing into her.

      “You are a lifesaver. My hero. Where’s Fyre? I assumed he was with you.” She concentrated and felt normal emotions from him, nothing alarming, but he wasn’t in the house.

      “Nope. He wandered off at some point. I haven’t seen him this morning.”

      She sent him a message asking if he was all right and received what she’d come to associate with comfort in response. So he’s okay. That’s good. All right, Cali, get your brain together. There are things to do and people to see.

      “Okay, Jenkins, tell me this,” she said between mouthfuls. “If I require the Empress’s seal in order to be the head of the household, is there an easy way to do that? Some functionary I need to get an appointment with or something?”

      “No, Miss Caliste. You must receive the seal directly from her hand.”

      “Damn. I assume that won’t be easy. Is there a secretary I can see to book a meeting?”

      “No, Miss Caliste. You may, however, have a message delivered. There is stationery in the den, as well as a cache of currency to pay for it. When you have it ready to send, you need only have your servant walk to the next ring. There are many courier services there.”

      She tried to stifle her laugh at the long-suffering look Tanyith gave her but wasn’t able to. “Yes, I’m sure my servant can handle that. How do I get to the den?”

      It required several turns and a stroll down a long hallway before she arrived at her parents’ working area. The desk was heavy, wooden, and open in the middle. Chairs were tucked under both sides of it, and she could almost picture her mother and father seated across from one another, engaged in whatever it was they did while they were there. She found the stationery, an elegant pen, and both a small canister of wax and a stamp with the family’s image.

      Seal? Crest? I’ll go with symbol. She spread the paper out and brushed it carefully to remove any dust before she began to write.

      The fountain pen flowed beautifully. When she had finished, she read it aloud to make sure it sounded right. “Empress. I formally request your recognition of my status as the head of the Leblanc family and that you grant all the privileges that go along with it. You can reach me at my family’s manor. Respectfully, Caliste Leblanc.” It was simple but clear, and that was about all she could manage for the woman who was likely behind the attacks on her in New Orleans.

      She folded it with sharp creases and inserted it into the envelope. A raised fingertip applied magical fire to the canister of wax and she dripped the liquid onto the flap. She pressed the stamp into the puddle and managed to not twist or slide it. When she withdrew it, the image of the compass was perfect. She sauntered into the hallway and found Tanyith, who had changed into his backup clothes. “All right, servant, how about we take a walk?”

      He grinned. “Are you sure you don’t want me to simply do it for you, O great and wise Matriarch Leblanc?”

      “Well, I would, but I discovered this.” She held a bag up that clinked with the sound of the coins within. “Let’s drop this letter off and find actual food before I die of starvation.” She sent a message to Fyre. “Will you come along?” The flood of approval made her smile. “Good. Off we go.”
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      Usha stepped through the portal that connected her office to the dock in New Atlantis and strode purposefully toward the staircase. The Empress’s summons had been unexpected but its delivery by one of her ruler’s personal circle of elite soldiers underscored the need for haste. Despite that, here I am, walking from the outer section to the inner like everyone else.

      She pushed the gripe aside with a sigh as she climbed. Simply to be allowed to move at will through the domed city meant she was someone notable. It was easy to forget that when she was away. The Empress had promised that when her tasks were done, she’d have her own home in the circle beyond the second circular street, the best land available to anyone not of the nine. She contented herself with admiring the buildings she passed and imagined that one of them could someday be hers.

      The guards at the inner ring recognized her but she was, nonetheless, stopped and quizzed as to her purpose. They verified that the ruler was expecting her and sent word to the circle of defenders closer to the palace. Usha gazed at the spire while she walked. The grand tower never failed to encourage her because it always reached for the highest goal it could see.

      Exactly like me.

      The ceremonial entrance to the Empress’s home was open, huge double doors spread wide to reveal the opulent entryway beyond. A lush scarlet carpet stretched down the center from the doorway and out of the chamber and extended all the way down the large central hall. The uniform white blocks that made up the structure concealed its size with their sameness but entry to the first room revealed it. The ceiling was several stories high and topped with two enormous panes of glass that allowed the light from above to filter in. Between them, an endless flow of water played with the illumination to give her surroundings the feel of being beneath the waves.

      As she walked slowly through the space, she passed columns to both sides, the same white as the outside but decorated with precious gems and coral that glittered in the changing light. During her first visit to the palace, this room had been filled with the city’s elite, all waiting to offer congratulations to her face and whisper snide comments about the up-jumped commoner in their midst when she’d moved away.

      Usha held no illusions about who and what she was—the servant to the Empress because she had fought her way to that honor through ritual combat. She could kill nine out of every ten of the supposed nobles without breaking a sweat and had little doubt about her ability to finish the remaining ones with slightly more effort. At the time, though, the muttered insults had bothered her.

      No longer. Her focus was different now and it lay ahead. She left the first room and entered the main corridor, which had murals over both walls accented with gold, coral, and gemstones of every hue. They told the tales of Old Atlantis and served as a touchstone to remind visitors of their shared history. Usha enjoyed both the artwork and the stories it revealed and had spent happy hours there while waiting upon the Empress’s pleasure. Now, she strode past them without slowing, intent on reaching the throne room.

      That door was closed, however, and the Empress’s seneschal stood before it. She wore a long dress in shades of a blue so dark it was almost black and deep scarlet. It reached from her ankles to her throat, with ornamental buttons the entire way. She was probably half again Usha’s age, with short dark hair pulled back in braids from her face. The woman gave her a nod and gestured toward the ruler’s working office. She returned the acknowledgment and mouthed, “Thank you,” and received a small smile in reply before she stopped and knocked gently.

      “Come in,” the Empress ordered and Usha twisted the heavy golden knob and opened the door. While the throne room was deliberately overstated opulence designed to display the grandeur of the monarch, this chamber was comfortably rich and luxurious. She felt far more like she belonged there than in the ceremonial space and imagined her ruler did as well. Quick steps brought her to a position directly across the large wooden desk from the other woman, where she knelt and waited to be recognized.

      Empress Shenni’s voice was amused. “Rise, my servant, and sit.” She gestured at the chair set at an angle to her desk, and Usha complied. The woman’s high cheekbones and perfectly sculpted eyebrows would have looked right on a work of art. Her eyes blazed with energy below the thick, dark-crimson locks of her hair, which were bound into strands that resembled tentacles. She wore a simple dress accented by a thick golden torc around her neck that appeared to have one of every precious stone variety in existence. The symbol of the monarchy looked heavy, which seemed appropriate.

      The ruler returned her attention to the large tome on her desk and ran a fingernail down it as she read. Usha waited patiently and would be content to do so for as long as required. Her gaze wandered around the room, seeking any new additions since the last time she’d been inside it some time before. The walls were still a rich shade of navy-blue with white wooden borders at the top and bottom. To her right was a reading nook with a luxurious chair, a lamp, and a small table. Behind the Empress was a huge cabinet that reached from floor to ceiling and contained books, paintings, and countless other expensive items. The left side of the chamber held several low cabinets. The only door was the one she’d entered through.

      On this occasion, it was only a couple of minutes before Shenni draped a wide velvet marker over the book to mark her page, closed it, and slid it aside. She folded her hands on the surface of the desk and smiled. “It’s good to see you again after so much time, Usha.”

      She laughed. “It has been only a day, Empress.”

      The other woman gave her an amused grin. “Indeed. But far too long, nonetheless. Tell me, are there any changes?”

      “No, Empress. More of the same, although Danna tells me our distribution to the humans is increasing. You were wise to have me put her in charge of that operation.”

      Shenni nodded. “Excellent. You may need to stay for a couple of days and it’s good you have someone who can oversee your people while you are away.” She slid a piece of paper across the desk and gestured with her chin for Usha to examine it.

      The thick stationery contained only a simple message. Her eyes widened as she read it, then she set it on the wooden surface with a shake of her head. “Caliste has certainly made a sudden leap of insight.”

      The Empress responded with a sharp nod and tapped her fingers on the small bell that hung in an ebony frame on her desk. Almost instantly, a servant arrived and she tilted her head toward the cabinet on the side of the room. It was the work of moments for the uniformed man to mix drinks for them—ice, rum, and fruit juice—and he closed the door as he backed out of the room.

      Shenni took a sip, then set her glass on a stone coaster at her left hand. “She isn’t wrong. As the eldest remaining Leblanc, it’s entirely within her rights to make the request.”

      “What are the repercussions of granting it?” Usha asked.

      “None, really. It will allow her to portal to the house, which means it will be more difficult to track her visits.” The Empress’s guard maintained a very close watch on the docks, which were the only way into the city. She had known of the girl’s arrival almost instantly after it happened. Only one of the special seals held by the nine could evade the magical defenses placed over the rest of the city and allow someone to portal into any other part of New Atlantis. “But it opens other possibilities as well.”

      The Empress leaned forward and her subordinate matched the movement and waited for her to speak again. “If we play the game properly, we can pit her against the Malniets and have her and her friends take care of that problem for us.”

      Usha leaned back again, impressed by the strategy. “That’s certainly bold, Empress. How do you plan to convince her they are her enemies?”

      Shenni took another sip of her drink and relaxed into her chair. “They have already done so by virtue of attacking the city. It will be a simple matter to weave the lies that suggest it was all about trying to draw her out so they could kill her and end the Leblanc line. The nine are always at one another’s throats.”

      She chuckled. “Which is exactly as you like it.”

      The Empress laughed. “Exactly. This is why I value you so. You understand the broad strategies as well as the specific tactics. So, how would you recommend I respond to this letter?”

      The woman considered the question carefully. Being too eager to name themselves her ally might make Caliste suspicious but on the other hand, they needed to establish that connection sooner rather than later before she could get more information. “I believe you should summon her to the palace and meet her in the throne room with the rest of the houses present. Give her what she asks for and let her think that’s all.”

      The Empress nodded. “And then?”

      “Have your seneschal draw her into a side room for a private meeting. Share your concerns over the threat to her and explain that the actions in New Orleans were directed at her family. Stop short of offering anything else, except to say you don’t support one house acting against another outside the accepted rituals and understand that she will doubtless feel the need to respond but must do so within the laws.”

      “Which requires her to return to me in order to challenge them. I agree. What role would you play?”

      Usha chuckled. “None at all, Empress. The child has seen me and counts me among her enemies. To connect us at this time would work against our purpose. No, that can come later. Maybe at a pivotal moment, we can offer her assistance in New Orleans.”

      Shenni sipped again. “And what should I say when she asks why she has been targeted by your gang?”

      “Blame it on her parents—something they began but did not finish. Perhaps claim you would stop the attacks if only it wouldn’t go against Atlantean custom to do so.”

      “You have considered all the angles.” She paused for almost a minute, her eyes on the ceiling. During that time, her subordinate also looked at the mural painted there. It commemorated the coronation of the first Emperor in New Atlantis centuries before.

      She finally spoke. “I see no flaws. We will proceed as you’ve suggested.” The Empress smiled and rose and Usha recognized it as a dismissal. She bowed and backed out of the room to find the seneschal awaiting her. “It looks like I’m staying for a few days.”

      The other woman nodded. “Indeed. We have your suite prepared. Is there anything you require?”

      Wearily, she rolled her neck and arched her spine. “The weapons master and some opponents to train against. I think it’s time to remove the rust from some of my old skills. It seems as if they might be required in the days to come.”
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      It turned out that New Atlantis did have restaurants, and the coin purse her parents had left would be more than sufficient for the amount of time they planned to spend there twice over. She and Tanyith both selected simple fare of meat and vegetables and had snagged a few to-go orders to cover the next meal and to feed Fyre if his fishing went poorly.

      They’d noticed other Draksa on their own in the city’s streets, still not flying but clearly unaccompanied. Fyre decided he would take advantage of that freedom to explore and perhaps to swim out into the ocean and hunt. Cali had misgivings about the idea but also didn’t think she had any right to try to stop him.

      Besides, I have more than enough to keep me busy. She’d asked Jenkins where the secrets were hidden but apparently, it wasn’t a specific enough question and he hadn’t been able to provide any answers. That meant she had to go through the rooms in the house one by one to search for any clues her parents might have left behind to illuminate their lives there or reveal what caused them to leave. She didn’t have high hopes, given the lack of instructions discovered in the bunker but at the moment, there was little else to do while they waited for Tanyith’s contacts to approach him.

      She’d finished the bedrooms earlier and had moved on to the chambers that looked like dens, sitting rooms, or living rooms. Having only lived in apartments for as long as she could remember, the idea of having this many unnecessary spaces boggled her mind. She walked into one that was clearly a reading room or a library based on the paired wingback chairs set in front of a tall window and the bookshelves all around. The wooden shelves were a slightly darker shade than the planks on the floor. A beautiful rug covered the middle of the chamber, its base color a rich brown but with lighter designs throughout. She imagined her parents seated in the comfortable chairs reading and smiled at the image.

      A little nostalgic, she ran a hand along the bookshelves as she moved from one to the next and examined the spines. Some were in English but many had symbols similar to those on the exterior of the house and on the sword fragment.

      So it’s the noble families’ language. It makes sense. She’d begun learning it with Jenkins’ help but it wouldn’t be an easy thing to master. When she got back, she planned to ask Emalia if she knew of a way she could acquire the knowledge more quickly. Cali had almost completed her circuit of the space when she finally realized that what looked like design etchings at various points in the room weren’t that at all.

      Leaning forward, she peered closely at the one closest and realized that it looked familiar. She wracked her brain and tried to remember where she’d seen it. Her parents’ bunker came to mind, followed quickly by the solution. The coded books. She yelled, “Jenkins.”

      The prim and proper voice replied instantly. “Yes, Miss Caliste?”

      “What are these markings?”

      “They are names.”

      She sighed. “What language are they in?”

      “The family language of the House of Leblanc.”

      Excitement surged through her. “We have a language?”

      Jenkins chuckled. “Yes, Miss Caliste. Each of the nine does.”

      “What does it say?”

      “Atreo.”

      Cali brushed her hand over the symbols and a sense that she was on the right track flooded through her. She moved to the next. “And this one?”

      “Elisinia.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Your mother, although she went by Elle in her adult years.”

      She raced to another. “And this?”

      “Thomas, your father.”

      Many more plaques were distributed around the room, but she didn’t want to go through them one by one. “Which is mine?” A ball of light appeared in the center of the room and glided to a nameplate across from her. She stared at it and attempted to discern how the letters matched up. “This makes no sense. There aren’t even the right number of symbols.”

      “The language is phonetic,” he replied. “I can help you to learn it when time permits.”

      She peered at the plate and examined it from every angle, but no further secrets revealed themselves. She extended her magic to it and sensed a flutter of a response but nothing else happened. Okay, that can’t be a coincidence. She allowed her power to flow out into the room and felt a total of five resonances. She pushed energy into them, and a soft click emanated from under the rug. “No way. Jenkins, what’s down there?”

      The disembodied voice held a note of uncertainty. “I don’t know, Miss Caliste, and really, I should.”

      Three voices suddenly clamored for attention in her mind. One sounded like Tanyith and urged her not to explore alone. The second was Fyre, who advised her to wait until he returned. The third, though, was her own voice from long ago, an excited child discovering a new adventure. There was no question which she would listen to. “Well, then, let’s find out together.”

      She used a force-assisted pull to get the rug out of the way. A slight seam was visible and created a square in the floor. She frowned, let her power flow toward it, and willed the slab to rise. It failed to comply and her frown deepened. “Okay, then, how about down, instead?” She pushed with her magic and that section suddenly fell, then continued to do so a section at a time. She peered into the hole and discovered a narrow square staircase descending into darkness. “Hey, Jenkins, throw a light down there.”

      I really need to learn that spell.

      One appeared, followed by another to illuminate the area as she descended. It seemed to be a vertical tunnel but she was reasonably sure she could see an opening far below. She climbed carefully, ready to use her force magic to break her fall if the old wood should collapse beneath her. The stairs held without so much as a creak and eventually, she found the end of the path. A black door stood before her, exactly like the one at the back of the house. She activated her pendant and the rectangle glowed briefly and opened.

      The room on the other side was almost as large as the Tavern’s common area. Lights warmed to reveal her surroundings in more detail. Bookshelves and cabinets stretched along the long wall to the right, and the one to the left held tables, desks, and other workspaces. A narrow table ran down the middle, empty except for ornate lamps at intervals. Those details were all secondary to the sight of the far wall, which instantly captured her attention when she saw it. An enormous version of her pendant protruded, the compass markings and ring in shining gold, the points illuminated by sapphires, and the hands of silver with the etchings she now recognized as the Leblanc house language. The device looked real as if at any moment, the direction might change.

      Arrayed before it were five stands holding beautiful suits of armor with weapons at their sides. She muttered, “Why five?”

      Jenkins’s voice made her jump. “Because Leblanc is the fifth house, Miss Caliste.”

      She frowned. “It’s ranked fifth, is that what you mean? Like, fifth most important?” As soon as she said the words out loud, she realized that didn’t make sense and he confirmed it.

      “No, the fifth house to be named when the nine were created.”

      That made more sense. “Okay, sure.” She moved to the right side of the long table and examined the bookshelves. No English spines were visible, and the books all seemed much older than those above. About halfway down, she noticed runes that resembled ones she’d already seen. She peered closely at the book, which was at her eye level. “Jenkins, is this my name?”

      “Yes, Miss Caliste.”

      She sighed. “You know, feel free to share any secrets you happen to notice, okay?”

      His voice wasn’t quite smug but it headed in that direction. “I’m sorry, ma’am, that is outside my abilities. I am restricted from revealing secrets that you do not discover yourself.”

      “That sounds like something my parents would do.” She placed her hand on the book and sent her magic to search. It glowed and she realized it wasn’t a book at all but a button. She pushed it inward and the bookshelf to her left clicked and swung slightly ajar. She murmured, “This is nuts,” and pulled it open.

      Three objects of note broke the uniformity of the closet-sized room. The first was a large wingback chair like the ones in the chamber above that faced away from the entrance. Next was a cabinet to its left that appeared to be filled with a collection of ebony rods. The last was a basin that rested on the floor in front of the chair, made of gold and etched with the family’s language. She stepped inside and sat, then examined each of the items. The rods were in receptacles that fit them perfectly, and a rune was embossed at the end of each. “What do these say?”

      “They’re numbers, Miss Caliste.”

      Cali shook her head. “And the thing in front of me here?”

      “The runes contain the words of House Leblanc, ma’am.”

      She sighed. “Honestly, I think you’re doing it on purpose now.”

      Jenkins chuckled. “I assure you I am not but do not deny that if I was allowed to, I might.”

      “And what are those words, my reticent ghostly friend?”

      “Truth, Honor, and Family.”

      She repeated the words and the basin glowed, then filled from the bottom up with clear water except for a strange empty cylinder that stretched upward from the exact center. Nothing visibly prohibited the liquid from filling that space and yet, there it stood. She had little doubt about what came next and retrieved the rod at the top left of the cabinet. With no small amount of nervousness, she slid it into the dry space.

      She gasped as her mother’s face and torso appeared in the air over the basin but younger than Cali remembered her. Elisinia Leblanc had been pretty but not beautiful with dark skin, dark hair, and dark eyes. In the vision before her, the woman’s hair was bound behind her and she wore a simple top and a pendant that matched hers. She waited for something to happen, but nothing did. Finally, she whispered, “Mother?”

      The image smiled. “Cali. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Tears trickled from the corner of her eyes. “Is it really you?”

      She nodded. “It is me at a moment in time, magically preserved for you. Your father and I knew you might have to continue without us sooner than we would have wished, so we prepared these for you.” A graceful hand appeared as she gestured toward the cabinet, then vanished as she lowered it again. “Each contains knowledge about a different topic. The first two are the most general and will serve as a guide to the others. And, hopefully, for you.”

      Cali had so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. She was freed from having to choose by Jenkins, who spoke with a concerned tone in his voice. “Miss Caliste, a representative from the palace has arrived at the front door. You must go and meet him immediately.”

      “Have Tanyith do it.”

      “Master Tanyith has left the house. He mentioned looking for someone.”

      She sighed. Of course, as soon as I find you, I have to leave. “I’ll be back.” Her mother’s image nodded, then faded, and the liquid drained from the basin. She returned the rod to where it belonged and raced to the stairs. The messenger handed her a note on much more impressive stationery than she’d used and departed without waiting for a reply. She broke the green seal on the rear of the envelope and retrieved the paper inside.

      The message read, Caliste Leblanc. Welcome to New Atlantis. You are summoned before the Empress at midnight tonight for a matter of urgent import. Court dress is expected. You are required to come alone. It bore no signature, but the watermark on the letter carried the royal seal.

      “Hey, Ho, to the palace I go.” She shook her head. “Yo, Jenkins. How do I get my hands on clothes appropriate for court?”
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      As it turned out, her parents had left their own court dress clothes in the house. Jenkins assured her the wardrobe was not so far out of date as to be embarrassing, so she merely shrugged and chose one of her mother’s outfits. The black boots were stylish, and she would definitely take them home if she didn’t have to swim to get there. The gown was mainly black but had accents in gemstone-red, blue, and green. A cape of blue and turquoise draped almost all the way to the ground behind her and pinned at her shoulder with another representation of the Leblanc House Symbol.

      Cali disliked how the dress ended above her knees but decided not to make an issue of it by wearing leggings or black pants underneath. She’d toe the line as best she could, for the moment anyway. Digging through her mother’s jewelry box revealed a pair of earrings she liked, small gold hoops with red stones dangling from them that set off the runes on her bracelets. She brushed her hair out and checked her appearance in Elisinia’s dressing room mirror.

      It’ll do. But only the boots will come home with me. Well, and maybe the earrings.

      She had a half-hour to her appointment, which she thought would be more than sufficient. Tanyith had returned while she dressed and apparently, Jenkins had caught him up on the situation because he stood in front of the door with his arms folded. His voice carried the same concern his body showed. “No, you shouldn’t do this. You’re walking directly into the enemy’s clutches.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I mean, yes, but it’s okay. She’s responded to my formal request. She can’t do anything to me tonight, at least that’s what our ghostly friend says.”

      “Miss Caliste is correct,” Jenkins interjected. “The Empress cannot act outside the laws.”

      Her friend scowled at the air. “No, the Empress can’t be seen to act outside the laws. There’s considerable room for trouble between the one and the other.” He lowered his gaze to her. “And, of course, you have to come alone with no explanation why.”

      “You’re not wrong.” She sighed. “But I need to do this. For all kinds of reasons, but most importantly because it might get the damn Atlanteans off my back before one of us gets permanently injured, or worse.”

      He cringed involuntarily. “Okay, I see that. But still. Go in expecting trouble, right? And if you have to, let that wench know that Fyre and I will tear the palace down around her ears if something happens to you.”

      The words were amusing but his tone promised they were deadly serious. Fyre bumped into her from behind and she reached down to pat him. To Tanyith she said, “I will. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. I’ll be back to annoy you in no time.” She knelt and gave the Draksa a hug. “You stay out of trouble and watch over him. If he leaves and you can go along, do it. I don’t like the mystery around these people who want to talk to him.”

      He sent assent over the channel that connected them and she rose to her feet. “I’ll let Fyre know if there’s any trouble and he can pass it on. But I really do believe it’ll be fine. At worst, she’ll kick me out of town and make me swim home.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “At worst, you’ll be fish food. Be careful.”

      “Definitely.” She tapped her bracelets against each other. “You do the same.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She arrived with five minutes to spare, having spent part of the trip in a rather undignified jog. It w don’t do to be late to meet the woman behind the curtain. She collected herself as she approached the giant double doors that gaped open between the armored guards and their tridents. Damn, I hate those things.

      The sentinels nodded as she approached but made no move to intercept her. She’d been stopped briefly at the ring street but no one had interfered with her progress since then. As she crossed the threshold, a woman in something that looked like a cross between a gown and uniform stepped forward. “Miss Caliste Leblanc. Welcome to the palace. I am Gwyn, the Empress’s seneschal.”

      She smiled at the woman. “Thank you. I am here as requested.”

      The seneschal frowned a little. “Our Empress does not request, she requires. It is an important distinction.” She gestured toward the back of the room and began to walk. Cali matched her stride and gazed at the opulent chamber with its high columns and windowed ceiling.

      When they passed through to the hallway, she slowed involuntarily as she took in the grand murals on either wall. “Those are amazing.”

      Gwyn sounded like she’d probably explained the images before. “They are from the time the palace was built centuries ago. Each pigment and object that comprise them was gathered as New Atlantis was constructed and retained for this purpose.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Indeed.” She stopped at the end of the corridor before another set of large doors embossed with the royal seal she’d seen on the back of the envelope that had summoned her there. “Inside, you will find the Empress and her guests. As you have not been here before, allow me to mention a few important points. First, you do not meet the Empress’s eyes until she gives you permission to do so. Second, as one of the nine, you are not required to kneel but should nonetheless convey respect to the Empress in every way possible. Third, no violence is permitted in the throne room. The penalty for anyone breaking that rule is death. Weapons are allowed by tradition. Using them is not.”

      Cali nodded. “I understand. Thanks for the information.” The doors swung open ahead of them and she had her first look at the throne room. The expected enormous chair dominated the space and appeared to be made of coral. It stood on a dais atop nine stairs. A long red carpet led to the base. Above, ornamental chandeliers hung throughout the space and flickering candles provided an ever-shifting illumination. She jerked her gaze down to avoid meeting the Empress’s eyes as her view crossed the throne.

      A number of very well-dressed individuals milled about at floor level. They numbered eight—five men and three women—and were clearly the other matriarchs and patriarchs. They looked to be as young as thirty to perhaps as old as seventy if Atlanteans aged the way the people she knew in New Orleans did. They were grouped without any clear connection, deep in conversation.

      If this is what competition looks like, cooperation must be a total love fest.

      She took several tentative steps forward and headed to the nearest group, then froze at the sound of a strong, feminine voice that rang over the crowd. “Caliste Leblanc, welcome to my throne room. Please approach the stairs.”

      Cali swallowed hard and did as she’d been instructed, and the surrounding conversations faded rapidly into silence. She hadn’t explicitly been told she could look at the Empress, so she kept her gaze down, fearful that she might be lured into some kind of rules-based trap. She stopped at the bottom.

      The Empress’s next comment held amusement. “You have my permission to look up, Caliste.”

      She obliged and met the woman’s eyes. The ruler was beautiful with sharp features and hair that reminded her uncomfortably of the octopus she’d seen all too recently. She wore an opulent gown and a heavy necklace of gold. “Please, call me Cali.”

      Her lips twisted into a grin. “Very well. Let’s get the formal part over with.” She stood and descended the stairs but stopped one level above the floor. Looking over her guest’s head, she announced, “Caliste Leblanc has petitioned to be named matriarch of House Leblanc. As she is the eldest remaining scion of that family, we are pleased to grant her request.” She extended a hand and a servant strode forward quickly. He bore a pillow with a thick ring on it, adorned with the seal of her house.

      The Empress took the ring and held it out to her. She considered extending a particular finger to receive it but instead, cupped her hands. The other woman smiled like she knew what she was thinking and dropped it into her palm. “I proclaim that Caliste Leblanc is now the head of House Leblanc.”

      Applause sounded from the others, and the Empress winked at her. “Mingle. After a short time, they will leave and you and I can have a discussion about topics of mutual interest.” The woman turned and mounted the stairs again, then sat in her coral chair and stared into the distance. She looked more like a statue than the flesh and blood person who had just been near her.

      With a sigh, Cali slipped the ring onto her finger and went to greet the leaders of the other Houses.
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        * * *

      

      The Empress’s prediction had been correct. It took less than half an hour before the last of the other people left. The ruler rose from her seat and said, “Gwyn will show you to the sitting room. I’ll join you shortly.” The seneschal bustled forward and led Cali to a different chamber that was filled with couches, chairs, and tables. The walls held paintings and other works of art.

      She made a slow transit of the space while she awaited the arrival of the Empress. She wasn’t an art lover by any means but could still see the beauty in the pieces. Her review was interrupted by her hostess’ entrance. A servant came with her and soon, they were both seated with drinks. Cali requested fruit juice when asked for her preference.

      The Empress had chosen a large chair, and she was perched on the edge of the couch across from her. She had no idea what to expect but what still surprised when the woman laughed. “Ah, Cali, you’ll cause the others no end of irritation.”

      She frowned. “Why do you say that? Empress? Er…Majesty? Your Honor?”

      Another laugh sounded, this time at her inability to choose a title. “Empress will do, and it’s not necessary to use it in an informal setting, which this is.” Cali nodded. “The noble houses are somewhat stodgy, as you might have noticed. Even the younger members have been brought up to basically imitate walking statues in public. They show no emotion at all. Of course, behind the scenes, they rage at each other, which is one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you.”

      Cali sipped at her drink and tried to control her own feelings, which had now spiked with a flood of worry that bordered on panic. “Oh? Why is that?”

      “I’ve heard the stories about your adventures in New Orleans,” the other woman said. “To be honest, I would have stopped the attacks the moment I became aware of them but one of the gang members is within her rights to pursue it. It is something involving your parents. I don’t recall the details but I am not permitted to intervene as long as they follow the rules.”

      She wanted to argue but sensed it would be pointless. It was true or it was false and either way, the Empress had said she wouldn’t get involved. Cali nodded. “Okay.”

      “But as you know, the assault by the Kraken and the subsequent invasion of New Orleans by an Atlantean faction was not part of that group’s activities. No, that was one of the nine. The Malniet.”

      That wasn’t entirely unexpected but it still felt weird to hear it. “Why would they attack the city and the Zatoras? What’s the point?”

      The woman shook her head. “Neither was the true target of those attacks. They were meant to draw you out as the last surviving member of the Leblanc family. The Malniets are trying to end your line and do so close enough to the rules that I cannot stop them either. Truly, my role is quite limited when it comes to power struggles between the families.”

      It sounds unlikely, but if you say so. Her mind raced as she struggled to come up with an intelligent question. “So, how do I make them stop?”

      The Empress grinned. “By invoking ancient custom—within the laws, of course. If you do so, I shall certainly support your claim. But there’s another reason why you will want to take them on.”

      She frowned. “Why is that?”

      “They know the secret to restoring your brother. And if you defeat them completely, they can be compelled to reveal it.”
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      Cali’s walk home passed by in a blur of nothingness. The Empress’s words had shocked her to the core. Confirmation that her brother was alive—or could be made alive or whatever—filled her with both hope and fear. She noticed only that it was dark, more so than it had been the last time she was outside.

      The front door opened at her approach and she stumbled through the entrance. She’d expected and even hoped that Tanyith and Fyre would be there to greet her, but the entryway was empty. “Hey, is anyone home?” she called. Her voice echoed but no response came. “Jenkins, where are they?”

      “Master Tanyith was contacted shortly after you left. He and the Draksa departed moments later.” She sent a message to Fyre asking him if he was safe, and he returned calmness and reassurance.

      Well, that’s something, anyway. I’m the only one in freak-out mode.

      “Okay. Good. That’s good.” She gazed around the place and sighed. “Get a hold of yourself, Cali.” She walked with renewed purpose toward the stairs and climbed to the second floor. Carefully, she peeled the gown off and set it on top of a dresser, then kicked the boots off. Moments later, she was dressed in her jeans and t-shirt. Barefoot, she headed to the library and the staircase it held.

      She sat in the comfortable chair and spoke the words to fill the basin as she inserted the rod. Her mother’s figure appeared immediately. She gazed at the frozen picture and noted the strong lines of the face that were present in her own as well, the main contribution she’d made to her child’s appearance. “Mother?”

      The image seamlessly shifted from stillness to motion. “Caliste. How are you?”

      She laughed. “I am now the recognized matriarch of House Leblanc. Go me.”

      Her mother echoed her laughter. “You were always destined to be so. Do not trust any of them, however. None of the other eight, and certainly not the Empress or Emperor.”

      “Why?” It seemed like that was everyone’s default position but no one had really explained why.

      “Think of the noble houses as squabbling siblings, all vying for their parents’ legacy. If they chose to share, there would be enough for everyone to live well. But each believes they are entitled to more and some that they are entitled to everything. If an opportunity to gain an advantage presents itself, do not doubt that they will strike with all the power at their command.”

      She frowned. “That may be happening now. The Empress says house Malniet has us in their sights because I am the last living heir. Except for Atreo, who she says can be 'restored,’ whatever that means. I assumed it was better to pretend I knew what she was talking about than ask for clarification.”

      Her mother sighed and an expression of sadness swept over her face. “Once, we were a normal family—well, as normal as any of the nine, anyway. Your father and I, like those in the several generations before us, were content with the status quo.”

      “Willing to share with the others, you mean.”

      She nodded. “Exactly that. We sought no advantage, but neither did we accept any disadvantage. Small issues popped up here and there, but nothing dramatic until you and your brother were born. Then, several houses began to increase the number and severity of their subtle machinations against us.”

      “Why?”

      The woman shrugged. “When I created this remembrance for you, I didn’t know. But it culminated in an attack, one against the rules that govern our society. The only way such an effort can succeed is if the entire house is wiped out, at which time, the attacking family claims there is no one left to take offense and thus no crime has been committed. It has happened more than once in the history of Atlantis.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Ah, you are exactly as I imagined you would be.” Her mother laughed. “Yes, it truly is. But words can often be as viciously effective as swords, my daughter.”

      So much time had passed since she’d heard her call her that. Tears threatened again, and she took a moment to calm herself. “So the attack is what caused us to leave New Atlantis? And without my brother?”

      She nodded. “He was gravely injured when he was struck by a poisoned blade. The magical venom targeted the mind, rather than the body. It would have killed him, so we did the only thing we could do and used magic to suppress his consciousness. In other houses, such an intervention would not have been possible. But we have long been healers in House Leblanc, and the techniques have been passed down and improved from generation to generation. Without the fuel of his thoughts, we believed the venom would remain inert.”

      The news was both better and worse than she’d feared. On the one hand, he still existed. On the other, he was doomed to never regain true life unless something changed. “Where is he now?”

      Her mother shrugged. “Within this house in a special chamber that is protected from hostile magic and draws upon the essence of the city to keep him from waking and prevent the poison from taking him.” She looked upward. “Jenkins?”

      The man’s voice was full of respect. “Yes, Miss Elisinia?”

      “Caliste is to now have access to the room that holds Atreo. You are released to show her where it is.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “So, why didn’t you come back and take out the house that had attacked us?” Cali asked.

      The woman shook her head. “Three reasons. First, the attack made it look as if we were vulnerable. While that wasn’t entirely true, that belief would attract more attacks, and more after those, until we were destroyed. We had to maintain a low profile until we were ready to act. Second, we needed time to plan our retribution. We imagined it would happen once you were an adult and could assist and long after we’d been discounted by the others. But the third reason was probably the most powerful. After seeing one of our children struck, we were afraid.” She smiled sadly at her. “We were afraid to lose our daughter.”

      Cali sniffed and fought more tears. “So you went to New Orleans. Why?”

      The woman paused and a small frown gathered between her brows. “That’s the last event I remember—the discussion over what to do and where to go. Your father and I argued. He wanted to find other family and stay with them. I believed we would merely bring danger to anyone we brought into it. An existing route connected to New Orleans from the lower city and we bought our way onto a ship. Leaving Atreo was”—her voice broke—“the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do but it was the only option to keep him safe. To keep you safe.”

      She swiped at her blurry eyes. “I understand. For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing.” After a pause to collect herself, she asked, “What has to be done to bring Atreo back?”

      “There are two parts to that. In order to preserve his life once he’s released from the magic, an antidote will need to be created. That can’t even be begun until we find out what poison was used.” Her use of the inclusive term gave Cali hope that there would be information on how to craft the solution to save her brother. “The second part should be easier.”

      “That’s good to hear. What is it?”

      “In order to protect him, the protective shield can only be released by the House Sword. We took it with us when we left, and I know we planned to hide it somewhere safe for you to find if something happened to us.”

      Cali’s momentary optimism crashed and exploded into flame. “Is it silver with runes written in the language of the noble houses? A normal-length weapon with an extended hilt?

      Her mother smiled. “So you’ve seen it.”

      She sighed. “Not exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      Logically, the memory of her mother didn’t have any idea what had happened to the sword after it left New Atlantis. All Cali knew was that she had a piece or maybe a couple of pieces of it but definitely not the whole thing. Fortunately, Atreo remained safe in the meantime.

      She’d removed the rod after bidding her mother goodbye and asked Jenkins to show her where her brother was. He had led her through the house with a bobbing sphere of light and on another day, she might have found it cheerful. On this day, it failed to penetrate the weight that had settled on her. As she walked, she cataloged her challenges.

      So, I’m still fighting the Atlantean gang. I have to deal with the Malniets. Tanyith’s situation could go in any direction, so that’s a fun wildcard. Oh, and the Empress certainly has her own agenda, which may or may not continue to involve helping me. She shook her head. When did my life become so complicated?

      She caught sight of her reflection as they passed a mirror in the hall and stopped to stare at herself. The forlorn expression on her face made anger surge inside. “Okay, Cali, quit whining and get your ass in gear. You’re not only representing yourself anymore, but you’re also representing the noble House Leblanc.” She gave her identical twin an aloof look and laughed at how stupid she looked.

      The light had progressed without her and she scrambled ahead to catch up and found it in one of the bedrooms she’d examined earlier. She turned in a circle with a frown. “All right, Jenkins, what’s the deal? You haven’t suddenly developed the ability to play games with me, have you?”

      “No, Miss Caliste. This is where my knowledge of his location ends.”

      “Okay.” She pushed her magic outward and easily found the hidden doorway. After a brief moment in which she wondered why she hadn’t thought to try this in all the other rooms, she redirected her focus to the matter at hand. It unlocked at her magical request and she strode through. The chamber inside was bare stone, illuminated only by another of the arcane balls resting in an upper corner. A heavy sarcophagus like the ones she’d seen Egyptian mummies in on television stretched lengthwise along the left wall and left barely enough room to get beside it on the right. It was unadorned, merely white stone in the vague shape of a person. A crack marked the intersection where the lid and the box below it met.

      She blew out a breath and wished once again that telekinesis was among her magics. Since it wasn’t, she focused inward and increased the strength in her arms, then pushed hard on the head-shaped part of the lid. It scraped, the sound loud in the modest room, and a small amount of dust swirled into the air. She peered inside and found her brother beneath what appeared to be a force shield created of undulating color. Her heart jerked and she was shocked at the sight of him and how similar he looked to her reflection. His expression was peaceful and she wondered what it would be like to lose consciousness as a child and wake up as an adult. She imagined she would find the experience horrifying.

      Tentatively, she touched the shield, which didn’t give at all to the pressure. “I’m not sure if you can hear me, Atreo. If what mother said is right, you shouldn’t be able to. But, just in case you can, know this. One way or another, I’ll free you. I swear it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith hadn’t been shocked when the stranger appeared at the door. Somehow, it made sense in the grand scheme of things that he’d be pulled away when Cali couldn’t support him, exactly like he’d been separated from her when she was challenged.

      The contact—a dour-looking guy with white hair, a lined face, and hands with thick, arthritic knuckles—hadn’t said much. His worn clothes suggested he wasn’t quite as prosperous as many of the people they’d seen so far.

      “They’re ready for you. Let’s go,” he had said simply. Tanyith had agreed and gestured for Fyre to join him. The man had looked at the Draksa like he would protest but had remained silent.

      Good call. He might have found himself suddenly frozen.

      They followed as he strode toward the outer section of the city. He offered no more conversation and the couple of times Tanyith tried to ask a question, their escort growled, “Just wait. You’ll get your answers.” He didn’t cackle like a villain in a movie but it was easy to picture him doing so.

      It’s too bad I can’t talk telepathically to Fyre. I bet he thinks this guy is as big a jerk as I do.

      Their path took them to the outermost ring and they turned right and followed that road until the next cross street, where they turned left. A sign proclaimed Privateer Pub over the door the man led them to, and Tanyith rolled his eyes, expecting something kitschy. Inside, it was more attractive than he’d expected with booths along both walls and tables in the middle. Everything was wood in mismatched random shades. He tried to look at the list of beers chalked behind the bar and his escort pushed him toward the back.

      “Hey, dude, that wasn’t called for.” He caught his balance and turned to walk in the direction in which he’d been propelled. A glance over his shoulder confirmed that Fyre was still with him, and he took comfort in the Draksa’s dependability. A door stood at the end of the row he followed and he pushed through it to find a small room at the back.

      A rectangular table was set with six seats but only two people were present, both of them seated on the opposite side from the entrance. The man on his left said, “Sit down,” and pointed to the chair across from him. His face was pockmarked and his goatee and mustache could use a trim but otherwise, he was reasonably handsome. He wore something that looked like a fisherman’s sweater but of an unidentifiable material.

      Tanyith obeyed but couldn’t resist saying, “So, what are we having? Nachos maybe? At least a beer, right?” The sound of the latch being thrown on the door inspired an unexpected amount of anger to surge through him. “All right, then. How about you tell me what the hell it is you want from me?”

      The woman who occupied the other seat across the table laughed. She had a wide face with dark freckles on tanned skin, thin blonde hair, and the kind of body that came from hard work. Her oversized work shirt had a patch at the breast with a logo he didn’t recognize.

      “Now that’s more like the person we’ve heard about. Word was you were some kind of badass idealist, willing to stand up against the other people in the gang. Imagine our surprise when you came back and did exactly nothing useful.”

      He scowled. “Insults aren’t really necessary, are they? If so, I could mention a few words about the stupidity of your plans thus far. I mean, if your goal was to completely fail to gain a foothold in the city, you’re right on the money.” He knew after he’d said it that he shouldn’t have, but they’d struck a nerve. The truth was, he was disappointed in his lack of accomplishment. He felt like he was treading water, a non-factor.

      But that’s not for anyone else to say. Jerks.

      The man raised his palms to each of them. “Stop. This accomplishes nothing.” He lowered them and stared at Tanyith. “The fact that you journeyed all the way to New Atlantis at our request should be a sign of how little power you have here. Quit pushing buttons or you might find you don’t like the outcomes.”

      He nodded. “That’s a fair point. And speaking of points, could you get to yours?”

      The woman shook her head, obviously exasperated. “Sure. You work for us from here on out. You’ll report on anything and everything. If you learn about it in the morning, we know by noon. Get it?”

      “Given the boring life you think I lead, I don’t imagine that’ll bring the results you’re looking for.”

      The man tapped his fingers on the table. “Focus. We’re not done. In addition to that, you will take any action we order you to, up to and including eliminating our enemies. Of course, we wouldn’t ask you to act against any members of the crew you run with. We know you’d find that unethical.”

      The stress on the last word made it mocking and Tanyith growled his annoyance. “And what if I tell you to go to hell?”

      The man shrugged. “We’ll kill your ex-girlfriend, your current girlfriend, and anyone else you care about. Then, you’ll be sent back to Trevilsom and the warden will be paid enough that no one will ever hear from you again. You’ll receive the best medical attention so your insanity lasts for a long, long time.”

      Tanyith sighed. They had his number, to be sure. Fyre pressed against his leg and he was sure that if he attacked the others, the Draksa would be right by his side. But of course, these weren’t the only people who knew about him, and so killing them would merely mean he agreed to endure all the terrible outcomes they’d listed. No, he had to play for time until he found a way to turn it all on its head.

      “Okay, I hear you,” he replied evenly after a long moment. “And I agree to those terms, to the degree I can execute them without getting myself killed. If it comes down to that, I’ll die coming after you instead.”

      They both nodded and the woman replied, “Of course.”

      He didn’t trust them at all but no other option presented itself. “So, are we done here, then?”

      The two looked at one another again, and the grim smiles on their faces suggested they weren’t finished. The man said, “We’ll need an act of good faith from you when you get back to New Orleans. To prove your bona fides, like.”

      Immediately, he scowled. “What?”

      The woman grinned. “Nothing big. You merely have to steal a few things from the Atlantean gang for us.”

      “Not from their headquarters. There’s no way I’ll get in there.”

      They shook their heads and the man replied, “No, from their dealers on the street. We want samples of the magical drug they peddle. They’re entirely too careful about who they sell to and we haven’t been able to get any.”

      “Fine. How do I deliver it to you?”

      “Your redheaded girlfriend should be allowed to portal to the city. She can drop it off at the docks.”

      “She’s not my— You know what, never mind. Fine. Consider it done. Now, unless you have something else for me, I’ll head out.”

      The man nodded. “You and your pet can get out of here. But when we ask you a question, you answer it right away, got it? And when we tell you to do a thing, it gets done right away. We are now your first, second, and third priorities.”

      Tanyith pushed to his feet with a scowl but resisted giving voice to all the things he wanted to say. “Understood.”

      What’s also understood is that you’ll both pay for this one day. He turned and headed to the door. The wrinkled man pulled it open before he got there. And you, too, pal.

      He worried all the way to the manor that he was now a liability and promised himself that if they asked him to do anything even close to a line he didn’t want to cross, he’d return to New Atlantis and eliminate them, consequences be damned. The people around him had suffered enough and he would not be the catalyst for more.
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        * * *

      

      In the Malniet manor, the woman who’d been at the table sat in a large leather chair, in discussion with a distinguished-looking man in a business suit. His dark hair was cut short but was perfectly styled and didn’t move when his head shifted. The space around them was luxurious with heavy furniture of dark wood and crystal, overstuffed couches, columns that supported exquisite statues, and lavish paintings on the walls.

      Most of the books had never been read and were simply there for the joy of possessing them. Styrris Malniet enjoyed his treasures, each of which he’d selected for some reason that mattered at the moment of acquisition. He felt comfortable there among the evidence of his family’s sophistication.

      His voice was deep and authoritative. “So, did you accomplish it?”

      She nodded. “He was none the wiser. I wrapped the spell within an ancient cloaking spell. It should hold.”

      Malniet smiled. “So now we have a spy in the enemy’s midst. And the best kind—an unwilling and unwitting one. Delicious.”

      The woman basked in the praise. “There are limitations, of course. I can’t make him do anything truly against his will. But I can nudge him when matters are close.”

      “I understand. There’s no need to worry about him while he’s in New Atlantis. We have plenty of other eyes on the girl here. But when he returns home, it will be necessary to keep a careful watch. He is uniquely positioned to wreak havoc on both our targets.”

      She nodded and rose, sensing the dismissal in his words. When he was alone again, he gazed out the large window with a smile.

      “Soon, the loss of her people will weaken our Empress and the House of Leblanc will cease to exist.  The circumstances will be ripe for the rise of a new monarch—an Emperor. Styrris, first of his name.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali made her way to the kitchen in search of caffeine. She looked at her watch, did some quick math that was harder than it should have been, and realized she’d slept into the early afternoon. She stretched and yawned.

      Well, yesterday was a big day. I got to meet the Empress, see my brother, and talk with my mom. That kind of thing can tire you out.

      Tanyith stood at the center island, propped on his elbows. He smiled at her approach but it was forced. “Hey, Cali.”

      “Hey yourself. Do I have a story for you.” While she made the coffee they’d bought from one of the nearby shops, she told him about her experiences. He looked shocked at the revelation about her brother and more so at the Empress’s pledge to support a move against the Malniet family.

      “It makes sense and all. It’s to her benefit to keep the nine squabbling so they don’t turn their attention her way. It definitely feels like gamesmanship, though. You can’t trust her,” he said firmly when she’d finished.

      She nodded and sipped her drink, then pushed the second mug she’d poured closer to him. “I don’t and I won’t. I’m sure she has me on a line with more information that I’ll have to know about my brother or something as the bait to keep me hooked. Speaking of which, it’s your turn. Tell me about your encounter with our shared scumbags.”

      He shook his head. “Threats and demands, as I expected. They’ve promised to kill Sienna and Kendra, at least, if I don’t do what they want. They did throw me one bone, though. I won’t be asked to kill you. Well, not directly, anyway.”

      That brought a quick burst of laughter. “Did you tell them where they could stick their requests?”

      “No. I said I’d go along to keep the others safe. And I will, right up until the moment they try to cross a line. Then I’ll come back here and wipe them out.”

      “Then I guess our goals overlap again. Because even if she’s playing me, the Empress is right. I need to turn the fight with the Malniets into a ritual battle so they don’t keep attacking the city to draw me out. And that means I get to beat one of them down before we leave.” A wave of aggression struck her from Fyre, who was clearly within earshot somewhere, and she laughed. “Because Fyre wants to get to the two-on-two as quickly as possible, apparently.”

      Tanyith frowned. “I can’t see how they would use their hold on me to mess with a ritual battle but you might need another option when you reach the third round.”

      “I guess that makes sense. We’ll work it out. I’m still counting on you against the gang, though.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      She drained the rest of her coffee. “Good. So, you go out to get some food and I’ll see if I can find out how the whole challenge process starts. I may be crazy, but I doubt that ambushing people who don’t know what’s going on like the gang did to me is the approved method.”

      He straightened with a groan. “Dang, I’m sore. I’m not sure why, though. It wasn’t that long a walk.” He left the room, shaking his head, and she filled her mug again. She looked upward, which seemed to be the natural thing to do when addressing the spirit that oversaw the house. “Hey, Jenkins, what do you know about ritual challenges?”

      As always, he sounded pleased to have a request made of him.

      I guess he really does love his work. But generations of post-life service might be a little over-committed.

      “A fair amount, Miss Caliste. How may I be of assistance?”
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, the way the Atlantean gang had started their conflict wasn’t actually out of bounds. Jenkins had provided a very wide-ranging history lesson on ritual combat, and the challenger set the conditions for the first battle. The only thing omitted was the formal written declaration, which was supposed to precede the fight. They probably thought they’d simply kill me and fake it afterward. Ha. The joke’s on them. Losers.

      She shook her head at her own stupid sense of humor and signed the letter on the wooden surface in front of her. “Caliste, Matriarch, House Leblanc. It has a nice ring to it. I’m clearly very fancy now.” At her feet beneath the desk, Fyre snorted. “No one asked you, scale face.” She stroked his back and he stretched so she could reach more of it. “Yeah, love you too, you little hedonist.” The Draksa had ventured out on his own seemingly at random, which made her value the moments they spent together all the more.

      When she’d done the wax seal routine to finish, she held the note out. Fyre climbed out from under the desk and took it carefully in his teeth.

      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” she asked and he nodded. “Try not to drool on it, would you?” His eye-roll was eloquent and made her laugh. “Okay, let’s go.” She led the way to the front door and opened it for him, then knelt so she was eye to eye. “Listen, I don’t know or care what the rules are here. If you sense a threat, you get away however you need to and that includes flying. We can deal with the fallout after.”

      He mumbled around the paper. “Gotcha boss,” which made her laugh again. She hugged him, then rose.

      “Go, ya mangy lizard.” She watched him scuttle away and closed the door, shaking her head. “Okay, I have two hours to prepare and get to the venue.”

      Tanyith had gone out again after they’d eaten to secure neutral ground for the battle. Combat was both a sport and a way of life for the Atlanteans, and a significant number of businesses existed to serve the associated needs. She’d asked for a simple arena and he’d come back with access to one and a wealth of information about other options for future battles.

      As a reward for his hard work, she’d immediately dispatched him to the palace to notify the Empress’s staff of the impending challenge, as was required by the rules. It would have been permissible to wait until after the battle according to the letter of the law, but she saw no reason for delay. Alone in the empty mansion, the reality of it all descended upon her.

      Before, I’ve fought for ideals and survival. Now, I’m fighting for the primacy of my house—although it’s against people who are total scumbags, so that’s okay, right? She wasn’t sure how to feel about the big picture but at a personal level, she was ready to claim payback for the Kraken attack.

      She strode toward the stairs and headed to her mother’s dressing room. “Jenkins, any advice?”

      His response held a note of humor. “Try not to get hit, Miss Caliste.”

      “Well, that’s helpful.” She shook her head with a grin. “You rock. Thanks.”

      Cali had unpacked the contents of her waterproof backpack the day before and all her equipment other than her bracelets lay spread on the tops of her mother’s furniture. She pulled her jeans and t-shirt off and checked the burn in the mirror. It’s almost healed. It reminded her that she’d wanted to search the house for more charms but there hadn’t been enough time. She was fairly sure she’d only explored about half of the main building and had yet to visit any of the others in her family’s section of the city.

      She pushed her head through the neck of the tight tunic, stepped into the black tactical pants and secured the belt, and pulled the reinforced boots on. A couple of test stamps ensured her feet were properly set in them. The metal vials containing her potions went into the thigh pockets, a healing and an energy one on each leg in case she was injured and couldn’t reach both sides. She gazed at the array of spy paraphernalia but none of it seemed particularly relevant to the fight to come. Briefly, she’d considered trying to leave one at the palace, but logic and reason had won that particular battle. Bringing the gear to New Atlantis had been a smart choice but the situation hadn’t turned out in a way that she could put it to use.

      Putting the uniform jacket on was like donning a suit of armor. As she zipped it and sealed the Velcro flap over the top of it, she noticed the shift from everyday Cali to the warrior Tanyith had described. She was still in there, but this person was harder, more focused, and more ruthless.

      I guess because I’ve had to be to survive so far. But this isn’t the real me. Someday, I won’t need to do this anymore.

      A quick rummage unearthed a set of hair ties and she bound her red curls into a thick strand pulled back from her face to hang down her spine. She wasn’t sure whether wearing the ring with the Leblanc seal on it was required but it felt right on her left middle finger. It complemented the silver rings she always wore on her thumbs and index fingers and would probably hurt if she punched with it, so it stayed.

      The woman in the mirror looked like she was ready. Only one thing was left to do. She patted the compass pendant hidden under her shirt, grasped the flap at her left shoulder, and ripped it off to reveal the symbol underneath. The flap on the opposite side surrendered a moment later and she finished by uncovering the one over her heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She strode with purpose down the cobblestone road leading from the palace toward the outer ring street. The battle would take place at an establishment halfway down the gentry section, and she had decided she wanted to be noticed along the way. If she represented her House, she would do it with pride and confidence. Tanyith and Fyre walked with her, a couple of steps behind and a matching distance on either side. People in her path skittered away from her determined march. She heard the murmurs, the questions, and a few taunts but replied to none of them.

      This version of her didn’t care what they thought and had bigger concerns.

      When they arrived at the building, two men wearing uniforms with the establishment’s logo opened the doors for them. She was led through several hallways to a waiting area, informed that her opponent was on the premises, and told they would both be called at the appointed time. She checked her watch.

      Seven minutes to go.

      The room had no furniture, no luxuries, and no necessities. It was simply a holding area. She turned to her two companions. “In case something goes wrong here, I wanted to say thank you. You’ve been fantastic and I never would have survived this long without either of you.”

      Fyre snorted. “At least you realize it.”

      Tanyith laughed and added, “Don’t worry, you’ll have many more opportunities to improve your ‘going off to battle’ speech. It’s okay that you suck right now.”

      The grin returned slowly, but after a dozen seconds, she was laughing. “No, you suck.” The Draksa breathed a cloud of frost at her face, which made her laugh all the more. “Knock it off, short and scaly.”

      “Look who’s talking,” he retorted. “I’m the normal height for my species, at least. You, not so much.”

      She shook her head. “I love you guys.”

      Tanyith turned as the door opened. “Love you too. Now go and represent New Orleans and your family by kicking some Malniet ass.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The battlefield was an unadorned square room with an entrance on each wall, lit from above by utilitarian lamps dangling from a two-story-high ceiling. The floor was comprised of wood in two different shades. A darker portion in the center demarcated the combat area and the lighter periphery an alleged safe zone for spectators. She’d suggested to Tanyith that he make sure to have a shield up to deal with misfires, exactly like the Atlantean crowds had during her battles at home.

      Her opponent entered at the same time she did. He was tall and thin with short dark hair, light skin, and a slender mustache that accentuated the narrowness of his face. His attire looked like motorcycle leathers and boots, a racing jacket with a single wide yellow stripe the only color in the shiny black ensemble. Two men were visible behind him and stared daggers at her while they talked quietly to each other. The hilt of a sword protruded above the first man’s left shoulder, and she whispered to Tanyith, “At least it’s not a trident.”

      “Or a spear,” he muttered.

      Fyre sent her an unending stream of confidence. She wasn’t sure if it was his true feelings or a deliberate effort to support her but either way, she was grateful for it. A part of her felt like this battle would be easy, given all she’d faced, and she trampled those thoughts whenever they surfaced.

      Being overconfident is the first step toward losing. Ikehara had said those words and demonstrated the truth of them to her countless times.

      A woman in a uniform that matched those of the men who’d admitted them stepped forward from her right. She was mostly nondescript, except for the long black hair that reached in straight strands to her waist. Her voice was unexpectedly deep and resonant and echoed in the space. “House Leblanc has challenged House Malniet. Caliste Leblanc represents her house. Thyralt Malniet represents his. This is in accordance with the laws of New Atlantis.” She made the announcement, which she’d probably said a hundred times before in one variation or another, sound like the start of a glorious battle.

      She swiveled her head to face Cali. “Matriarch Leblanc, do you have anything you wish to say to your opponent?”

      She shrugged. “Give up now and save yourself considerable pain.” Jenkins had explained that a challenge round could be resolved in one of four ways. The first two were gentle—forfeit if the opposition didn’t show or voluntarily by surrender. The last two were decidedly not gentle—incapacitation or death. She imagined that in many cases, the combatants wouldn’t stop at unconsciousness.

      The woman turned the other way. “Master Malniet, do you have anything you wish to say to the challenger?”

      He grinned and revealed perfect teeth in a manner that made him seem like one of the scuzziest frat boys to ever stain Bourbon Street with his presence. “I’ll cut you apart, piece by piece. You’re a worthless descendent of a weak house, and it will be my absolute pleasure to end you and your line.”

      Tanyith muttered, “Nice mouth on that guy.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’ll aim for that first, I think. Fighting him is one thing but having to listen to him talk might prove fatal.”

      The woman backed away. “Combatants, you may begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Her opponent stepped forward, and Cali matched his movement. She didn’t plan to escalate unless required to in order to avoid revealing her abilities to an enemy house she’d have to face again. Doubtless, the two behind the man would take mental notes to help the Malniets prepare better for the next bout. Because there would be another, and another, until she’d worked her way through their champions or arrived at the limit. After nine battles, the ritual ended and the challenging house was free to destroy the remaining members of the other by any means at their disposal.

      Malniet attacked suddenly and she stepped back into a defensive stance. He leapt when he reached her and aimed a snap kick at her face.

      Damn, he’s fast. Her block stopped the strike but wasn’t clean enough to permit her to follow up. She circled to the side and feinted at him, and he stood his ground with his hands held loosely in a guard position. He clearly didn’t consider her a threat.

      Contempt dripped from his words. “Pathetic. You are as your family has always been. Weak, afraid, and ineffective. I’ll enjoy this even more than I thought.”

      Cali ignored his provocation, but his annoying mouth did inform her next move. She slipped in and swung an uppercut with her off-hand. He blocked it easily, exactly like he was supposed to, and her jab with the other fist snuck in and crushed his lips into his teeth. His response was a flurry of blows that forced her to focus on defense, and although she deflected most of them, a couple landed on her ribs hard enough to be felt through the padding.

      Her foe paused for a moment and spat blood onto the boards at their feet. “That was a lucky shot, witch.”

      “There’s more where that came from, scumbag.”

      Malniet abandoned the quick actions he’d made for a deliberate stalk toward her. She fell back into her defensive posture again and kept her eyes defocused so she could see all of him. His lead foot rose to snap at her thigh, and she blocked it from the outside in and pushed it in a way that would force him to twist. He went with the move, spun, and launched a sidekick at her stomach that would have been painful had it connected. She’d already circled away from the attack, and when he put the leg down, she countered with a kick of her own at his groin.

      He raised a foot to block it, and she winced at the blow to her shin. She pretended to stumble, and he readied a fight-ending punch and drove it toward her head. Cali caught the wrist and threw herself to the ground, spun, and twisted the joint to force him to move where she wanted him. He thudded onto the boards beside her, and she swung her hips around to lock her legs over his.

      The backfist he delivered into her face stunned her, and she released him and scrambled away. He glared at her as he shook his wrist, and she hoped she’d at least weakened the arm somewhat. The twist she’d given it would have broken the elbow with a little luck that she apparently didn’t possess at the moment. She wiped the blood from under her nose and shook her head. “That was a lucky shot, scumbag.”

      Malniet grinned. “There’s more where that came from, witch. But let’s quit screwing around, shall we?”

      His sword slid from its scabbard with a quiet rasp, and he whipped it at her skull off the draw. She’d already summoned her sticks and interposed them both in a block as she turned toward the swing. In follow-up, she raised her front leg and thrust it out in a perfect sidekick that forced him to back away and disengage. He circled and whirled the sword through a series of impressive and impractical movements.

      Sensei Ikehara would be appalled. She smiled at the thought.

      The man’s attacks were full of flourishes and unnecessary moves. She wasn’t sure if he was showing off for his friends or had simply learned a very strange and indirect fighting style with his blade. She defended cautiously in case it was a trick and waited for her opening. When it came, it was unmistakable. He circled the weapon all the way around his head before he ended in a slash intended to slice her from her left shoulder to right foot. She stepped to her left and brought her right-hand stick under and up to intercept the blade and direct it away from her in the direction in which it was already going.

      The only smart defense would have been to abandon the strike and dive away or release the sword and use his right hand to ward her off. He did neither and so left himself open for her counter. She pivoted her hips and pounded his elbow with her left stick, putting every ounce of power she had into the blow. A smile crept in with the anticipation of the sound the joint would make as it cracked. Before it landed, though, she was thrown back by a wave of force that hurled her into a wall.

      Her own reflexive magical protection saved her from a skull fracture, but pain raced through the rest of her body. She landed cleanly and raised her sticks in defense against whatever assault he might have launched. None came. He stood in the center of the room, panting like he’d run a race.

      Anger, maybe, or he’s bad at magic and tired himself out with one spell?

      Malniet’s blade lay on the floor several feet away, but he didn’t give it a glance as he shuffled to face her directly. He extended his hands and lightning crawled out of them, lengthened, and twisted around itself until he held two crackling whips, each probably six or seven feet long. He wove them in a blur, which revealed that his sword technique was weak because these were his true weapons.

      Tanyith yelled, “Hey, remember what Jenkins said.” She’d told him about it before they’d left. The reference made her smile.

      Right, don’t get hit. Let’s give that a try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali’s gaze was captured by the weaving lights and the pulsing electricity, almost like a cobra being seduced by the flute and motions of a snake charmer. Only the arrogant twist of his lips that preceded his attack kept her from losing the fight right there. It shocked her out of her trance and she leapt back to avoid the whips, which met with a loud snap where her chest had been.

      Thyralt Malniet shook his head and stalked toward her as he cracked the lightning lines menacingly. “You’re out of your league, Leblanc. Surrender now and it might hurt a little less. Once I get one of these wound around you, I can make the torment last for as long as I like.”

      She didn’t rise to the bait and merely watched the swaying weapons while she tried to determine how to defeat them. They seemed to defy physics and moved far faster than their apparent weight would suggest was possible.

      Of course, they’re made of lightning, which probably doesn’t weigh much. The distance was a problem, as she couldn’t get close to attack him.

      Cali attempted it anyway, hoping to hold onto some of her secrets. She covered about six steps before one of the whips slashed at her ankles while the other swished through the air at head height. She launched herself in a dive to the side and barely avoided the lower rope of electricity.

      Okay, screw it. She darted to her feet and threw her sticks at her foe, one after the other. He blocked them with deft flicks of his magical weapons, but they served to delay him while she readied her next strategy. She summoned a large force shield with her left hand, as tall as she was and curved so she could bring it close to protect her sides. He lashed at her again and she backpedaled so they couldn’t sneak around and find her back. A loud crackle emerged from the point of impact.

      Entirely focused, she waited until his arms moved outward to ready the weapons and leaned out from her protective cocoon. She delivered a focused line of flame toward his stomach, bound together in much the same way as his lightning was. Malniet danced aside and displayed more grace than he had so far, then increased the speed of his attacks to force her behind the shield again. He matched every one of her steps back and soon, the long reach of his weapons would force her to abandon the current strategy.

      So, why wait?

      With a loud shout, she braced the shield with both hands and raced toward him under its protection. The whips snaked at her, wound around both the shield and her body, and sizzled where they touched her back. She continued forward while she waited for the pain. When it arrived, she was only a dozen steps away. Her back arched from the shock, but she forced herself to run faster and directly toward him. A sudden look of alarm signaled his realization that she didn’t intend to stop and again, he proved surprisingly agile as he whirled aside to avoid the impact of her shield.

      Her plan had been to ram him or at least to fire a force bolt into him as she went past. His mastery of the magic weapons ruined that as he somehow made one of them slide torturously down her body and wind around her ankles. She screamed and fell but twisted to land on her back. Although she managed to summon the shield again, she couldn’t get the line holding her to release. Cali jerked in pain as he channeled more power into it while he lashed the other whip at her face again and again to compel her to maintain her protection.

      Only a single viable option remained, and it would definitely hurt. She acted before she could think about how much agony would be involved, banished her shield, and stretched her left hand out while she fired another line of fire at his eyes with the other. He raised the whip and it absorbed her magic or neutralized it. He snapped it at her face with a superior grin, thinking he’d won. She convulsed into a fetal position and her right arm raised to absorb the blow.

      The important action was happening elsewhere. She’d caught the line with her left hand, twisted it around her fist, and accepted the burning pain that accompanied it. As he swung and she pulled her limbs in tightly, she wrenched at the weapon and hoped his instinct would be to hold on, rather than let go. He obliged her and stumbled forward. She straightened her body with a yell and drove the reinforced heel of her boot into his knee, which had locked in an attempt to halt his fall. It snapped and he howled as he fell. His whips vanished as the pain from the injured joint overwhelmed his ability to think.

      She climbed slowly to her feet and looked at the judge. “Does this count as incapacitated?”

      The woman shook her head and she sighed. “So be it.” She extended her hands and recalled her sticks, then used them to intercept the weak lightning attack he threw at her. He dragged himself instinctively away from her as if he could escape.

      I wonder if he even realizes he’s doing it. His face was a mask of madness, all pain and aggression. She advanced to about three feet, distant enough to give her time to react to the attacks he intermittently sent her way.

      He looked unaware of where he was or what he was doing, but she had to try.

      “Thyralt Malniet do you surrender? You’ll walk out of here with no more damage if you do.” He gave no sign of recognition. “Fine, then.” She tossed one of her sticks high, and his gaze followed it up. At the apex, she threw a force hook in the air that pounded into the place where his nose met his forehead and thrust his skull into the floor. His eyes closed and his body went limp.

      Cali turned to the woman. “Are we done here?”

      She nodded. “I will inform the palace of the result.”

      A motion caught her eye as the two men who’d come with her opponent walked toward him. She said, “You might want to keep him out of any future fights. Mercy only goes so far. Anyone who doesn’t learn their lesson and attacks me a second time won’t be headed anywhere afterward but into the next life.” They both nodded and one boosted the fallen man onto the other’s shoulders. They left without looking back.

      When they’d gone, she sagged and let herself sink to the floor. She pulled the healing potion from her pocket and drank half of it, moaning as the pain of her injuries was washed away. Slowly, she sipped the rest to ensure she would be fully healed and smiled as the burn from the charm finally faded. Tanyith and Fyre sat on either side of her.

      “I thought you might be in trouble there for a while,” the man said,

      “Yeah, I tried to be clever and held back so they wouldn’t know everything I could do. That was a dumb idea.”

      Fyre snorted. “Indeed so.”

      She smacked him as she rose and crossed to the person who had overseen the bout and extended her hand. “Hi. I’m Cali.”

      The other woman smiled and shook it. “Anyas. You fought well.” The pineapple taste that signaled goodwill spread over her tongue at the contact.

      She laughed. “Yeah, not so much, but thank you for lying to me. Would you be willing to answer a couple of questions about all this?” The woman nodded. “So, first, can we do the two-on-two here if it works out that way?” There was no telling what the other family might do, including challenging her in return.

      “Certainly. We would be pleased to provide that service for you. But that is about the largest battle this location will accommodate.”

      “I assumed that. Okay, good. You’ve seen many of these by now, I’m sure. How often does someone cheat?”

      Anyas laughed. It was an unexpectedly happy sound from the thus far taciturn woman. “Quite often, depending on how you define the term. For instance, your opponent today had taken a drug to increase his power.”

      Cali frowned. “Those exist?”

      “Of course. There is always magic you can use to improve your odds. The problem is that they usually come with a downside. In the case of what he chose, it increases aggression at the expense of logic.”

      “That’s why he didn’t respond when I told him to surrender. Okay, that’s good to know. I think I’ll avoid doing that for as long as I can, though.” She swallowed hard and asked the question that scared her most. “How often do combatants die during the battles?”

      The other woman’s face turned neutral with a slight edge of regret. “It is far rarer for a bout to end with everyone alive than it is for one or more to be killed.”

      “And incapacitated people?”

      The woman sighed. “Frequently are not given the opportunity to return to consciousness.”

      She nodded. While she’d known she was playing for keeps, the woman’s words cemented that knowledge into her brain. “Thank you. It’s not a good thing but it’s good that I’m aware of it.”

      “Will there be anything else?” Anyas asked and Cali shook her head. “Until next time, then. You have the room for as long as you need it.” The woman turned and strode toward the door.

      Her partner stepped beside her and watched her leave. “That’s cheery.”

      “Totally. You know what, I think I’m over New Atlantis for the moment. How about we hurry back to the house and get the hell out of this place?” Fyre flooded her with assent and Tanyith nodded. “Good. Let’s say goodbye to Jenkins and portal home before Zeb gives my job away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      When they’d returned to New Orleans the previous night, Cali had gone straight to bed and hadn’t woken until late afternoon. An exchange of texts with Tanyith arranged a meeting at the Dragons for that evening and confirmed that he’d stopped by to inform Zeb that they were still alive. She spent much of the interval between showering and working on making sure her apartment was spotless. It was likely that she’d spend less time there since she now had another house in need of her attention and she wanted to know that everything was in its place in case she had to be away for a while.

      She pulled on her favorite jean shorts and a tank top and walked through the Quarter with Fyre at her side. Dasante hadn’t answered when she’d knocked, so they took a meandering route to Jackson Square, where they found him engaged in his magic act to the delight of the nearby tourists. He took a break to chat and catch up, and she spent her remaining spare hour acting as his barker, spreading her inane patter over the passing people and urging them to come and enjoy the mysterious magician.

      She loved every minute of it and by the time she headed toward the Dragons, her sides hurt from laughing too much. Zeb grinned widely at her entrance and motioned for her to take a seat. In moments, stew, bread, and cider appeared in front of her, and she told him the story of their adventures under the sea while she wolfed the food down. The second helping went more slowly, and when Tanyith finally arrived, she was thoroughly full and content.

      It was no surprise that Detective Kendra Barton trailed him in and for once, Cali didn’t feel the need to tease them. She was merely happy to have everyone safe and together. Zeb made a quick-draw soda water spray at Fyre, and the Draksa snapped and growled obligingly as he drank it from his position behind the bar. So much had been different over the last week that it was a joy to be back with her extended family.

      The trip had cemented that concept in her mind. Family had been an elusive idea for her since the deaths of her parents. Part of her was afraid to truly let others in for fear she’d lose them. Another part desperately craved that connection. Among these people, she’d found the right balance. Aside from all the chuckleheads trying to kill her and the knowledge that behind her, Janice was probably annoying the customers who Cali relied on for tips, everything was excellent.

      “So, did you discover anything interesting about your parents?” Kendra asked and Tanyith shot her a strange look at the question.

      Cali shrugged. “Not much. All the information I found was from before they came here. So while I know why they left, I have no idea what they did afterward. I had hoped to find out who might have had a problem with them, but no such luck.”

      Tanyith interrupted and changed the subject. “So, did anything interesting happen here while we were gone?”

      “Nope, same old same old,” Zeb answered. “It looks like all the trouble in town is tied to the two of you. Maybe you should vacation more often.”

      “Ha. Ha. Ha,” Cali replied. “Maybe you should go away for a while. Give us all a break.”

      The dwarf shook his head. “And leave my business in the hands of you two? Not a chance.”

      She grinned and was about to continue the banter when Kendra asked, “What’s next, then?”

      Beside her, Tanyith shrugged. “For me, it’s taking care of the errand my new friends have requested.”

      Cali felt all their eyes turn to her. “Well, we have more than enough on our plates. But in addition to all the normal drama, we need to find the other pieces of my family’s sword. Along the way, hopefully, I’ll discover more about my parents’ time here. Plus, I have to bounce to New Atlantis regularly for my language lessons.”

      “Maybe you can take Agent Sheen along with you,” Zeb added.

      “I’m happy to, but it won’t help them. No one portals in directly without a token from the Empress and I don’t have an extra.” She raised her hand to display the heavy ring with her family’s seal. “And this won’t leave my fingers anytime in the foreseeable future.”

      Tanyith frowned. “What about the Malniets?”

      “Jenkins told me I need to give them at least a week to get their nonsense together. I’m thinking more like two. We’ll do the next round with the idiots here unless I can find a way out of it, then Fyre and I will go and beat down some more of their champions. I have to believe they started with the weakest one, for whatever reason.”

      “They’ll probably have tridents, eventually.”

      Cali gave a theatrical shudder. “Oh gosh, oh heck, save me.” They all laughed and again, she felt the warmth of being part of a family. “What about the dude you’re looking for, Tay? Will you give up on it?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. I’m determined to run down every single lead before I call it over. Hopefully, one of them will get me somewhere. It’s not really about finding him for Sienna anymore. I feel more like I need to track him down simply to smack him for being so hard to find.”

      She nodded. “I feel that, totally.” Behind her, a loud crash sounded from the common room. She cringed and Zeb put his head in his hand. “Do I want to know?”

      Kendra chuckled. “You do not. But I think your job is safe for a while, at least.”

      The dwarf sighed. “So, you’ll be back tomorrow, then?”

      “Yep. I can’t miss out on those Saturday night tips.” She’d also make her return to the dojo in the morning. The hours between, unfortunately, would be spent catching up on the classwork she’d neglected for the last week. “And on that note, it’s probably time I headed out.”

      Cali stood, stretched, and called for the Draksa. Fyre bounded out from behind the bar in his Rottweiler disguise and received shouts of admiration from several of the patrons as the two wandered down to the basement to portal home.

      This weekend will be all about catching up. But on Monday, recovering my family’s legacy begins for real. First the sword, then the poison, and after that, my brother.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tanyith waited until Zeb moved into the common room, then turned to Kendra and whispered, “What’s your deal? Is it necessary to push on her parents the first time you see her?”

      She scowled and took a sip of the beer the dwarf had pulled for them after Cali’s departure. “I need to know the answer. It’s your fault for taking me to the damn bunker, so maybe don’t be so judgy-judgy.”

      He kept an eye out, not wanting to be overheard. “Why does it matter? They’re gone. It’s irrelevant.”

      “You don’t think it’s tied to the reason they were killed? Isn’t it better to get it out there as soon as we can rather than have it appear out of nowhere and blindside her at a bad moment?”

      His expression stern, he shook his head. “I think you should lay off.”

      She stood and threw some bills on the bar. “You’re straddling a line, Tay. Good people on one side, bad on the other. Eventually, you’ll need to make a choice. I hope you make the right one.” She leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Later, Gator.”

      Tanyith didn’t follow her out, even though part of him wanted to. Like he’d told Cali, there were things to negotiate and boundaries to establish.

      And she’s not wrong. He was on a tightrope with winds pushing him in both directions. All he could do was stay on it until a better option presented itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The remainder of her time in New Atlantis had been frustrating for Usha. Empress Shenni had listened to her words and taken her suggestions, and the results had been as expected. The girl had challenged the Malniets and not surprisingly, had won the first match. Eventually, she would probably discover that allowing her foe to live was a bad choice.

      During the Atlantean gang leader’s climb from her humble beginnings, showing such mercy had been impossible. It was well known that any opponent left alive would seek a rematch not governed by the rituals. She hadn’t needed any enemies watching and waiting for her to falter to strike from the shadows, although she understood why they would do it. Had she failed in her attempt to rise to the Empress’s notice, she would have had no goal, nothing to drive her, and no hope.

      Every now and again, the idea that things might have turned out differently made her shudder with fear. But at this moment, other fears claimed her attention. Empress Shenni’s words at their final meeting had been as pleasant as always, but she’d heard the commands beneath them with complete clarity. If Usha didn’t make New Orleans hers and if she was unable to turn Caliste Leblanc to their cause, she would be the failure she fought so hard not to be.

      Danna Cudon appeared within moments of her arrival in the Shark office, a look of concern on her face. “I expected you to stay for the weekend.”

      Usha shook her head and crossed to the bar cart to pour herself a hefty portion of rum and gestured for her second in command to take care of her own alcohol needs. She sank into the couch with a tired sigh. As much as she enjoyed being home in the underwater city, she was always “on stage” there.

      At least here I can be myself among those I can truly trust. She loved the Empress with all she was but knew the woman would never, ever put her subordinate’s interests above her own. Such was the cost of being a monarch. But it meant that while she might be a knight or a queen, she was still a piece on Shenni’s chessboard at constant risk of being sacrificed to a greater need. But not here. This place is mine.

      Danna lowered herself to the edge of the couch opposite. “Are you okay? You look stressed.”

      She laughed. “Some visits are more difficult than others. You’ll be glad to know we’ve been given the go-ahead to make our real move on the city.” More like orders, but that knowledge doesn’t need to go beyond me. “And, of course, to find a way to kill Caliste Leblanc or turn her to our cause.” The Empress had indicated that either was acceptable, although she’d prefer the latter. Eventually, if they arrived at the point where they had to assist the girl, they’d have to find a way to make the story she’d been told seem real. But that’s a problem for another day.

      Her subordinate nodded. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “We’ll need to risk bringing more people into the production of the human product. I had no opportunity to ask the Empress for support so you’ll simply have to resolve the problem here. Secrecy is still essential, of course.” To her credit, Danna only stiffened and didn’t argue or display the rage that Usha would have felt in her place.

      Here, do this impossible thing and it’s on you if it goes wrong. She shrugged internally. Power is a privilege and a burden. Sometimes, one side of that scale is heavier than the other.

      “Very well. I’ll find a way to make it happen.” Her tone was colder than it had been and she wished she could apologize. Not being able to was part of her burden.

      “We will continue trying our best to kill the girl, of course. The next match will be four on four. I’ve hired two mercenaries from New Atlantis—the nastiest ones I could find. We’ll need to supplement them with two of our finest.”

      “I’ll review our people immediately. That shouldn’t be too difficult. There are many who look for a chance to prove themselves.” She hesitated, then continued. “Should we consider ending this situation outside the rules?”

      It was a dangerous question. She’d already thought about it, of course. Caliste’s movements were predictable enough that a sniper’s bullet or a bomb could end the issue efficiently and effectively. But to step outside the laws her monarch supposedly championed would inevitably bring problems for the Empress and thus for Usha.

      But if Danna took care of it, I would have deniability. She rejected the thought as soon as it appeared. Even if I wasn’t involved, no one would believe that. Besides, a leader is responsible for the actions of her followers. “No. Not yet. But perhaps some very quiet examination of the options wouldn’t be inappropriate.”

      The other woman nodded again and managed to summon a smile despite all the responsibility that had been dropped onto her shoulders. “I’ll put it on my to-do list right after the production issues.”

      Usha smiled widely. “Danna, you are the best. I don’t know what I would do without you. Whatever rewards I reap, whenever they happen, you will share in them. I have already recommended you countless times to the Empress.” Her subordinate’s loyalty and her commitment to their shared mission were the things that carried her through the many challenges she faced.

      Danna bowed her head and whispered, “Thank you. I’ll continue to do my best for you and for her.” She rose and departed quietly, leaving her boss alone in the office. A word caused the lights to dim and she stretched on the couch, too tired to bother getting herself home. Her last thought as she drifted off to sleep was of Caliste Leblanc.

      The Empress is kidding herself. That girl will never join us voluntarily. So, we either need to force her or she needs to die.
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        * * *

      

      Rion Grisham felt celebratory. He’d allowed his lieutenants to bring dates to dinner and his own woman of the moment sat at his right hand. The mage’s selection seemed to have nothing in common with the man, but she ate, drank, and laughed with the skill of a courtesan and entertained the entire table.

      Maybe she’s bought and paid for. He wasn’t one to judge, and if Ozahl had purchased the woman’s companionship for this gathering, at least he’d chosen exceedingly well.

      The drinks and cigars portion of the evening was for the men only, however. They said their goodbyes as the ladies exited the private room and headed to the bar to enjoy their own nightcap. Their waiters—two men whose Italian heritage or imitation thereof showed clearly in their hair, skin, and accents—bustled about pouring Prosecco into flute glasses, exchanging empty cocktails for full ones, and offering flame to spark the tobacco. They slid plates of cookies and chocolates onto the tables, then departed quietly.

      The Zatora leader leaned back with a sigh, eminently satisfied with both the meal and the results of their efforts at Fort Polk. “I received word today that the Army has no leads on what occurred at the base. They plan to continue their investigation but it appears you accomplished it without leaving a trail.”

      Colin Todd shrugged and smoothed his suit but didn’t reply. He’d played a fairly small role in the action and was appropriately humble about it. Jack Strang, who’d been a key element with his impressive diversion, nodded his appreciation for the recognition. “There was a substantial collection of flammables at the airbase, as it turns out.”

      The mage had an odd smile on his face, as he often did. Grisham wondered yet again what went on in the man’s mind, then concluded like always that it didn’t matter as long as he continued to follow orders.

      But maybe it’s time to get some eyes on him a little more regularly. Several members of the organization reported directly to the leader about the actions of the rest and others reported on them. He liked to think of himself as all-seeing, but if he had a place where his expansive vision blurred, it was the magical.

      “The distraction was perfect,” Ozahl said. “The only snag was the incorrect intelligence that suggested the bullets would be at the MTC, but that proved to not be a huge problem. The prisoners…well, they weren’t exactly strong-willed.” His thin smile was easily read as the enjoyment of having power over others.

      As long as I keep giving him things that play to that desire, I should be able to count on him.

      Todd asked, “What’s next?”

      Grisham smiled. “Now, we put our new toys to use. I see three areas of action. First, we’ll mess with their drug trade—hard. We’ll start with the human version but target the magical product shortly after. That way, we screw with their cash flow and resell the goods ourselves to improve ours.”

      “Now that sounds like a good time,” Strang replied. The other men nodded in agreement.

      “Taking out their people will be an equal priority. We’ll hit the ordinary ones with overwhelming force. I have bodies coming in from Chicago and New York to help. The higher-ups will get a taste of our newly acquired ammunition.” That statement brought a smile to Todd’s face and stretched the one the mage wore.

      “Finally, once they’re reeling, we’ll go for the head. Find their leaders and kill them, burn down their headquarters and any other property they own, and hunt the remnants until our city is free of them.”

      Ozahl asked, “And what do you imagine the council will do in response?”

      He laughed. “If they’re smart, they’ll stay out of it. I’m fairly sure anti-magic bullets don’t only work on Atlanteans.”

      “You’re willing to take them all on?”

      Grisham nodded. “If needed.” It was a change from how the Zatora organization had operated in the past but the moment had arrived to travel down a different path. “The time for relatively peaceful coexistence is over. We’ll seize the dominant position in this city and anyone who doesn’t like it will be removed from the equation one way or another.”

      He met the eyes of each of the three in sequence and saw acceptance and enthusiasm in the first two and an eager hunger in the mage’s gaze. He smiled, satisfied that everyone was on board with the plan, and raised his wine glass in a toast. “To the Zatoras and the city that will soon be ours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ozahl fell backward onto the bed with a moan of exhaustion. Keeping his pleasant face on all night while Grisham blathered on about how the Zatoras would take control of the city had been almost too much to bear. His spy among the ladies had turned up nothing interesting but she’d been worth the expense merely for the diversion.

      Of course, he would have preferred to bring his true partner with him, but it was far too early in the game to reveal that particular association to anyone. He sensed the portal opening in the living room and smiled. Her scent reached him before she appeared, her perfume of choice a mix of musk and spice that came from a shop in the Quarter where it was made especially for her. He had kept that store off the Zatora radar so she wouldn’t lose access to it.

      Danna looked beautiful when she stepped through the door, as she always did. Her short dark hairstyle and the perfectly subtle makeup accentuated her natural good looks. She threw her jacket onto a chair and launched herself to land on her stomach beside him. No words preceded a long kiss but then she leaned back and said, “Hello, love. Hard day at the office?”

      He laughed. “Oh, definitely. How about you?”

      She sighed. “I have a ton of new tasks to prepare for wiping the Zatoras out of the city.”

      “What a coincidence. I have a long list to lay the groundwork for the Atlanteans’ destruction.”

      “Imagine.” She rolled onto her back and loosened her tie, then tossed it toward the jacket. “This whole being sneaky thing is tiring.”

      “Too true. But each day brings the endgame closer. While I’ve come to enjoy the city, I must admit I won’t have any qualms about leaving it for New Atlantis.”

      Danna nodded. “It’s like the universe wants us to succeed and delivered the Malniets as a backup plan if killing the girl doesn’t work. I floated the idea of taking her out the easy way but it didn’t get traction.”

      Ozahl rolled over so he could look at her. “That’s not a worry. The Zatoras have numerous contacts who are proficient at assassination if we need them. But if I’m honest, I’d almost prefer having her survive. She’s shown tremendous heart. If the opportunity comes to wipe out the others to open our attempt to become one of the nine, we should take it. If not, then the girl.”

      She propped herself up on her elbows and raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re not getting sweet on her, are you? Thinking of leaving me?”

      He laughed, grabbed her, and demonstrated that there was no risk of any such thing.

    

  







            Author Notes - TR Cameron

          

          

      

    

    






January 5, 2020

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the fourth book in the Scions of Magic series! I hope you love these characters as much as I do, and I’m so grateful for the opportunity to keep bringing them to you!

      I can’t believe it’s 2020 already. My mind is blown by how fast time has been moving lately. I hope that you closed out 2019 having achieved some or all of what you wanted to, and that you’re not putting too much pressure on yourself for the year to come!

      I think Rath and Fyre need to go on an adventure together. Imagine the hilarity!

      Our trip to Orlando in December was phenomenal. My kiddo and I were park warriors, up early to be there at opening, going for as long as we could, then crashing to do it again the next day. Three and a half days at Disney, and another two at Universal. It was amazing, everything I hoped it would be, although it could have been warmer. The new rides were amazing, and the storytelling in so many of them was just perfect. It was a definite refilling the well experience.

      The kid now has second thoughts about going to Japan for the next 4-year-interval trip and is negotiating for a Disney cruise (not particularly successfully).

      We all got sick on the plane home (naturally), so I played with Xb0x Game Pass for a bit, knocking out Shadow of the Tomb Raider. Again, amazing storytelling, although at moments the action suffered for it. The last part of our holiday time was spent playing games and seeing movies. Frozen 2 was worth it, both times we saw it. Spies in Disguise gets a big meh from me, although I always enjoy Wil Smith.

      Finished season 3 of the Expanse today. When I get back from this business trip (oh, yeah, I’m writing this on a plane again) to the Consumer Electronics Show, we’ll be diving into season 4. Some of the best books and best television ever. If you like science fiction even a little and you haven’t treated yourself to them yet, I recommend them unreservedly.

      Also started watching the Witcher. I’m going to be honest – Henry Cavill’s Superman has colored my perception of him as an actor in a negative way. It’s hard to get past that at moments, but his portrayal of Geralt of Rivia is right on the money. He captures the character from the third videogame really well. I must admit to being remiss – I haven’t read the books. I tried the first, it didn’t hook me, and I got busy, and yadda yadda yadda.

      The maturation forced on Cali by the experiences she’s going through has me thinking about choices. I have so many that I’d like to take back if I could – but who knows if I’d wind up here, where I absolutely want to be – if I did? It might be that going back would ruin it all. They say you can’t unring the bell – but even if we could, would we lose the essence of ourselves if we did?

      This isn’t a new question for me. I wrote about something similar on John Scalzi’s blog some time ago, because those themes resonate in my science fiction series, The Chaos Shift Cycle, as well. Here’s a look at it if you’d like to give it a read:  https://bit.ly/37CAZlK.

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      Grace lives up to her name. I hit the jackpot in the world of admins when Grace Snoke called me back and asked if the position of admin was still open. I think we’re just coming up on our one-year anniversary and every day I realize what a valuable asset she is to my team for a lot of reasons.

      It’s not just because she is the Queen of Spreadsheets, but also because of the marketing ideas she throws my way that I probably wouldn’t have seen otherwise. And, I never have to ask Grace about something twice.

      It’s freed up so much of my brain space and left room for more trolls and drows and elves.

      Frankly, everyone else has learned that if they want to get in my newsletter or need to ask about a giveaway, just ask Grace. She’ll have all the answers. It makes it so much easier for me to get back to writing about Leira or Maggie or Raven. You get the idea.

      And, we put out a few books every month, which means there’s the occasional hiccup that we have to handle quickly and efficiently and with calm. That’s something I value just as much as those amazing, beautiful spreadsheets or the files!

      Add in a little known fact that she’s a D&D Goddess, has a sassy sense of humor, handles adversity with more grace (yeah I said it) than most could muster, and celebrates the sweet moments with the delight of a kid… I’m telling you this girl is the entire package and makes my days so much easier and full of joy. Enjoy getting to know Grace…

      -Martha Carr

      

      1.	Tell our readers a bit about yourself.

      “Everything happens for a reason. Sometimes you just don’t know what that reason is.” That statement has been my mantra for some years, followed closely by “If it’s meant to be, it will happen. If it doesn’t happen, it wasn’t meant to be.”

      Had anyone told me five years ago in the next five years I’d be a widow, laid off from my job of 12 years and running my own business while trying to become an author, I’d have laughed at them. They wouldn’t be wrong.

      Yet here I am. Three years ago, in January 2017, I lost my husband of 18 years to cancer – melanoma to be precise. He was 42, I was 36. We had a 17-year-old who was getting ready to graduate from high school. The previous year and that year tested me. I got through it. Shortly after his initial diagnosis I was promoted to Director of Communications for the company I worked for. Things were going well until we started losing clients and we saw layoffs every year. I had seen the layoff coming in December 2018 before it happened and was preparing for it, planning to launch my own business as a copywriter/virtual assistant for hire.

      Shortly before the layoff, Martha had heard through Craig Martelle that I might be a good option for a virtual/personal assistant and she reached out to me about working for her. At the time I was working full time, trying to write my novels and didn’t have time, so I declined. I was laid off a couple weeks later and came back to Martha, asked her if the position was still open. After a local client came to me to take over work for them, Martha was officially my second client and I couldn’t have been more thrilled. Thanks to her, I’m running a successful business, have learned a lot both about being a PA and about being an author, and am absolutely loving being my own boss.

      Beyond that, I turn 40 later this year and am strangely looking forward to it, and my son turns 21 (scary!).

      

      2.	Tell a little bit about your history with writing.

      That’s a loaded question. I started writing when I was in elementary school. By junior high, I wrote a screenplay which was then produced by my music teacher with her students – it was a musical. I had done a lot of one-act plays in junior high and it kind of worked.

      It continued in high school – I still have a horrible, HORRIBLE fractions of manuscripts written in first person from then that need a lot of reworking. It’s epic fantasy and I will eventually come back to it. Then I discovered roleplay chats where you got to write characters with other people and I’ve been doing that off and on since, roleplaying with friends in the real world too. Some of my most developed characters from my works in progress are generated from there.

      I went to college for broadcast journalism, realized I was in the wrong field. Had a minor in English and history. I then did a lot of volunteer work, writing as a video game journalist for several game sites and my own websites before gaining employment writing non-fiction as a corporate journalist for 12 years.

      What can I say? I enjoy writing.

      

      3.	What genre(s) do you write?

      Is everything a valid answer? Okay, not really. I predominantly write urban fantasy, illustrated children’s books, fantasy, paranormal romance and sci-fi when it comes to roleplay. I’ve been told I should write sci-fi. Maybe I will in the future. I just need to, you know, finish some novels first. :) I do have 13 or so children’s books published as well as a poetry anthology.

      

      4.	What genre(s) do you read?

      Now I know everything is a valid answer here. In junior high I was very likely reading things I shouldn’t have read. I don’t mean J.R.R. Tolkien. That’s totally age appropriate. I mean Michael Crichton and Stephen King. Now days, I read more urban fantasy, sci-fi and paranormal romance. Currently reading Terry Pratchett’s Discworld series. My boyfriend told me I need to read it so I am. I’m enjoying it.

      

      5.	Do you have hobbies?

      Besides reading? I like making jewelry. I run a booth at some local shows with nerdy/geeky jewelry and steampunk hats, necklaces, etc. And I do enjoy doing some gardening here and there. I’m not very good at it.

      

      6.	What is one of your goals for the new year?

      Getting back to writing fiction daily. My goal for January was to write 500 words a day, or at least average that. For February that number is 1,000, March is 1500, April is 2,000. My boyfriend jokes about 10,000 a day. I might do that once in a while, but not every day.

      

      7.	Do you have a website you want to share?

      Sure. http://www.spiderwebzdesign.net and www.gracesnoke.com . The latter is still being worked on and design isn’t finished (Fun note: I get distracted when it comes to designing sites for myself, but not for clients, go figure.)
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      Caliste Leblanc tripped over a protruding pipe and barely managed to stop herself before she toppled over the edge. The sight of the street three stories below triggered a spike of icy fear in her stomach. She crouched to catch her breath and cursed the setting sun for hiding the offending projection from view. Neither the fall nor the foul language was perhaps appropriate for the nineteen-year-old matriarch of House Leblanc, one of the nine noble houses of New Atlantis, but who gave a damn?

      Tanyith Shale, ex-prisoner and her sometimes investigation and battle partner, laughed softly. “Graceful.”

      “Shut it.” She pushed her long red curls out of her face and tucked them behind her ears. “This is all your fault, anyway.”

      He shook his head. In the last few weeks, he’d returned to the look he claimed was normal for him—brown hair buzzed on the sides and piled high on the top of his skull, jeans, t-shirt, hoodie, and big black army boots.

      It looks good on him. She chuckled. The elderly are so hip these days. In truth, he was only seven or eight years older than her. She could never remember which and it didn’t really matter since he was essentially ancient either way.

      His voice was low and he gestured to the street below. “We both wanted more information on the Atlantean gang’s drug trade. So technically, it’s also your fault.”

      “I’m not the one who’s taking care of an errand for the Malniets.”

      “Okay, that’s a fair point.”

      She grinned. “You’re giving up awfully easy. It’s not like you. Did Kendra tire you out or something?” She gave him an eyebrow waggle that suggested naughtiness.

      He twisted his back as if to ease it. “No, but being sore all the time does. I don’t know what I did to myself in New Atlantis, but it sucks.”

      “It could be anything. It was a long swim, plus the fight against the octopus.” She shuddered at the memory. After the Kraken attack, she’d begun to dislike the sea creatures. Once the second massive tentacled beast targeted them, it had become an outright phobia.

      “Sure. Anyway, they’re moving.”

      Cali snapped her gaze to the people they were tracking. Three Atlantean gang members had taken a route to one of the streets that were a known distribution point for Shine, the drug they’d developed to entice humans in New Orleans. The black backpack on the lone female of the group appeared to be full of product.

      Once the three had moved out of sight, she used a blast of force magic to launch herself to the next rooftop across the street and one story down. It wasn’t an issue to allow them a small lead as the Draksa who had adopted her flew above to keep an eye on things. When she thought of him, he delivered a flow of amusement over the magical channel that connected their minds.

      “Don’t get too full of yourself,” she sent. “It’s not like I chose you to be my life partner. That was all you.” More mirth confirmed his understanding of her joke. The truth was, though, the pairing seemed like destiny or fate. Each day, their connection strengthened, although he still could only send emotion. She feared the moment when the dragon lizard would be able to actually respond with real words through this bond.

      Tanyith landed on the black surface beside her and scattered small stones in a circle around him, but the soft sound was thankfully lost in the noise that filtered from the streets below. They darted across the roof and reacquired their targets. The road the gang members had moved onto was a one-way lane that ran parallel to the main routes. Even the bigger roadways at the fringes of the French Quarter weren’t that big, although there was a fair amount of foot traffic—more than one would expect if they were unaware that it was essentially a shopping mall for illicit goods and services. Occasional cars parked on both sides of the street evidenced various states of disrepair.

      “A shopping mall with a hot new store in town,” she muttered under her breath as she watched the trio separate. The woman with the backpack took her position on the front steps of a house with black bars over the windows and a matching metal grate over the elegant entry door. One of the two men wandered up and down the street to interact with potential customers in what was clearly a well-practiced routine. The other lingered nearby to manage either money or delivery. “Don’t they usually have another person?” she whispered.

      Her partner nodded where he crouched beside her. “Yeah. They must have more business than they can handle if they’ve spread themselves this thin.”

      She shook her head. “And that is not good.” They watched in silence for a quarter of an hour and mapped the flow of people and product. The shimmer of the Draksa’s veil from the building across the way was occasionally visible and she wondered, as she usually did, whether everyone could see it or if she was merely especially attuned. Instead of asking Tanyith what was essentially an irrelevant question, she said, “How do you want to handle it? My thought is maximum chaos.”

      He laughed. “So, business as usual, then. Do you care to share a few more details?”

      “Fyre comes out of hiding and flies over once to get people moving. On his return trip, he ices any of the Atlanteans still around.” His frost breath was excellent for disabling enemies in a fight without killing them and locked them in a magically frozen shell. “We deal with any runners.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “It seems like as good a plan as any. I’m ready when you are.”

      Cali had sent her thoughts to the Draksa as she spoke and approval flowed back from him. Of course, he’s always happy to be the star.

      With another shake of her head, she banished the smile from her face and readied herself to leap. She was about to give the command for him to start the attack when the movement of the people inexplicably changed. “Hold on—what’s going on?”

      What had previously been two streams of pedestrians moving in opposite directions on either side of the street became twin flows away from the far end. The speed shifted from a saunter to a deliberate walk that would probably become a run. She squinted and finally located three men in the typical cheap-suit uniform of the Zatora crime syndicate’s middle-level goons.

      The current representatives also wore long trench coats that weren’t appropriate to the weather but were perfectly suitable to hide weapons. Two wore black and the other tan. They didn’t present an obvious threat that she could see, but something must have made the people decide that being somewhere else at the moment would be a better choice.

      She nudged Tanyith. “Maybe they’re ugly. Like, disfigured. What do you think?”

      He sighed and shook his head, doubtless jealous over her immense wit. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”

      “Right. Attack them.”

      “Okay, make that two ways. I thought we’d wait for them to get closer.”

      “Honestly, you’re no fun at all.” She shook her head. “Fine. Have it your way.” Many of those selling illegal goods followed their customers hastily in an effort to leave the area, and the Atlantean gang members joined the flow when the Zatoras had covered a quarter of the length of the street.

      As soon as it became apparent that they had chosen flight rather than fight, a man called, “Hey. ʼLant freaks. Take another step and we’ll put you down.” The three men raised weapons and aimed at their quarry. Two held rifles and the man in the middle with the tan coat brandished a shiny silver revolver that looked too large for his hand.

      The Atlanteans stopped and turned to face the new arrivals. They were all empty-handed and obviously had brought no weapons, but their postures displayed little concern at the evident threat. The woman’s voice rang out, contemptuous and confident. “Put your toys away and go home, humans.” She shrugged the backpack into a more centered position on her back with a casualness that spoke arrogance and unconcern.

      “Hey, boss, do you hear that?” one of the men in black coats replied. “I guess we’d better take off, huh?” He laughed in the way that only genuine bootlickers ever could.

      The Zatora in the center twitched the revolver slightly as he nodded. “Yeah, we’re probably no match for them. But maybe this once, we’ll get lucky.” It was the same voice that had spoken the first time and carried a heavy dose of contempt.

      The Atlanteans’ posture changed and became more rigid and tense. “This is insane,” Cali whispered. “Force shields will block anything the Zatoras have and they will find themselves cooked, electrocuted, or otherwise obliterated.” She shook her head. “We need to stop this from escalating any further.”

      Tanyith hissed his disgust. “Why? Let the scum wipe each other out.” She twisted to glare at him and he seemed to realize what he’d said and shrugged. “How many risks can we take until we lose?”

      Cali replied with a short laugh. “At least one more, I hope. Are you ready?” He nodded, and she sent the mental command to the Draksa as she said the words aloud. “Start it up, Fyre.”

      He unveiled and launched himself off his perch. The twilight glinted from his metallic scales, which had morphed over time into a mixture of platinum and gold. His body elongated and his legs tucked against his torso while his neck extended to balance the long heavy tail at the opposite end. He roared to attract the attention of all those below, and the Atlanteans summoned the expected force shields. The Zatoras jerked their weapons up in surprise and pulled the triggers reflexively.

      The creature dipped and wove deftly to evade the ongoing fusillade. The closer targets hadn’t attacked him, so he remained high to improve his dive at the ones who had. He screamed in rage when a bullet scraped one of his wings, and Cali’s eyes widened in shock. “His scales are magical. They should have protected him.”

      Tanyith reached the obvious conclusion before she did. “Holy hell. They have anti-magic bullets.”

      She’d heard of them but had been fairly sure they weren’t available in New Orleans. Usually, the expensive and rare ammunition was restricted to the military and the AET forces that some cities had to counter magical threats. “Well, that’ll make this more interesting. Let’s do it.” Before he could try to dissuade her, she launched herself on a trajectory that would take her directly into the ranks of the Zatoras and he followed only a beat later.

      Fyre discharged a frost attack at the enemies who’d shot him and they flung themselves aside hastily. The Atlanteans took advantage of the moment to join the fray and released lightning at their human foes. The humans found cover behind trash cans and elevated stairs to protect them from the first barrage.

      Cali landed cleanly and focused on the man in the tan coat since one of the others had referred to him as the boss. He raised the pistol to aim at her, but she had already initiated a quest to reach his mind. She slipped past his mental barriers and made him sneeze as he pulled the trigger, which sent the bullet wide. Before he could aim another, she fired a force blast at his chest that spun him behind a parked car, although he managed to dodge the full strike. Irritated, she surged ahead to get a better angle on him.

      A force bolt pounded between her shoulder blades and propelled her forward. She tucked and rolled into a somersault and came out of it on her feet. Not only did the Zatora have his pistol aimed squarely at her, but one of the Atlanteans readied himself for his second assault. Apparently, he thought this might be a good way to remove her from the equation without officially breaking the rules that governed their conflict.

      Sure, let him shoot me and you look all innocent. Enemy of my enemy and all that, I guess. Bastards. Now, you’ve made me mad.
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      In quick succession, Cali dispatched a magic force blast at both her enemies before they could act against her. The first knocked the pistol out of the Zatora’s hands and his look of shock as it careened away was deeply rewarding. The second failed to connect but drove the Atlantean into hiding. She sent a thought to Fyre to tell him to target the magical gang members and turned toward the man in the tan coat.

      He was in mid-twist in an attempt to retrieve his fallen weapon when her bracelets completed their transformation into black Escrima sticks with etched scarlet runes. She hurled them both, the first high and the second low. The shorter distance diminished the impact, but it was still sufficient to trip him very effectively and he landed hard with a grunt. She scanned for the men with the rifles.

      One was to her left, the farthest from their original position, and sighted at the closest Atlantean. The other was directly in front of her and his rifle already spat bullets at Tanyith. She gave an involuntary shout of warning. In the same moment, he saw the danger and elevated sharply on a blast of magical force.

      The weapon swung upward to aim at him again and her instinct kicked in. Her body lurched into motion toward the assailant, but it was very clear that neither her momentum nor her physical powers would be sufficient to stop him before he shot her partner. In the realm of mental magic, though, time acted differently. She reached out with her mind and found the protective shell around his.

      Many magicals trained to build up their resistance, but only the most meditative humans had anything more than the most basic defense. Her foe clearly was not on the path to enlightenment. She darted through one of the plentiful mental gaps and primed him for distraction, then made him imagine a roaring Draksa on his left.

      The man flinched, whipped his weapon around, and created holes in the siding of the closely packed buildings that bounded the street. She reached him before he could gain his bearings and positioned herself on the opposite side of him from the Atlanteans. Her first punch landed on his kidney as she darted past and spun to face him. When he arched his back from the pain, an uppercut that carried the full strength of her twisting and rising body struck his chin, lifted him from his feet, and dropped him bonelessly to the cobblestones.

      Fyre was only a blur in her peripheral vision in the instant before he powered into her. She dimly heard the gunshots as they tumbled and as she landed beneath him, the realization that he’d saved her swept through her and left the acid taste of disaster narrowly avoided on her tongue. “Get up high, buddy,” she muttered quietly. “I’ll distract ʼem and you freeze ʼem.”

      She rolled into a backward somersault to rise to her feet and summoned her sticks to her hands again in time to block a fire beam from the female Atlantean.

      “You’re breaking the rules, witch,” Cali yelled and raced toward the attacker with her weapons crossed to continue absorbing the magical attack.

      The other woman sneered and while she might have been attractive, her face was sweaty and her mascara ran in dark streaks under each eye. Her shiny, long black hair was in a tangle, and her standard-issue Atlantean gang uniform of jeans and a hoodie looked overly worn. “I don’t give a damn about the rules. The higher-ups are gonna be happy you’re dead no matter how it happens.”

      Fyre’s ice breath washed over her and coated her in an instant. It cut off Cali’s opportunity for a reply and she smothered the threat she’d had ready. A quick twist revealed that the man in the tan coat had retrieved his weapon and now attempted to find a clear shot at her. One of the Atlantean men sprawled about halfway between her and the human gang, bleeding from several holes in his chest. Tanyith stood over the still form of the third Zatora, his foot raised over the man’s head like he intended to trample him to finish the fight.

      “Tanyith, left,” she shouted and threw her sticks again. The human gang leader dodged them easily but it gave her partner time to recognize the danger and launch himself toward the rooftops.

      Okay, two Zatoras are down but alive, one Atlantean is bleeding, and the other is a popsicle. Where’s the third?

      The answer came as a blast of lightning from behind a nearby set of stairs. It almost caught her but she’d noticed his hands as they rose into view and summoned a reflexive shield. The force barrier absorbed the energy and channeled it away into nothingness. Before she could launch her own attack, gunfire exploded and he fell. She craned her head upward to locate the source and saw matching glints on rooftops on both sides of the street.

      She sensed Fyre heading to one and hoped Tanyith would deal with the other, but it would be too risky to attack the Zatora leader without knowing for sure. With a growl of frustration, she launched herself toward the opposite side of the road from the Draksa. The man on the roof leveled the rifle at her and fired as she landed. The first bullet struck between her feet but she was already moving as the barrel climbed. A clean cartwheel to her left—one of the few gymnastics moves she was comfortable with—carried her mostly out of the path of the incoming rounds. One caught the reinforced heel of the boots she’d taken from her parents’ bunker but it failed to penetrate.

      Thanks again, guys. She missed them whenever she thought of them, but now that she had accepted the mantle of family matriarch, her feelings had changed. They were no longer entirely painful but were tempered with her responsibility to keep their legacy alive and accomplish the tasks they’d begun. Starting with protecting my city from scumbags like these.

      Cali threw the two sticks in sequence this time and they tumbled toward her attacker. She didn’t have an angle to deliver a force blast without the risk that it might hurl him off the roof, so she muttered a curse and followed them in. He wrenched the barrel down and positioned the weapon in the perfect place to intercept the projectiles she’d hurled and still fire at her. Damn. He’s good. Unfortunately for him, I’m better.

      With less than a second to spare, she created a sheet of force magic over the roof and as he pulled the trigger, she slid like a runner going toward home plate. The virtually frictionless surface channeled her momentum directly into his shins, and the sharp kick she delivered as she arrived knocked them out from under him. A snapping sound signified at least one fracture and he howled in pain as she rose, kicked his rifle off the building, and used her force magic to cushion her leap off the building before she paused and surveyed the battlefield.

      Fyre had apparently already dealt with the enemy on his side—or Tanyith had—and the Draksa swooped toward the street. The man in the tan suit fired at him and he broke off his attack run and circled to approach from another direction. The use of a revolver would limit the shots, and the canny dragon lizard forced him to waste bullets. She sent admiration and received a distinct lack of humility in return.

      With a shake of her head, she dispatched a precisely aimed force blast to knock the gun out of the Zatora leader’s hand again and stood over the weapon before he could recover it. She kicked it back with her heel. “It’s a pretty weapon but not the most practical choice.”

      He scowled. Up close, he was vaguely handsome with a strong, clean-shaven face and the build of a runner, from what she could see of the lines of his body. His tie was plain blue and he’d apparently left his suit jacket at home in favor of the trench coat.

      “There are different definitions of practical,” he replied. “The jerk over there is still alive after taking three rifle rounds. One shot from me would have put him all the way out, easy.”

      “Too bad you couldn’t hang onto it.”

      “You’ll get yours, waitress,” he countered with a shrug. She raised an eyebrow and he laughed. “Of course I know who you are. There’s only one redhead teenager who thinks she’s cool for mixing it up with her betters.”

      She glared at him. “First, age is only a number. Second, everyone in the city is better than you and your buddies. So, watch this.” She yanked her phone out of her pocket, dialed, and pressed the speaker button at the right moment.

      “Barton here. What do you need?” She grinned at the response.

      Cali put as much sweetness in her tone as she could manage. “Hey, Detective. A number of gang members seem to have been involved in a fight with each other. You should send one of those things. You know, the cop van.”

      A heavy sigh from the other end of the line preceded her exasperated reply. “A paddy wagon? Is that what you mean?”

      “Yeah, that.” Tanyith stepped beside her with a small smile on his face.

      “You do realize that term is completely politically incorrect and offensive to the Irish, right?”

      “I’m not trying to offend anyone other than you. Speaking of which, I’m here with your boyfriend and he’s all hot and sweaty.”

      A rueful laugh escaped Detective Kendra Barton. “Tay, is anything she says true?”

      He replied cheerfully and completely ignored the gang member. “I am hot, I am sweaty, and there are many injured gang members around. Oh, and a seriously injured one, so send an ambulance too. I gave him a little healing potion but he’ll need additional attention.”

      The Zatora leader across from her shifted like he considered making an attempt to run, and Cali wagged a finger at him. “See you soon, Detective.” She punched the button to end the call and stared at the only conscious representative of the human gang. “So you and your buddies attacked the Atlanteans. What’s up with that? Is it a change of policy? I thought we were live-and-let-live at the moment.”

      He shrugged. “It’s above my pay grade. I do what I’m told.” His gaze cut toward his watch, and Cali realized delaying might not be a good idea in case he had backup on the way.

      “Okay. So, here’s the deal. You get to go back and tell Grisham he needs to knock it off. With idiots from New Atlantis messing around in our city, he thinks it’s a good time to pick another fight? No. Bad plan. He—and you—need to stand the hell down and right now.”

      The man laughed. “I’m sure he’ll be real receptive, waitress.”

      “Well, you better sell him on it, butthead, or he’ll wind up with more trouble than he can bear.” Sirens intruded on the edge of her hearing. “You should probably get moving while you’re still able to.” He made a move toward his pistol where it lay on the ground behind her, and she shook her head. “No, no. That’s my souvenir to remember you by. Speaking of which, bye.”

      He snarled his anger. “I’ll get that back, just so you know.”

      She put her hand over her heart. “I feel threatened. Don’t you feel threatened, Tay?”

      Tanyith nodded. “I do. Maybe we should end that threat right here.”

      Cali frowned at the sudden anger that radiated from him. “Now, now. If we do that, our good friend Grisham won’t get the message. No, we can let him go this time.” She waved dismissively at the Zatora. “Go on. Get. Shuffle off. Hoof it. Scram. Skedaddle. Other clever sayings.”

      The sirens were probably more responsible for his departure than her urging. She spun to face her ally. “What the hell, man? You don’t need to cause any extra trouble, either.”

      He shook his head. “I guess I’m on edge. I haven’t slept all that great since we returned from New Atlantis.”

      “Maybe you should see a doctor.” She jogged toward the ice-encased Atlantean. With a careful application of fire, she melted the ice on the woman’s back enough that she could access the backpack. She unzipped it and removed the drugs it held, then stuffed the small packets into her pockets. The sirens were really close now, which was her exit cue.

      “Since I don’t want to get caught with this on me, I’m out of here. I’ll take it to Zeb, and you can talk to him about how much you need to deliver to your new friends in New Atlantis. He can give the rest to the council. I’m sure they can put it to good use—maybe work on a counter-drug or something.”

      He laughed and some of his familiar mirth returned to his face. “A counter-drug? Do you mean an antidote?”

      Cali blew out an annoyed breath. “Whatever. Say hi to your girlfriend for me. Try to keep your hands to yourselves in front of the other police.” She launched herself at the rooftop where Fyre awaited her and shook her head at him. “Everyone’s a jerk today except you and me, buddy.”

      He laughed. “Except me, you mean.”

      She gave him a fake scowl. “Sure, scale-face. Everyone’s a critic.” She circled her arms in the air and a portal drew itself into being to reveal the basement of the Drunken Dragons Tavern on the far side. “Let’s go. I don’t want this stuff near me for a second longer than necessary.”
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      Zeb gazed at the Thursday-night crowd, which was a little larger and a little louder than normal. It filled two-thirds of the three long tables that stretched the length of the common area. Cali navigated the patrons with her usual ease, harassed those who responded best to it, and treated the others with varying degrees of respect. Watching her work the room was always a pleasure, as she had the perfect ability to be whatever the customer needed while not compromising her true self.

      His inner monologue had gnawed at him lately, and it surfaced with a snarl. At least someone here isn’t compromising their true self.

      The dwarf shook his head. The decision to retire from adventure and seek a life of contemplation while running the Drunken Dragons was not something he ever seriously regretted—on a conscious level, anyway. His eyes strayed to Valerie, the battle-ax above the bar, with which he’d spent many a year on the road seeking his fortune.

      Much of that windfall had been consumed in the usual ways, but what remained had set him up with this comfortable end to his working days, however long they might last. He sighed and let the worry fade—not resistance, merely acknowledgment of it before he allowed it to flow away. Cali bounced up the three wide stairs to the bar and set empties on its well-preserved wooden surface. She sounded slightly out of breath. “Two ales, four ciders, and an order of stew.”

      “Get the stew yourself, girl. I’m a bartender, not a chef.”

      She laughed, the attempt to make him do it an ongoing joke, and retrieved a bowl to fill it from that day’s version of the huge cauldron of stew—a blend of lamb, beef, and root vegetables with dark beer for flavor. The pot simmered constantly over a small fire. When she returned, she loaded the beverages he’d pulled onto a tray and offered him a grin. “That was fairly quick. Not bad for an old man.”

      He shook his head as she departed and stroked his lush black beard and mustache. The few people seated at the bar itself included some of his most regular customers, and he refreshed their drinks without waiting for a request. Their tabs were usually settled eventually, more or less, and he wasn’t too worried about a free glass here and there. What was most important was that his guests were happy, comfortable, and most of all, peaceful.

      Peace. That’s what I need. His internal voice disagreed but he let that slide past him without latching onto it and submerged himself in the routine tasks of bartending for the mostly magical crowd.

      At the end of the evening, he watched the patrons flow toward the exit door—Kilomea, wizards, witches, gnomes, elves, and even a couple of the other dwarves who were part of the small contingent of their people in New Orleans. Cali sat across the bar from him after she finished clearing the tables, and he put a soft cider in front of her. Her throat worked as she drained it, and he pulled a second with a smile.

      She sighed. “So, how much did Tanyith take?”

      Zeb shook his head. “More than half. These people he’s working for will be trouble.”

      The girl nodded. “I know. I’ll find a way to get him out from under their thumb before too long.” She laughed. “We’ll have to. If I keep winning the ritual battles, I’ll need his help when we reach the bigger numbers.” He felt a pang of guilt and knew he should volunteer to assist her with the fights but at the same time, he was also aware that it wouldn’t be a good thing for anyone if he did. The two beliefs coexisted uncomfortably, and he did his best to not allow them any additional purchase in his thoughts or feelings.

      “You’ll find who you need, I’m sure.”

      “Do you plan to give the rest to the council?”

      He nodded. “As soon as you get yourself out of here, I’ll set up.”

      She yawned. “I could help.” Another yawn demanded her full attention and he waited for it to finish.

      With a grin, he replied, “I’m good. Thanks for the offer, though. I think maybe you should get to sleep.”

      Cali nodded. “Fyre had better not be laying on my side of the bed. Damn lazy lizard.” She walked away and mumbled under her breath as she headed down the stairs. Portals were only possible in two locations in the tavern—the basement for friends and the secret chamber off the basement for council members after he released the protective measures blocking them.

      Zeb had gone over every inch of the tavern when he’d taken the building over and layered ward upon ward to protect himself and those he served. Now, it was a simple matter to walk the common room and dribble power into them to keep them going each evening. He paid particular attention to those that secured the front door, as they weren’t active when the tavern was open and required an extra push to re-engage.

      Finally, it was done. The upstairs was clean, the bar was polished with the special solution he used to preserve the Oriceran wood, and the fire under the stew was banked. It was time to head to the lower level for his second gig of the evening. The stairs creaked as he strode down them, and he noted absently that the light bulbs in the basement fixtures needed replacing.

      A gesture as he reached the bottom shifted a stack of crates from in front of the false back wall. He pressed his hands into the proper locations on its surface, indistinguishable from the rest, and a broad section moved back and slid off to the right. Another wave released a surge of magic into the lamps in the room to light them and one more sparked the fire in the fireplace, which roared to life.

      He nodded with satisfaction. The large round table was clean and polished as always, with seven seats positioned around it. He retrieved a matching number of glasses and set them in place, then spoke the required words to lower the shield that prevented his guests from portaling in. As usual, Malonne was the first to arrive and the Light Elf crossed quickly to avail himself of the casks set beside the door to the basement. The first held red wine, the second Malonne’s preferred vintage of white wine, and the third was a seasonal drink of Zeb’s own creation, a tart cherry cider.

      The other council members appeared at one-minute intervals until all were assembled and seated with drinks beside them. Zeb drew a heavy metal mug of the cider for himself and took his own chair. Today, they’d left him the seat near the council’s leader, the wizard Vizidus. The others didn’t seem to be in any specific arrangement, which might be because there was no particular issue that brought them together for a change. Tonight was merely a routine meeting.

      His inner voice chuckled. That’s how all the best stories start, you know. Zeb ignored it.

      “Thank you all for coming, as always,” the white-haired wizard Vizidus intoned. “It is nice to see you without a mammoth octopus or a gang war pressing upon us.” The others laughed with varying degrees of mirth. “Our subject tonight is vice in New Orleans.”

      Delia, the brunette witch with the rock-and-roll style and attitude, rolled her eyes. Today’s sweatshirt promoted My Chemical Romance, whatever that was. She wore feather earrings that dangled past her shoulders, and there was humor in her expression. “Now that’s an expansive topic if ever there was one,” she quipped in a raspy tone that was oddly appealing.

      Vizidus nodded. “But we’re speaking of a specific vice in particular. Well, two. Drugs, both magical and mundane.”

      Brukirot, the hulking Kilomea who represented the city’s largest predators, shook his head. As always, his intelligence came through in his soft voice. “Such things are for the weak.”

      The witch shrugged. “Or for those who use them ritually. There are witches whose way includes hallucinogens.”

      He nodded his massive head. “That’s a fair comment. But the majority who choose them are weak.”

      The Light Elf Malonne steepled his long fingers to display his perfect manicure and replied, “Agreed. And unfortunate for those who find themselves trapped by them.”

      The Dark Elf tapped his long fingers on the table. Invel was one of the dwarf’s favorite members of the council and often thought in the same direction he did. It was so on this occasion as well. “But they’re here, and that is unlikely to change. The question is, what will we do about it?”

      Zeb followed him quickly. “My first inclination is to find another concoction that will help those who are addicted to break the hold it has on them. And also, something we can use to save those who overdose.” There were precedents in the human world for both things.

      The wizard inclined his head. “Can we all agree that these avenues should be pursued regardless of any other decisions we might make here tonight?” Every person at the table signaled assent, and the mage stroked his beard as he regarded their host. “Are you willing to lead that effort?”

      He nodded and Invel added, “I’ll help.”

      Unexpectedly, Delia said the same, and Zeb offered them his thanks. Vizidus took over the conversation again. “So, with that settled, what then of the drugs? Zarcanum is the one made specifically to entice magicals and Shine is the one for the humans. Zeb was able to get a sample of the human one and Invel acquired some of the other. I believe they have been analyzed?”

      Scoppic, the gnome who oversaw the arcane library in the city, nodded. Tonight, he wore his work clothes, a light suit with a vest over a cream shirt and tie, as well as a pair of round glasses he’d never worn at a meeting before. “A friend in the police lab did the human one for us and we took the other to Oriceran for an examination. Both are highly addictive and each contains magical substances we don’t yet understand.”

      Malonne sat upright in his chair and appeared shocked. “Wait, both?”

      The gnome nodded gravely. “Yes. It is believed that whoever takes the drugs imbibes magic that stays in their system.”

      Invel frowned. “That sounds like a very bad thing.” There were murmurs of assent around the table. “What can we do about that?” he asked. “Really nothing, right?”

      Zeb shrugged. “If we could find an antidote of some kind—a way to get rid of it—we could put it in the water or something.”

      Brukirot laughed, deep and loud. “Perhaps in your ales and offer everyone in town a free glass.”

      Louder murmurs of assent followed that, and the dwarf shook his head with a smile. “If that’s what it takes, you know I’m in.”

      Vizidus tapped the side of his glass with a fingernail to draw attention to himself once more. “So, then, we are at an impasse. Until we learn more, we cannot work to counteract the drug itself. Scoppic, will you see to continuing the research?” The gnome nodded solemnly, clearly committed to the burden he accepted. “Very well. The question must now be asked—should we act against the Atlantean gang that distributes these drugs?”

      The only person to offer anything more than a shrug was the Kilomea. “Yes,” he replied. “The easiest way to deal with this threat is to eliminate it at the root. Once that is gone, the issue will wither and die.” No swell of agreement rose in response to his statement, and the wizard sighed.

      “So again, we collectively choose not to act. My friends, while I do not gainsay your beliefs or your motives, I fear that when we finally decide it is the right time, the real right time will have long passed.” Silence greeted his words and lasted for half a minute before he spoke again. “All right, then. Let’s plan to meet weekly until this situation has been resolved.”

      The meeting dissolved into side conversations and goodbyes until the only two left in the room, as usual, were Zeb and Invel. The Dark Elf refilled his glass and limped to the table. He shook his head as he lowered himself gingerly into the seat. “That wasn’t all one might have hoped for.”

      His companion laughed. “No, but it’s understandable. They don’t see what Cali sees.”

      “Is what Scoppic told me true? She’s one of the Nine?”

      “Matriarch of House Leblanc.”

      “Wow. And you still make her wait tables?”

      The dwarf snorted and choked on his drink, then collected himself. “First, that’s her choice. Second, she has her head in the right place. And third, hospitality is a noble undertaking.”

      The Drow grinned. “So you say, my friend. So you say.” He sobered, and his expression became grim. “I think things will become much worse here before they get better. And I fear that young Caliste will find the same in New Atlantis.”

      “I agree. But all we can do is support her—and the city—to the best of our abilities.”

      “Are we doing that?”

      Zeb sighed. “I don’t know. I really don’t. I think so.”

      The voice inside him was adamant. Your best is far more than what you’re giving, and you know it.

      That life is behind me. I’ll find new ways to be useful. The mocking internal laughter that followed the thought was disconcerting, to say the least.
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      Cali had never been to Pittsburgh, so she arrived a little early for her appointment and used the time to wander downtown. There were far fewer people on the streets than in the French Quarter but probably the same number of sports jerseys. She stood for a while at a distance from the fountain where the rivers met and watched the water reach its apex and fall away for several minutes before she forced her attention away. Thankfully, she’d thrown the black leather coat Nylotte had given her over her jeans and The Pretty Reckless t-shirt she wore because the sun did a terrible job of banishing the cold. Her backpack straps rested comfortably over both shoulders.

      Now, where the hell is this parking lot? She followed the GPS on her phone and eventually found it directly beside and only slightly above the water level of one of the rivers. In a wall farthest from the boats and the entertainment complex across the way was a gate with arcane symbols around it. She touched the ones she’d been told to and they glowed briefly. As they faded, the barrier did too and permitted her to enter.

      She walked down a long paved tunnel that became an equally long rock tunnel. It ended at a great wooden door. When she knocked, a section slid aside to reveal a large eye. “Cali Leblanc, here at Nylotte’s invitation.”

      The peephole slammed closed and the portal creaked open. Beyond it stood a mammoth Kilomea, his scowling face probably sufficient to scare off anyone who wasn’t supposed to be there. She wasn’t impressed and stared at him in silence.

      After half a minute, he spoke in a guttural voice. “You can go in.”

      Cali nodded her thanks and walked through. Every Kilomea she’d met opened the encounter with the same kind of attitude and lost respect for those who didn’t match it. After another substantial trek, the large cavern of the Stonesreach Kemana came fully into view. It was a stunning sight, far larger than she could have imagined an underground city might be. Underwater, underground…you’re really getting around, Cali. A purple glow emanated from crystals on the roof to illuminate the area below.

      A long flight of steps descended to the main part of the city, which appeared to be lined with shops and businesses. At the far end stood a gleaming white palace, and roads ran from it like spikes toward her side of the enormous space. Ridges filled with houses climbed the sides of the bowl. She walked down the stairs as quickly as she could without falling and her legs complained by the time she was halfway down and actively protested at the bottom.

      All the magical species she was accustomed to were present, the rule rather than the exception. Her human looks put her in the minority. Clothing styles and personal grooming varied widely, and she thought a few hours simply watching the unique individuals walking past would be a great way to spend an afternoon.

      I don’t have time for that now, though. She strode forward down the main thoroughfare, then cut along a small path beside a weapons store. A few minutes later, she emerged on a street that looked and felt darker. The light didn’t seem to reach it effectively and the shops somehow appeared more dangerous. She wasn’t sure if her magic made her feel that way or merely a natural suspicion, but her speed increased as she walked toward Nylotte’s shop.

      The door was unlocked when she reached it, and she crossed the threshold with a grateful sigh. The Dark Elf was seated behind a counter to her left and greeted her with a crooked smile. Her long white hair was unbound and fell in a sheet over the shoulders of her dark tunic. “If you weren’t such a noble and experienced person, Matriarch of House Leblanc, I’d think it was your first visit to a Kemana.”

      Cali thought about flipping her off, considered it a second time, then settled for sticking her tongue out at the Drow. “You know it is.”

      Nylotte chuckled. “Indeed so. Welcome to Stonesreach, Caliste.”

      She nodded and studied the rest of the room. Behind the elf stood shelves stacked with pots, flasks, and bottles that doubtless contained things arcane. A rack that displayed unfamiliar weapons filled the corner, and a bookshelf covered most of the wall across from the door. It held the expected tomes but also an abundance of small objects that called to her to touch them. She put her hands in her back pockets and leaned over to peer down the staircase that made up the rest of that side of the room.

      When she straightened, it was to find her hostess staring at her with a raised eyebrow. “Are you done?”

      Cali laughed. “More or less. I’d love to know what some of those things on the shelves are.”

      “Oh, I can tell you what they are easily. Too expensive for you.” The sense that the other woman wasn’t talking only about money came across clearly.

      “I’m already in debt to you. You’re right, I can’t afford more after this trip.”

      The Drow waved a lazy hand. “Today only costs you a favor in the future.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      Nylotte nodded. “Smart girl. So, are you ready to meet him?”

      “It was a long journey if I wasn’t. Let’s do it.”

      The Dark Elf rose from behind the counter and walked around its edge to give her a small push toward the door. “My contact doesn’t do house calls. We’ll need to go to his shop.”

      She followed her out to the street, and the Drow paused to wave at her store. The sensation of wards clicking into place was palpable in the ripple of energy that flowed from her. The woman set off at a notably fast pace, and she hurried to keep up. “What do I owe him?”

      “Nothing. I’ve taken care of that part, which is why you owe me. If it was only an introduction, I would have done it for free.” She chuckled. “Well, for less than an open-ended favor, anyway. Those can get you into trouble.”

      “You’re talking about Tanyith, aren’t you?”

      “Correct on the first guess. Very good.” Her demeanor was always snarky and slightly aloof but somehow, the undercurrent of humor also came across quite clearly when she wanted it to. Now was one of those times.

      They turned at a cross street near the palace, and she looked at the grand structure. “Who lives there? An Empress?”

      “The lady.” Her emphasis signaled exasperation.

      “I take it you’re not a fan?”

      Nylotte shrugged and raised a hand toward the next street—the central one her visitor had initially traveled—and they turned. “She’s fine. A little conservative for my taste, but not hopeless.”

      Cali pointed at a shop. “What do they sell?”

      “Old books.”

      She gestured at another. “And there?”

      “Poisons.”

      “Really?” She frowned.

      The Dark Elf nodded. “I have no reason to lie to you and several reasons not to since my protege likes you.”

      “Has Diana been here?” She realized it was a stupid question as the words left her mouth. “Don’t answer. Of course she has. You’re her teacher. And you don’t seem like the kind to make house calls on a regular basis either.”

      Nylotte laughed. “Well, that’s mostly true, although I’ve found myself in your city far more often than I’d like and for much less profit than I’d like.” She stopped and pointed at the shops around as she explained what each was. “Restaurant, Oriceran food. Restaurant, human food. More books. The fletcher, who has bows and ammunition for them. Even more books. And our destination is there.”

      Each of the stores had some kind of sign out in front of it, many of them in the same style as the one outside the Drunken Dragons Tavern, painted and hanging from a perpendicular bar. The placard her companion pointed at had a simple image of a golden sword with a red gem at the hilt and a matching stone at the end of the pommel. There was no name on it.

      The elf pushed the heavy front door inward and they entered a larger building than Cali expected. She frowned and asked, “Did we portal somewhere else?”

      The Drow laughed. “No, but Alessand is clever. He owns several storefronts but from the outside, you wouldn’t know it as they look different. They are false fronts carefully crafted to avoid direct notice. That way, he can have his shop here in the corner and his workshop in the other spaces.”

      Cali peered around the shop portion of the building. Weapons racks covered all the available wall space aside from the front windows and the door at the front and back. Glorious swords of every kind she’d ever seen and many others besides hung in them, gleaming in the light thrown by a chandelier above and lamps set on low tables at the corners. A rectangular island stood in the middle, its surface bare, and looked as if it had been extracted whole from the trunk of a tree. All the furniture was polished wood, and she thought Zeb would be well satisfied with the care the owner took of it “That is clever.”

      The back door opened and a low voice filled with humor emerged from the space beyond it. “I do my best.” She turned to watch the man—or elf, rather—enter. He wore a tunic that reached from a high collar to below his knees, with black pants visible below and at the slit side as he stepped inside the room. His long brown hair was pulled away from his face, and a heavy-looking ponytail was momentarily evident as he walked. He seemed stronger and bulkier than most of the elves she’d seen before but still had the elegantly pointed ears and the seemingly universal sculpted cheekbones that invoked jealousy every single time she encountered them.

      He smiled and crossed to Nylotte to gather her into a hug. The sight was somehow shocking as she’d never pictured the Drow lowering her defenses enough to be touched, much less return the gesture. They both wore smiles when they drew apart.

      Well, well, well. Love flourishes everywhere. At this rate, Zeb will be dating soon. She wished for a moment that she’d been able to bring Fyre so he could laugh at her mental jokes but the invitation hadn’t specifically included him, and she’d feared making a misstep. Next time.

      The elf turned his grin to her. “So, you’re Caliste Leblanc. Welcome to my shop, Matriarch.”

      “Cali, please. Just Cali.” She shook her head. “Your talent is amazing.”

      “I have spent a very long time working to make it so.” His neutral, matter-of-fact tone suggested he was pleased with the compliment but not arrogant about his abilities. “Have you brought it?”

      She nodded and slipped out of the backpack. It made a metallic clank as she set it on the wooden island, and she unzipped it carefully and withdrew the item within. The silver blade gleamed in the room’s light, the etchings barely deep enough to cast their own tiny shadows.

      Alessand didn’t touch the shard and only circled it slowly to examine it from all angles. He crouched to look at the edge, then rose again and grinned at Nylotte. “Now I see why you wouldn’t give me a hint.”

      She laughed almost flirtatiously. “Of course not. Surely a person of your immense talent would want the full challenge. Although letting you know of Caliste’s ancestry was a small step along the path.”

      He nodded. “The family sword of House Leblanc, I presume. One of the nine magical blades bestowed upon the nobility to celebrate the creation of Atlantis.”

      “New Atlantis?” Cali asked.

      “No. The original.” He reached out and stroked the weapon gently with a fingertip. “There are rumors of every kind about what they are capable of. What happened to this one?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. When my parents had it, the sword was whole. When it came to me, it…wasn’t.”

      The elf shook his head and looked thoughtful. “I’ll be right back.” He strode out through the door he’d used to enter.

      She turned to Nylotte. “So, you didn’t mention that he was cute.”

      The Drow offered her a pleased smile. “He is finely made, that one. Much like his weapons.”

      Cali walked closer to the side wall to examine the blades mounted there. The tallest would clearly require a large person using both hands to wield it. She couldn’t even imagine carrying it, much less handling it effectively.

      Alessand peered at a book when he entered again and turned the pages rapidly, obviously looking for something. He muttered, “Got you,” and placed it on the island before he rotated the tome so they could both see it. Spread across both open pages were a series of mostly identical swords. They had long hilts and shining silver-white blades in common, with matching engraved runes. Each pommel was adorned with a different colored gem. He proclaimed, “The Nine Noble Swords of the Nine Noble Houses of Atlantis, where apparently, being noble really matters.”

      The girl laughed. “Right? They’re crazy about it. The whole structure of New Atlantis reinforces how special the Nine are, second only to the monarch.”

      “It must have taken something significant to shatter your sword. They are truly magical blades—artifacts, really—and frightfully difficult to break with anything other than another magical artifact.” He handed the book to Nylotte, who accepted it without protest and gestured for Cali to remove her backpack. She complied as he pulled a large sheet of paper over the island, apparently from a roll hidden in the base. He lifted the metal fragment gingerly, then set it on top of the white material.

      He stared at it in silence for almost a full minute. Finally, with a nod, he produced a thick pencil and went to work. He started by outlining the outer edge of the piece she’d brought, then extrapolated from there to sketch the dimensions of the blade as it would have looked whole. Occasionally, he turned to the book for reference. In ten minutes, it was done. He had judged where the likely breaks had occurred based on the imperfections in her fragment and drawn cracks where they would be.

      She sighed. His drawing showed five pieces that she didn’t have, not counting the pommel. They differed in size and shape but she had to give him credit. “That’s impressive work. How sure are you about the breaks?”

      Alessand smiled and gave a small shrug. “Somewhere between fairly sure and very sure. You can see on your fragment where the notches are that suggest breakpoints, and I’ve made some informed guesses based on them. You don’t have any other fragments?”

      She snorted. “I wish. I think I know where some might be.” Rion damn Grisham the artifact buyer. “And possibly another.” If the Atlantean shard is part of this, which is far from guaranteed. “But beyond that, I have nothing.”

      He nodded. "Bring them, and I'll take a look at them. Perhaps I will see something in them that you've missed." He looked at Nylotte. "And you? Are you going to help her?"

      The Dark Elf closed the book and handed it to him. “I already have. I introduced the two of you. What more do you want from me?”

      He laughed. “You are working multiple angles, as always.” He turned to face Cali. “She knows it is my true passion to work on magical weapons. The ones you see here are all mundane and provide good practice. But if you can find the pieces, it would be my distinct pleasure to rejoin them for you.” He looked at Nylotte. “Which means you’d be doing me a favor if you helped her locate them.”

      The sparkle in the Drow’s eyes was unmistakable. “Well then,” she all but purred. “How could I refuse?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rion Grisham had passed a pleasant evening with the newest of his many female companions, dining and drinking at one of New Orleans’ most exclusive restaurants. She was upstairs in the hotel room waiting for him, and he was not at all pleased that he sat at the Sheraton bar waiting for the Zatora’s mage to arrive. The dim lighting and muffled conversation from the surrounding tables fit his irritated mood perfectly.

      At first, he had truly enjoyed having the magical on his team and reveled in the fact that he had discovered a way to counter the biggest dangers from the nonhumans that increasingly filled his city. After several months of the man’s borderline insubordination, that had faded. Now, after more than a year and a half as purported allies, Ozahl grated on him. Daily, without a doubt, and on most days, multiple times. He currently looked for a replacement but had begun to learn that there weren’t many who were willing to work against their own side. Plus, his inquiries were necessarily minimal as he couldn’t allow word to reach the mage that he was trying to replace him.

      So now, he nursed his Manhattan and scowled at the entrance with each minute that passed without his subordinate crossing the threshold.

      He said this was urgent, so where the hell is he?

      As if the thought was a spell, Ozahl appeared and sauntered into the room like he hadn’t a care in the world. The mage was dressed strangely out of character in jeans and a fashionable button-down shirt with a subtle gray-on-black pattern that showed when the light caught it at a certain angle. It took him a moment to realize that his instincts were tweaked by the man’s hair, which was a far lighter shade of brown than usual, including the eyebrows.

      The Zatora shook his head with a frown. “It’s about time you got here. I thought you said it was urgent.”

      The newcomer slid into the tall chair beside him and pointed at the bartender to order a round of the same for each of them. Tension showed in the lines near his eyes. “One of the teams that targeted the Atlanteans was hit tonight. The scumbags laid a trap and your people walked right into it.”

      Grisham’s fist tightened around his glass, and he considered hurling it into the large mirror that made up the back of the serving area above and behind the rows of liquor bottles. “Did we lose anyone vital?”

      Ozahl shook his head. “No. Middle-level only. No one important.”

      He had a different view of the importance of every member of his organization than the mage did, but there was no point in arguing about it now. “So why is it urgent?”

      “They left a message for us. Well, for you.” He paused as the bartender delivered the drinks, his black vest, white shirt, and bow tie a reminder that they were in a public place and he needed to control his temper.

      Once again wishing he was anywhere but there, he growled under his breath and settled his features into a calm mask. “And this message said?”

      The mage took a sip of his drink before he replied. “You’re next, Rion. That’s what it said.”

      The gang leader emptied his glass to the ice cubes in a long swallow. “Did you bring it? So we can have it analyzed?”

      His companion laughed darkly. “It was written in blood on a nearby building. I incinerated it as soon as I arrived so no one else would see it and think you were vulnerable.”

      “That was a good decision.” His mind sifted through possible responses while his body signaled for a third drink. Both a plan and the glass appeared simultaneously. “So, they believe they’ll slow us by threatening me, do they? Well, they’re about to discover how wrong they are. For now, maintain the status quo but warn our people to be extra careful about traps. If there’s any worry, fade. But since they can’t cover everyone, we’ll still steal the drugs from them where we can.”

      Ozahl nodded. “Will do. And after that?”

      “I’ll let you know.” Grisham beckoned for the bartender. “Put the drinks on my room tab. My friend here can have whatever he wants.” He stood and patted his companion awkwardly on the shoulder. “Good work, as always. Now, I have someone waiting for me—assuming she hasn’t fallen asleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl watched his supposed boss walk unsteadily from the bar. The man’s expensive suit looked a little tight.

      He’s been hitting the bottle far more lately, looks like. He smiled and ordered drinks for a nearby table on Grisham’s tab, then left his own mostly unfinished and headed to the door.

      Canal street was busy, as usual, with cars and people going in every direction, even into the final hours of Friday night. Past experience told him they’d still be at it into the early hours of Saturday morning as well. Once upon a time, he’d been a member of a group that partied the night away after they’d perpetrated mildly nefarious deeds, but that was many years before. He craved a quieter existence now, filled with frequently major nefarious deeds that inched him closer to the life of power and privilege he’d always coveted.

      Speaking of craving… He pictured Danna as he’d last seen her, stretched out in bed sleeping, and hoped that her alleged superior wouldn’t keep her working for the whole night. Their time together was less plentiful than either of them liked as they furthered their individual plans to seize the resources of the New Orleans gangs and use them to push for primacy in New Atlantis. When one of the noble houses fell, they would need treasure, strength, and audacity in equal measures to step into the void.

      And it was time to take another big stride in that direction. The first alley he checked had two people making a deal of some kind in it, but the next was empty. He hurried out of sight of the main street, summoned a portal, and stepped through onto a rooftop that overlooked one of the Atlanteans’ primary drug distribution locations. A little smaller than where he, Lila, and Dalton had struck before, this position had the advantage of being at the intersection of two less-traveled streets. Here, they worked the corners with the seller on one, the money person on the next, and the individual holding the drugs on a third.

      Tonight, he identified an additional member of the magical contingent, a hard-looking man who stood idly on the fourth corner and attempted to look like a junkie. His eyes were far too alert to achieve that particular illusion, though. Ozahl decided that might make the attack the Zatora hit team had planned a little more challenging than usual.

      The humans had brought only three, one woman and two men. They wore the jeans and button-down shirt combination that was the uniform of the lowest level of the organization, and he laughed at the fact that the woman’s look was very similar to his own.

      Better her than the gruesome twosome following her, though. He knew all of them and they had about a brain and a half if you added it all together, most of it lodged in her skull.

      This ought to be good. He watched as they reached the point where they had an angle on two of the Atlanteans. The supposed junkie was on the opposite side of a wide utility pole from their approach, and the one who held the product was protected by stone walls that ran up both sides of the stairs he sat on and blocked him from their view and them from his.

      The Zatoras drew suppressed pistols from under the backs of their shirts and pulled the triggers without preamble. Two aimed at the figure across the street on the right and the third at the Atlantean nearest them on the right. One of the longer shots missed and the bullet drove into the brick side of a building with a loud thwack, but the other caught the target in the shoulder. The woman’s shot at the closest enemy struck the center of his back and he fell face-first.

      The gang member’s melodic voice was a counterpoint to her harsh words. “You two look for the third. I’ll make sure the loser over there is dead.” His bird’s-eye view of the situation allowed him to watch the man with the backpack full of drugs draw his pistol at the sound of the gunshots and crouch in readiness behind the short wall. He locked gazes with the fourth member and nodded, and they moved as one.

      Both men rushed from hiding with their weapons raised. The Atlantean shot the incoming Zatora with a triple burst, then spun to race away. The other fired at the woman, who turned calmly and returned her own barrage when his rounds went wide and the assault hurled him from his feet. She surged forward and stopped in the middle of the street and the car that had entered the area during the battle stopped behind her with a squeal of tires. She continued to pull the trigger until the gun clicked empty but the volley felled the runner. The driver turned the vehicle frantically around the corner and accelerated to clear the scene.

      She advanced calmly to her fallen foe and retrieved the backpack, then joined her ally at the side of their wounded teammate. The heads shook in unison and told the story.

      One of theirs gone, all the Atlanteans dead or dying. Good job, Zatoras. Too bad you won’t have the chance to celebrate your success.

      Ozahl launched himself off the roof and used force magic to cushion his landing behind the two gang members. They turned and broke into smiles at the sight of him. The woman was about to speak when he delivered a magical shadow bolt into her chest. The attack catapulted the Zatora onto her back, and her skull struck the pavement with a loud crack. The man beside her lost precious seconds to shock but managed to draw his gun before the wash of fire swept over him. He screamed and thrashed in an effort to extinguish the flames but his shrieks cut off in moments when he died. The mage sighed at what he considered the ineptitude of the humans.

      The gun had fallen from the woman’s hands and she lay on her back, panting, and her eyes were defocused. Blood pooled around her head. Perfect. So convenient. He knelt beside her and used a thin line of flame to cut a section of her shirt away, then dropped it in the dark-red liquid.

      She whispered, “Why?”

      He shrugged. “For the same reason you did what you did to the Atlanteans. There’s something I want and this is the path to get it. I’d say I’m sorry you wound up in the middle, but that would be a lie.” She seemed like she was about to reply, perhaps to challenge him or beg for mercy, when her eyes fluttered closed and she lost consciousness. He waited and watched until her breathing stopped, then ensured that all the fallen were beyond being able to tell the truth of what had occurred.

      With the bloody rag, he wrote, “You’re next, Rion,” on the closest wall. He incinerated the fabric when he was done and checked himself carefully for bloodstains. Satisfied that there were none, he sent Grisham another text for an urgent meeting first thing in the morning.

      I hope it ruins your night, you giant bag of ooze. With a smile at the mental image of the man’s rage, Ozahl portaled home to await his partner.
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      Usha, comfortably seated in her preferred place at the far end of the long bar that ran along the main room of the club, waited patiently and watched as the last stragglers departed the Shark Nightclub. She and her second in command, Danna Cudon, had spent the evening enjoying the music, laughing at the people, and discussing in the broadest of terms the potential plans for expanding the nightclub or opening another location.

      With the influx of business generated by the demand for the gang’s new drugs, Zarcanum and Shine, a corresponding need to increase their ability to launder the money gained from it had emerged. They weren’t experts at such things, and the gang leader intended to seek guidance from Empress Shenni and her advisors, but it had been an enjoyable discussion if not entirely practical. There was no one in the world, save the Empress herself, who she felt more comfortable with—more able to be her true self with—than Danna.

      Tonight, the woman was dressed in a navy business suit with a purple shirt and crimson tie that somehow all worked perfectly together. She’d taken to wearing more fashionable footwear of late, and the red pumps were a perfect match to the shade at her neck. Given the workload placed on her, it was a wonder she had time to shop.

      Maybe she has a boyfriend or girlfriend taking care of that for her. It might be worth putting someone on her to find out so I can tease her about it.

      Finally, the door was closed and locked, and the work lights came on overhead. She nodded and finished her drink, then stood and stretched. “Let’s head to the back.” Danna rose and followed her down the hallway to the office, where they each took one of the couches. The suited woman sat carefully on the edge of the seat, and Usha smoothed her long dress as she reclined at full length on the cushions and stared at the ceiling above, a throw pillow under her head and her feet on the far arm of the furniture.

      “So, talk to me about the protection you’ve introduced against the Zatoras.” The attempted attack a few nights before that Caliste had foiled had alerted them that the criminal organization now actively targeted their people. They’d discussed options for retaliation but hadn’t put any into motion yet and both agreed that the topic still needed further conversation before actions were taken.

      Danna sighed. “They have the strategic advantage since we need to be more or less in the same locations in order to reach our clients. For now, they haven’t been able to strike the Zarcanum because we continue to take care of those people personally. It’s proving to be a real strain, however.”

      The Atlantean leader nodded. Her second had asked for more person-power to support their expansion and so far, none had materialized. The risk of bringing someone in who might act against them was high but soon, there would be no other choice. “Well, that’s something anyway. And the Shine?”

      “It’s a completely different story. They know where we’ll be and they appear more often than not. Our people will run and regroup if they see anyone and each team now has an additional member in support. The situation is cutting into the profits, but not so much that it’s a huge issue—yet.”

      The implication that it would become one was obvious and again, without more personnel, addressing it would be a challenge. “What do you recommend?”

      Danna shrugged. “We should launch retaliatory strikes—hard. Wipe them out so they can’t rise up again.”

      She closed her eyes and considered the idea in silence. It wasn’t the first time that solution had been suggested and it held definite appeal. With the Zatora organization shattered, there wouldn’t be much in the way of opposition, at least until someone stepped in to fill the void. Her Atlanteans would be able to expand rapidly and claim a large portion of what the humans currently possessed.

      And yet, that would require more people too. I’ll have to quit whining and ask the Empress.

      Usha hated the idea of imposing on her ruler, especially after the monarch had provided enforcers for the battles against Caliste Leblanc. If that had delivered better results, it would have been easier to request more support, but the damned girl had proven to be both skilled and resilient and was an ongoing challenge.

      Her sigh was both regretful and impatient. “No, we can’t do it. Not yet. We don’t have the people to succeed, not even if we managed to gain complete surprise.”

      “What if we could get most of them into one place?”

      The gang leader turned her head to gaze at her subordinate. “Come again?”

      Danna responded with a thin smile. “What if we arranged things so the whole gang was drawn together for some reason? We could assault that location with everything we have and boom, game over for the Zatora organization.”

      “That’s an interesting possibility. What would make them gather like that?”

      “A funeral.” The words were flat but urgent. Clearly, her second had thought this approach through and liked it.

      She nodded slowly. “It would have to be someone high up.”

      “Grisham has three lieutenants, according to our watchers, at least one of whom we’ve seen in person at the Tavern. One is remarkably like him, the second could pass as muscle but is evidently more, and the third must be a magical, or so they say.”

      Usha sat and leaned her back against the cushions to face Danna without looking at her. “What kind?”

      “Not a Kilomea, anyway.” She laughed. “He’s humanoid with no sign of pointed ears, so I would guess a wizard.”

      “How did Grisham get a magical to work for him?”

      The woman merely shrugged again. “Who knows? Money, probably. Everyone needs money.”

      “Was he one of the two at the bar?” She frowned as she thought back.

      Her subordinate shook her head. “I don’t think so. The first one was there, though.”

      “Okay. I guess this requires more information. So, do what you can to find out what we need and we’ll see where things go.” Danna nodded. “Now, we must work on the Leblanc challenge. The Empress’s desire to turn her to our side makes the situation significantly more complicated so it would be best if we could simply kill her during one of the ritual battles.”

      “We’re ready for the next one, the four-on-four. I’ve brought in a couple of experts from out of town.”

      Usha smiled. “Excellent. But just in case, let’s get to work on the backup plan to weaken her support system. There are several people who we know are important to her. The convict, Tanyith.” She would have started with him on general principles, as he had been an irritant since the instant she’d first laid eyes on him before he’d been sent to Trevilsom prison. However, that wasn’t practical, and cool-headed rationality was what the moment required. “The dwarf who owns the bar. The kid she performs with. And the relative.”

      The other woman nodded. “If we cast a little wider, she’s been seen going into the library fairly often lately. The gnomes are most likely a connection. And, of course, her Aikido teacher. And the Draksa.” The last word came out as a snarl.

      “Certainly, the creature would provide the greatest loss, but it would be difficult to separate him from her. Plus, he’s formidable in his own right. The dwarf, too, would be devastating. But I think there’s more readily plucked fruit available that would have an outsized impact.”

      “The boy.”

      Usha smiled. “You know my thinking so well. Yes, the one she spends time with in Jackson Square. He would be an easy target as long as she wasn’t with him. It would also send a clear message that those around her are in danger because of her and that they are generally unable to protect themselves from us. Finally, it avoids getting into the level of a blood feud that harming a relative would.”

      Danna raised an eyebrow with a smirk. “We’re already at that level.”

      She chuckled. “True, true, but the girl doesn’t know it was us who sent her parents on to the next life. And there’s no need for her to, not for a while anyway—if ever. No, I think the choice is clear.”

      “When?”

      “I can’t see a reason to wait. As soon as you can do it safely. See to it personally.”

      Her second rose with a nod. “Excellent. I’ll get started on it in the morning.”

      Usha grinned. “Do you have a hot date?”

      “Not tonight.” The woman rolled her eyes. “It’s far too late for that. No, I need to get my beauty sleep. This”—she gestured to indicate herself—“doesn’t happen by itself.”

      They laughed together, and the woman exited and closed the door softly behind her. Usha lay on the couch again and decided she was too tired to bother to portal home when the furniture she was already on was so comfortable.
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        * * *

      

      Danna stepped out onto the nighttime street and decided she needed a short walk to clear her head from the drinks and the smoke and the many potential actions running amok in her mind. Keeping the overarching plans she shared with her true partner out of her thoughts while dealing with Usha was a challenge.

      Much like Caliste Leblanc and the Empress herself.

      There was still time enough for her to get home and spend a few hours with the mage before sleep would claim them both if nothing had changed since they’d last seen one another. She looked forward to the day when they would leave their double lives behind and take their rightful places among the New Atlantean elite.

      She prayed for a way to accomplish it without destroying Usha in the process. In truth, the other woman was as close as she’d ever had to a true friend, aside from the mage. They’d discussed bringing her in with them on the plan, but it was too risky. If word got out, their long game might be undermined. She hoped to invite her to join them—not as part of their household but on their property as her most trusted advisor and confidant. It was perhaps a step down for the woman and she could only pray her pride would allow her to accept it. Of course, the chances were better if the Empress fell at another’s hand, which would leave Usha disconnected from her own support system.

      Exactly like we’ll do with you, Cali. I hope you have a performance planned with your friend for this afternoon because it’ll be the last one you’ll ever have.
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      Cali sighed in exasperation as she peered at the Light Elf seated at the back of the Tavern. “Look, it’s simple. If you like Guinness and you like cider, you’ll like a snakebite. If you dislike either of those, I would highly recommend you don’t order one.”

      The patron shook his head thoughtfully and his perfectly styled long blond hair swayed in a way he no doubt thought enticing. She risked a glance at his date and the female Light Elf rolled her eyes and proclaimed, “Well, I’ll try it.”

      “Wonderful.” She managed to unclench her teeth enough to speak coherently. “Would you like to make it two?” His reply was preempted by the loud thud when the front door slammed against the wall. Every eye turned to the entrance as one of her best friends staggered through, his chest heaving and his eyes wild. She rushed over to him and pulled him to a chair at the bar. “Dasante, what’s wrong?”

      Zeb pushed a soft cider into his hand, and he drank deeply. Sweat stood out on his dark skin and his wavy black hair was in disarray. His magician’s costume of black jeans and button-down shirt wasn’t a great choice for running, clearly. Finally, he coughed, expelled a lungful of air, and seemed to draw in the ability to speak with the next inhale.

      “There was an attack…in Jackson Square. A busker was found dead in the bushes. He—” Dasante took another long drink before he finished the thought. “He looked very similar to me and he was close to my usual position. I worked with Jen and Jax on the other corner, closer to Cafe du Monde. I didn’t see what happened but heard the screaming and went to see what happened. Then, I guess I panicked.” He shook his head. “I don’t remember anything between seeing the body and opening the door here.”

      He rose on shaky legs. “I have to get back and make sure they’re okay.”

      Cali presumed he meant the other two buskers, but he might have referred to everyone in the square. His heart was at least three sizes too big. She pushed him into the chair. “No, you stay right here until you can function again and Zeb will call a ride to take you home.” The dwarf nodded and his expression signaled approval as well as agreement.

      She tossed her notepad and pen on the bar. “I, on the other hand, will go to find out who did this so I can kick their asses into the bloody ocean.”

      Where, hopefully, they’ll be eaten by a shark. Slowly.
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        * * *

      

      Side streets and rooftops provided the best route for Cali to be able to use her magic to amplify her speed without attracting notice. Letting some of the constant pressure trickle out was a good feeling and one she could get used to.

      Exactly what Emalia warned me about. But if this doesn’t call for it, I’m not sure what would.

      Fyre flew overhead and kept watch for potential ambushes since her reaction to the news would have been fairly easy to predict.

      She was positive that whatever had happened had something to do with her, at best, and was her fault, at worst. She no longer believed in coincidence, not when so many different people and groups took an active interest in her life. No, this was an attack, albeit indirectly. It was a small step from there to conclude that Dasante had been the intended target and only luck or stupidity had intervened to save him from being the one found in the bushes.

      When she reached the alley before the building that bordered the square, she paused to collect herself. Once her breathing had slowed sufficiently, she leapt from the three-story roof and used force magic to cushion her landing. She strode to the end of the narrow street, turned right on Decatur, and walked briskly toward the position she and Dasante usually called home. Fyre flew lazy circles above and sent a steady thread of assurance across the mental channel that connected them.

      Flashing lights illuminated the darkness in red and blue, and bright yellow caution tape blocked the entrance to the square. She caught a break when familiar features appeared briefly in the beam of a swung flashlight. She cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “Detective Barton.”

      The NOPD officer’s head spun toward her and revealed the neutral-cop face she had seen the other woman wear a number of times before. “Let her in,” Barton called.

      The uniformed man who manned the tape lifted it for her with a muttered, “Don’t step on any evidence, okay?”

      She didn’t waste the time to give him the snarky reply the comment deserved. I’m not an idiot. Even if I weren’t studying the field, I’ve seen at least a couple of episodes of every one of the CSI shows. She moved carefully through the markers that were seemingly placed at random around the area and arrived at Barton’s side. “How bad is it?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Murders are always bad but it’s worse when it’s someone this young who isn’t playing the game.” She’d explained that term once during a late-night chat at the Drunken Dragons. It was commonly used by gang task forces to refer to those who battled for territory and influence.

      “Can I take a look at him?” The detective didn’t ask how she knew the victim was male and merely led her to a position where she wouldn’t interfere but could see. He was utterly and unnaturally still, the dark skin at his neck stained red by a slash across it that had opened an artery. “Blood loss?” she asked.

      Barton nodded. “Most likely. We won’t know for sure until the coroner is finished with her examination, but it seems clear.” There was always the possibility that the obvious wound had been inflicted to disguise some other cause of death, but that was surely not a possibility in this case.

      “Do you have any idea why?”

      Her companion stared into her eyes before she responded. “It’s too early to tell. Maybe you have something you want to share?”

      Cali sighed. “He looks like Dasante. And I have a long list of enemies these days.” At the other woman’s gesture, she followed her to a less populated part of the square.

      The detective stopped and looked at the sky. “Wasn’t all that stuff supposed to be kept within a fairly specific set of rules?”

      She nodded. “‘Supposed to be’ seems like the right phrase. Although, as far as I know, the restrictions are only against attacking me, not those I care about.”

      “So, anyone who knows you is in danger is what you’re saying.”

      The harsh statement made her flinch but her companion wasn’t wrong. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Barton shook her head but didn’t look away. “If we discover evidence connecting this to you, I could attempt to have resources assigned to watch over some of your key supporters. I don’t think it will be easy to find, unfortunately. Plus, there’s no way to tell which of your many admirers did this as far as I can see.”

      “Let me try something.” She sat cross-legged on the night-chilled pavement. The way her magic had revealed secrets for her like the entrance to her parents’ bunker and at the house in New Atlantis had made her wonder if it could do more of that. Now seemed as good a time as any to experiment, given the lack of any other clues.

      Ignoring everything around her, Cali focused inward and first stored the cacophony of thoughts that jostled around in her brain. Once they were packed into their corners, she opened a small funnel to allow her power to flow out of her and asked it to find any hints of what had really happened. Previously, it had been able to sense other magics, and it was her hope that if magic had been involved in this killing, there would be some kind of residue she could detect.

      Behind her closed eyes, an image of the square formed in outlines like gray strokes on a black background. She turned her head slowly and the picture shifted until she looked at the corner where the body lay in lifeless repose. The lines that outlined it glowed slightly and the slash across the neck shone brighter than the rest. She narrowed her concentration onto that line in an attempt to discern what her magic tried to tell her. A chill ran across her throat along the same vector as his wound, and she was suddenly positive he’d been killed by a shard of magical ice.

      Her excitement threatened her focus, so she paused to gather her attention again until it was as thin and precise as a laser beam. A slight glimmer in the air above the body formed into a line as she probed it and connected to a splotch on the iron fence and a place on the roof of the cathedral at the opposite end. Her face twisted in confusion for a moment because the line didn’t make sense with the mark on his neck.

      Unless there was something that made him look up. A distraction, maybe, like I can do with my mental magic. Yeah, that must have been it.

      She stood and brushed her jeans off, then met Barton’s expectant eyes. “It was magical, it was ice, and it came from the top of the cathedral.”

      They both turned to peer at the structure at the far end of the square. “Why ice?” the detective asked. “Is that a clue?”

      Cali nodded. “I assume it is. It wouldn’t mean anything to someone who didn’t know Fyre’s magic is ice, but I think that’s why they chose it.”

      “So who knows that?”

      She laughed. “The Atlanteans here. The Malniets we fought when they came into the city. Anyone who saw the battle at the docks.”

      A small rueful smile creased the other woman’s face. “So that’s not particularly useful then.”

      “No, not so much.” She shook her head. “But hopefully, I’ll be able to find something up there.”

      A frown replaced the smile. “I suppose it makes sense for you to take the first look. But if there’s any actual physical evidence, do your best not to ruin it, okay? My people will climb up and work the scene once you’re done.”

      “I would never try to get in the way of you doing your job, Detective.” She grinned when Barton rolled her eyes, then jogged away before the woman could find a response.

      The small lane to the right side of St. Louis Cathedral, called Pere Antoine alley, provided enough cover for her to launch up to the sloped roof that crowned the structure. From there, she climbed the large decorative block at the front center of the building. As soon as she reached the top of it, she knew she’d found the place where the attack originated. The sightline through the trees was perfect. All that would have been required was a way to get him in there, and the options would have been plentiful if they’d managed to penetrate his mental barriers.

      Sadly, there was no actual evidence, physical or magical, to confirm who it was. She clambered to the roof and sat beside Fyre once he landed on the small flat piece that ran along the centerline of the Cathedral. “Did you see anything that might tell us who it was?”

      The Draksa shook his head. “No. Not even watchers. Apparently, it wasn’t meant as a trap, only as a way to hurt you.”

      She sighed. “They can’t beat me fairly so they go after people I care about. This changes things. It changes things completely.”

      He nodded. “No more letting enemies walk away from fights, then.” It was a statement, not a question, and held overtones of regret.

      “Right. No more Miss Nice Matriarch.” Cali shook her head. “Let’s head down and ask Barton to keep an eye on Emalia, anyway, and Dasante. Everyone else can probably take care of themselves.”

      Fyre chuckled. “I doubt your great aunt would enjoy hearing you suggest she can’t defend herself.”

      She grinned. “Oh, I know she’s up to it. But I need her to help me find out where the rest of the damn sword pieces are so I don’t want her distracted.” The mirth faded quickly. She wasn’t looking forward to what she’d have to do, but her enemies had left her no other choice.

      The best thing I can do is get this all over as fast as possible.

      Suddenly, the Draksa stiffened. “Do you smell that?”

      Cali shook her head and bolted to her feet. “No, what is it?”

      He growled, “Fire,” and launched skyward. When she saw he was flying on a trajectory to Emalia’s shop, she used a force blast to hurtle after him.
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      As she soared over the trees and the fence that separated the Square from the pathways and streets that bounded it, the first wafts of smoke became visible. The third-floor windows of the long building that bordered the southwest of the area were protected by ornamental shutters, but thin gray vapors drifted out of several of them, including those over Emalia’s shop.

      Cali landed a dozen feet away from her great aunt’s doorway and paused long enough to fling a double blast of force magic into the shutters that covered the second-floor windows. As they splintered and the glass behind them shattered inward, she hoped the woman wasn’t hurt by the shards.

      Cuts are better than dying. She sent Fyre a telepathic message to tell him to ice the flames inside while she aimed another burst of power at the front door of the fortune teller shop.

      She barreled through the opening at a run and yelled for the most important woman in her life. A crash sounded from the back and she slid to a stop as a Draksa slithered into the room from that direction. She thought it was Fyre for an instant—long enough for the creature to belch a wave of fire at her. With a muttered curse, she dove to the left and rolled, and while she impacted with the wall, she at least avoided being cooked.

      She darted to her feet and created a force shield that protected her from feet to head and wrapped halfway on either side. It intercepted the next blast, and she stalked forward against the physical pressure of the flames. The walls and ceiling were burning, and the creaking from above was alarming. She ordered Fyre to abandon the attempt to put the fire out and try to reach the stairs to the room in the rear.

      Maybe we can surround the beast and kill it, although there might not be enough time.

      Sweat coursed down her face and the back of her shirt, and she slapped her head with her free hand when the smell of burning hair reached her nostrils. The dragon lizard paused, maybe to inhale, and she had the sense that if she didn’t take decisive action in that instant, she wouldn’t have another chance. She knew her force blasts weren’t likely to deliver an instant kill, and her fire magic would be useless.

      Okay, then, so be it. She sent a second message to Fyre to tell him to get down the stairs right away or fly out immediately and broke into a run.

      The enemy Draksa began to breathe flames again as she reached him, but she was already moving out of the path. She thrust the force shield into its face and used it as a sled, vaulted onto it, and slid down the dragon lizard’s spine and tail. Before her foe could react, she slid into the back room, where Emalia peered over the small table they’d sat at so often. This now lay on its side in the corner to provide the woman the tiniest measure of cover.

      Cali pushed up, flung herself toward the table, and twisted and shouted as she blasted the support beam that ran along the division between the front room and the back with all the force magic she could muster. It cracked, and the weakened structure around it fell. She and Emalia both shouted the commands to summon overlapping shields.

      The end of the building collapsed onto them with a thunderous roar. She felt Fyre’s panic and sent him soothing feelings and the message that she and her great aunt were okay. His emotions calmed but still held simmering anger.

      Inside their bubbles, Emalia uttered a choked laugh. “You never were subtle, Caliste.”

      She shook her head helplessly and laughed for a solid minute before she regained control of herself, wiped her eyes, and wrapped the older woman in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re safe. How did you fight the Draksa off?”

      She shrugged. “It threw flames so I blocked with ice. I knew it was temporary since the building caught fire, but I didn’t see another option. I merely hoped to hold out until someone rescued me. When I tried to portal out, the spell wouldn’t finish.”

      “They planned this well. Two attacks and the second one timed to try to get me, too. They’d certainly have thought of having an ally nearby to make sure there wasn’t an easy escape.”

      “So, what now? We can’t stay in the bubble forever.”

      “We’ll try to portal again in a short while. Eventually, they’ll assume we’re dead and go away. Until then, let’s talk about finding the other sword pieces.”
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        * * *

      

      It took almost two full hours before whoever was blocking their ability to portal departed, either because they assumed they were dead or simply because they gave up. Cali led her great aunt through a portal to the Dragons, told Fyre they were safe and he should fly home to watch over Dasante, and was surprised to find Zeb still behind the bar when they climbed the stairs.

      “I assumed you’d wind up here,” he said. “Besides, there were things I needed to do.”

      She nodded and escorted her great aunt to one of the chairs, then sat beside her. Zeb handed them both ciders, bowls of stew, and what was left of that day’s bread. They ate in silence for several minutes before something occurred to her. “What do you do with the leftover bread? It’s never here the next day.”

      The dwarf laughed. “I give it to the birds, the ducks, or the squirrels. Whatever I find first.”

      Emalia smiled. “Some of the old traditions are still alive.” The girl tilted her head in query and the other woman continued. “I’ve read that it’s common on Oriceran to share the food that goes uneaten with animals. It’s part of how the different spheres of life interact and find balance. They will do less damage to crops and homes that way.”

      Cali nodded. “And the stew? Do we always finish it?”

      He shook his head. “When we have leftovers that won’t be enough or last the next day, I pack it up and take it to a homeless shelter on the east side. Waste not, want not. And if anyone needs good Karma, it’s a person who makes their living in the service industry, right?”

      She laughed. “You can say that again.” She used her final piece of bread to wipe the bowl and ate it with a happy sigh. “So, Emalia, it’s clearly not safe for you to be out and about where you can be seen right now.”

      Zeb frowned. “Why?”

      In retrospect, she had to admire his patience in not pressing the scorched and smoky women at his bar for details the moment they’d sat. “I was so busy eating, I forgot I didn’t tell you about the evening’s adventure.” She told him what had happened from start to finish, and his scowl deepened with each passing minute.

      At the end, he nodded. “Yes, it’s definitely not safe. I agree. We can set up a small bed in the basement if we need to. It’s not the fanciest of hotels but it’ll serve for a short time.”

      Cali shook her head. “Thank you for the offer. We might have to do that sometime but I have a different idea for right now. How about you relocate to New Atlantis for a while?” The way Emalia’s jaw dropped revealed that she’d surprised the woman, and she laughed. “Why not? I have a big house with no one in it at the moment. I’m sure the wards are as good as anything you’ll see here. Although…” She twisted to face Zeb. “How about you come along and examine them? Maybe it’s possible to improve or add to what’s there.”

      Her companions looked first at one another, then at her.

      Emalia said, “Okay, that’s reasonable.”

      “I’d love to,” Zeb stated cheerfully.

      She smiled. “Okay, then. Good. I can’t do much for Dasante, though. Barton probably won’t find a solid enough lead to put useful protection on him. Do you think the magical council might be willing to help?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “It wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

      The older woman nodded. “And I’ll mention it to Invel. He can argue for it at your side, Zeb.”

      Cali grinned. “Oh, you have that kind of influence with him, do you?”

      Her aunt reddened slightly. “Well, what’s the point of having a paramour if you can’t rely on them?”

      She raised a palm. “That’s enough. I don’t need to know any more. Not. Another. Word.”

      They laughed and she caught the look of concern on her boss’s face. “What now? Are you worried about being away from the Tavern?”

      He slashed his hand in a negative. “No, Janice can handle it.”

      “Ouch.”

      A smile flickered on his face but it faded quickly. “I wonder who it was. We absolutely need that answer. Emalia, did you see anything that might give us a hint?”

      The woman shrugged. “It began with fire from above, and the Draksa was the only thing I really saw, although…” She trailed off, and despite her desire to find out what was coming next, Cali managed to not interrupt. “I did see what looked like a bright red shoe.”

      Zeb asked, “A tennis shoe? Converse high tops, maybe?” Cali shot him a look, and he shrugged. “What? I’m hip.”

      Emalia chuckled. “No. It was shiny.”

      “A woman’s shoe?” the girl asked.

      “That seems reasonable.”

      “So. Since there are only three women I know of who might be after me and one of them isn’t likely to visit New Orleans, it leaves the two in charge of the Atlantean gang.”

      The dwarf nodded. “That sounds right.”

      “They can’t help themselves when it comes to cheating, I guess. It’s time for them to learn that their rule-breaking has consequences.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Her first action after downing her morning coffee was to head into the hallway to knock on Dasante’s door. She’d put wards on the landing outside the night before, but her education had included only the most basic ones. Emalia and Zeb had both promised to teach her more, but that would take time she didn’t have at the moment. Still, nothing had tripped them, which made her decision to sleep on the couch to be a few seconds closer to the door unnecessary.

      She yawned and pounded until he appeared in the doorway, looking as sleepy as she felt. “What?” His voice was thick and croaky.

      “I’m checking to make sure you’re still alive. Although, to be honest, you do resemble a zombie. You didn’t die and then un-die overnight, did you?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Zombies aren’t real, are they?”

      Cali laughed. “Not the undead ones, at least not as far as I know. I imagine you could take control of someone’s mind, though, and turn them into that kind of zombie.” She made a mental note to ask about that. She’d heard about necromancers, obviously, but would be the first to admit that her knowledge of the modern-day magical world was limited. Most of her training had been focused on teaching her about her abilities and developing those, but it made sense that she need to learn more than the basics about other things she might have to face.

      “Ugh. Gross. No, not dead or undead. Thanks for checking. I’m going back to sleep.” The last word melted under a huge yawn as he closed the door, and she laughed as she spun to return to her own apartment. The laugh died at the sight of a note attached to it. Thoughts tumbled out one after the next.

      Dammit, they know where I live. Double dammit, my wards failed. Triple dammit, I was ten feet away and didn’t sense them.

      With a sigh, she pulled the missive off the door and took it inside. Fyre must have sensed her irritation because he was at her side in an instant. She held the envelope up. “Look. A present.”

      He snorted. “Can we return it? It’s sure to be the wrong size.”

      “Oh, there’s no question of that.” She used a knife to slit the top and withdrew the paper. It had all the appropriate ritual words, but the most important ones stood out in her vision and she read them aloud. “Four vs Four, tonight at nine, Terisco Machinery.”

      “What is that?” the Draksa asked.

      She tossed the message onto the desk. “An old factory. They made components for some things and assembled others but the business was killed by robotics. It’s been closed for as long as I can remember. If this one is anything like the other factories I’ve seen videos of, it’ll make for a challenging battleground, although it probably has high ceilings.”

      Fyre stretched his neck with a smile. “That will be to our advantage.”

      “Yeah, theirs too. I bet they bring another Draksa. Or two. Hell, maybe three.”

      He shook his head. “Most Draksa won’t work together without a strong hand to guide them. So two at most with two trainers.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. We’re competitive and only tolerate each other when it’s required for survival. Otherwise, not so much.”

      She grinned. “It must make dating difficult.”

      He sat and stared lazily at her. “Are you sure you want to know the answer to that?”

      “No. Never mind.” She raised a hand quickly. “Wow, time is really flying. I’d better take a shower and we need to start getting ready.”

      The smile on his face suggested that he was laughing at her as she headed down the hallway to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      A text to Tanyith resulted in a meeting in her hidden bunker a couple of hours before the battle. Cali had spent the time between meditating, resting, and drinking some of the replenishing tea Emalia had insisted she use every day. Her great aunt was safely ensconced in an expensive hotel, courtesy of Invel and the council, until she could take her to New Atlantis and stay for a few days while she acclimated.

      She was seated cross-legged on the floor when the portal opened and Tanyith stepped through. He looked at her, gestured at the magical sticks in her hands, and asked, “Are you practicing drums?”

      “No.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m trying to convince them to become pointy. It’s not going well.”

      “Why?”

      When she’d stopped briefly at the Tavern, Zeb had mentioned that Tanyith had come in for a while and that he’d shared the news about Dasante and Emalia with him. “If I’d had something sharp to stab the Draksa with, I might not have had to collapse the building on top of us.”

      Fyre snorted. “And he would have cooked you when you tried to repeat it.”

      She sighed. “That’s a fair point, but it would still be useful.” In truth, she was killing time and doing her best to keep her mind occupied instead of thinking about the battle to come. Tanyith peered around with a confused look on his face, so she shared the bad news. “I’ve decided not to bring a fourth today. We’ll be outnumbered.”

      He walked to the nearest wall, put his back against it, and slid into a seated position. “Couldn’t you find anyone to join us? I’m surprised there isn’t a line of volunteers down the street.” His voice was sarcastic but warm.

      Cali nodded. “Right? The truth is, many people are willing to help, but it feels wrong to put them in harm’s way. Emalia? Definitely not. Sensei Ikehara? Maybe, in a pinch, but to send him against magicals without a special weapon he can use to fight them seems like a really bad idea. And Zeb? Well…” She shook her head. “I won’t be the one to inspire him to break his vow. He wants to stay retired and I won’t try to convince him otherwise.”

      He grinned. “I could try to convince him.”

      The Draksa barked a laugh and she said “No. I won’t ask. I can’t. He’s done enough for me already. And, before you say it, yes. Scoppic would probably help, but no, I won’t ask the gnome to fight alongside us either.”

      Tanyith raised his hands and let them fall. “There goes my last good idea.”

      She smiled. “We’re up to it. We can handle them.” Especially now that they’ve taken away any excuse for holding back by attacking my friends and my family. “We’ll simply have to be faster and smarter than we have been. And on that note, Invel sent a care package with some useful items.” She leaned to her left, retrieved the metal box from where it rested on a nearby table, and flipped the lid open.

      First, she held up a glass vial that contained a shimmering silver liquid that reminded her of the mercury she’d seen on a tv science show experiment. “This is a potent magical sleep poison. He said it’s inert until it touches blood, then it activates. It should take only a minute or two to bring down a normal-sized being.” She feinted like she intended to toss the bottle and laughed at the way he flinched. “It’s probably best to anoint your Sai before we go and leave the rest here.”

      He nodded. “That’s a good plan. Too bad you don’t have a pointy weapon.”

      “Shut it.” She scowled. “Next up are these.” She pulled four small transparent spheres from the box, which looked like they were filled with different colors of glitter—red, green, blue, and yellow. Each was about the size and weight of a golf ball. “They have to be thrown hard and will—and I quote—‘provide a distraction.’ He didn’t explain exactly what that meant.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring. Roll me the blue and yellow ones.” She complied and he rotated them in a single hand. “Those are both good. Do you have any other fun stuff in there?”

      She nodded. “One more thing.” She withdrew another two transparent spheres filled with something resembling tiny sparkling shards of diamonds. “Apparently, these will make a Draksa’s life especially unhappy. It’s essentially broken glass but magical and hard enough to get through the scales on their feet.”

      “Keep those things far away from me,” Fyre commented. “I like my scales the way they are.”

      Cali nodded. “I’d call this a last resort if we’re attacked by an enemy Draksa and have nothing else to defend ourselves with. It’s certainly not something to use at the beginning.” She rolled one to Tanyith and checked her watch. “We have about half an hour left if we want to be there on time. So yeah, we’d better get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      The lockers surrendered additional utility straps that they configured to add the spheres to their uniforms. Tanyith attached them to the front of his weapons belt near his hips. Cali added a gleaming black leather belt specifically to hold hers. They’d discarded the patches that hid the Leblanc seal, and the outfits looked even more martial than they had before.

      “Did you find more of these at the house in New Atlantis?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, but I haven’t explored all the rooms or any of the outbuildings. I plan to finish when I take Emalia there.”

      He chuckled. “Jenkins will be beside himself with happiness to have a full-time occupant. But I wonder if they weren’t produced there, who made them? It’d be interesting to find out if there’s someone who does that kind of thing here. Because I won’t lie, we’ll need every edge we can get, especially if we plan to keep fighting outnumbered.”

      There was no reluctance in his voice but as much as she feared the answer, she had to check. “You know, you can bail if you want to. Fyre’s stuck with me. You’re not.”

      “Hell no. I’m with you to the end. Besides, I still need your help to find that damnable bastard Aiden Walsh.”

      “Maybe you should give that up.”

      He smiled. “Maybe you should give this up.”

      “No chance.”

      “Well, then. How could I do less?”

      She laughed. “You’re a moron, you know that?”

      His nod was accompanied by a wide grin. “It’s been said by others with far more extensive first-hand knowledge than you.”

      “I guess knowing it is half the battle.”

      “You’re stalling.”

      Cali sighed. “Yeah, I suppose I am. Final check. Do you see any problems?” She spread her arms wide and turned in a circle.

      “Nope. How about me?” He repeated the process and she also detected nothing amiss.

      “Fyre? Are you ready?”

      He rose from where he’d sprawled near one wall, stretched like a cat, and raised his rear end high in the air before he walked his paws back to stand properly. “I’ve been ready for hours. Let’s go show these jerks they don’t mess with our people.”

      She nodded resolutely. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The portal Tanyith had set up earlier in the day deposited them in front of the factory. Other industrial buildings surrounded it on all sides, mostly abandoned except for a single shipping company that was apparently still in business to judge by the bright blue truck that almost ran them over.

      “Maybe position the portal a little farther from the street next time, hmm?” Cali quipped. He gave her a cartoonish scowl and gestured ahead. Large double doors with a broken chain hanging from one handle stood before them. She straightened her back and rolled her neck until a loud crack sounded. “All right. Let’s go see what idiots they’ve brought to fight against us.”

      In her mind, she added, Please, let it be the wench in the red shoes.

      Danna Cudon was there, but she wasn’t at floor level. A catwalk ran across the outer perimeter of the building about halfway up its three-story height, and several cross pieces connected one side to the other. An audience had found vantage points along them and looked a little smaller than the previous times. Cali shouted, “Your people seem to be losing interest in this. Do you want to call it a day?”

      The Atlantean leader laughed. “No, we’re good, thanks.” She looked as if she’d dressed to impress with perfect hair and an almost funereal black suit offset by a scarlet shirt, tie, and shoes. “Would you like to forfeit? I can offer you a quick death.”

      “Hard pass.” She whispered to Tanyith, “It was worth a shot, right?”

      He nodded. “They’re not smart enough to give up. But I’ve gotta say, I’m not a fan of this setup.”

      She couldn’t have agreed more. Heavy pieces of equipment cluttered the area, arranged in no obvious pattern. Keeping an enemy at range would be difficult. The high ceiling offered an opportunity to anyone able to fly, and it would be too hopeful to believe the other side hadn’t selected at least one airborne fighter.

      Cudon interrupted her train of thought as she called, “I only see three of you. The note was clear that this was a four-on-four battle.” An expression of false shock and concern appeared on her face. “Don’t tell me you’ve run out of allies already, Caliste. Surely you have more than two beings left on this planet who care for you.” She finished with a wide grin.

      Well, that’s a big clue about who attacked Emalia and tried to kill Dasante. She didn’t imagine the woman had accomplished both on her own but she had almost certainly been involved since taunting her about it brought her such pleasure.

      “Not at all,” she replied. “Based on the previous fights, we calculated that we’re worth at least six of yours. It seemed unfair to bring more.”

      The other woman’s laugh sounded forced. “Your overconfidence will prove to be your undoing. Are you prepared?”

      Cali frowned. Won’t we see our opponents before the fight starts? I guess that might not be a rule. She turned to Tanyith, who nodded and then to Fyre, who growled eagerly. Aggression and confidence flowed to her over their mental connection. All righty then. “Let’s do it, wench.”

      The grin that she so desperately wanted to slap off Cudon’s face appeared again. “Let the battle commence,” she shouted, and two roars echoed in response. The first was from the crowd above, who punctuated the yell by stamping their feet on the metal catwalks. That wasn’t worrisome.

      The second, though, emanated from floor level and sounded like a seriously ticked off lion—if lions were the size of elephants. She shook her head. “It’s always an adventure with these scumbags. Split up, stay safe, and use magic from the start. Maybe that will give us a momentary benefit of surprise, anyway.”

      They nodded and Tanyith eased to the left while Fyre took to the air. She moved right under the cover of machinery, thankful for once that she wasn’t model-tall.
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        * * *

      

      The Draksa soared over the factory floor and searched for the four opponents that were doubtless already in position to attack his teammates.

      Not if I have anything to say about it. He located the enormous creature that had emitted the roar and growled deep in the back of his throat. His turn in that direction was cut off by the sudden appearance of another Draksa that arrowed up from directly below. It was bigger than him, and the light glinted off its fully metallic scales to mark it as male. They were pure ebony except at the pointed tips, where a slightly lighter outline resembled an arrow pointing back along its body.

      He rolled to evade the slashing claws of his foe, only to discover that the attack had been calculated to force him into the handler’s line of fire. A burst of lightning streaked from floor level and wreathed him in pinpoints of agony. He folded his wings and dropped to land hard but mostly uninjured. His scales would stand up to almost any harm for at least a brief period.

      Entirely focused, he considered the angles and scurried to where the one who’d attacked him had been. His gaze moved constantly, alert to any warning that the other Draksa attacked again.

      Speed will be everything in this fight. Fortunately, I’m the fastest being I know.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tanyith crept carefully from cover to cover and searched for any sign of motion or of an opponent. Verbal abuse rained from above but seemed to all be general insults rather than anything specific that might be a cause to claim cheating.

      As if they haven’t cheated at every turn. Anger surged through him, and he shook his head to clear it. Since the trip to New Atlantis, he’d found his patience seemed to wear out rapidly. It was doubtless because he vehemently disliked being obligated to the Malniets. That, plus the ache in his back that even sips of healing potion didn’t seem to banish, kept him cranky.

      And now, I need someone to take it out on. A thin grin stretched his lips when he saw the tip of a boot protrude from behind a piece of equipment ahead and to the left. He focused his attention on his magic, drew it forth, and held it, increasing the pressure with each passing second. I gotta go as far as I can for this to work. Finally, when he could no longer restrain the growing power, he threw it forward.

      The force blast pounded into the huge machine. With a squeal of broken fasteners and sliding metal, the object slid along the floor and away from him but failed to topple as he’d hoped.

      Damn it, I should have hit higher. A figure sprawled in the open space beside it but rolled out of sight too quickly for his follow-up force bolts to intercept. The microphone pinned to his uniform collar carried his voice to the flesh-colored earpiece Cali wore. “I found one, probably an enforcer. I’ll take care of him.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. “Got it. No contact here yet, although it feels like Fyre is fighting.” The microphones and earpieces were part of a set of four she’d found among the spy gear.

      Four. Mom, Dad, Atreo, and I. She closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment of regret for what could have been, then jerked her attention to the present. A blur above had caught her notice moments before and she attributed it to the flying creature she’d expected. The emotions from her dragon lizard partner were the same as when he’d faced another Draksa, so she presumed that was what it was. A familiar crackle suggested its breath attack was electricity.

      She hated being on the receiving end of lightning. It burned, cut, and plain hurt. For all those reasons, she looked forward to adding the magic to her offensive arsenal to give her foes a taste of their own medicine. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of a thin passage between two pieces of high equipment ahead. It blocked her view and would leave her vulnerable while she went through.

      Decisions, decisions.

      Before she got too swept up in her internal debate to go through or around, she decided to go over. She used a blast of force magic to vault the pieces and remained alert for the enemy Draksa. She didn’t see it but she did notice the flying net as it hurtled toward her. Lightning licked along the mesh, and she realized instantly that it wasn’t rope with electricity on it but a web formed of the electrical magic itself.

      She battered it with a burst of force to send it off course and had a moment of satisfaction before another roar sounded, this one from much closer than before. Her gaze snapped down when a giant form knocked aside pieces of equipment as it closed on the position she had chosen for her landing.

      Holy hell. How did a crab get so damned huge?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fyre broke out into the open and located the enemy handler, who magically retrieved a lightning net from the air. She was clad in what looked like plates made of shell over a layer of leather. The brown base and beige pieces complemented one another and her light hair was braided in a single strand that fell to the middle of her back. He grinned at the woman’s distraction and took a deep breath as he performed his quiet serpentine slither to close the distance. When he was close enough, he directed a blast of frost at her.

      The other Draksa intercepted his attack with a barrage of lightning that suffused and melted his magical assault, which resulted in its handler suffering nothing more than a cold, soaking shower. He launched another blast of frost, this time at the other dragon lizard, but again, their magics met and were rendered ineffective.

      Claws and teeth, then.

      He drove forward on the assumption that his foe would expect a less direct approach. When the other Draksa lowered its head to protect its vulnerable neck and eyes, Fyre leapt over it, scraped his claws down its back, and landed in a sprint toward the handler.

      His airborne opponent bellowed and thrashed, and its thick tail slapped him into the air. It was a short flight that ended with a loud impact against a heavy piece of manufacturing gear. He landed hard, momentarily dazed, and when his senses returned, both the Draksa and its partner closed on him. The latter swung the net in one hand and grasped a trident poised to throw in the other.
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        * * *

      

      As she landed and frantically avoided the snapping claws, Cali yelled, “Guys, it’s a giant crab and its pincers look really damn sharp. Other than summoning an immense hammer, how do I defeat this thing?”

      The connection with Fyre was filled with battle emotions, so she couldn’t get a read on his response. Tanyith merely laughed. “Giant leg-cracker thingy, maybe?” He sounded out of breath and gave a small yelp. “I’m gonna have to get back to you.”

      She ducked and rolled under another swipe of the beast’s front appendages and fired a force bolt that struck it squarely in the face, hoping there were eyes in there that she might damage. It didn’t seem to be affected in the least, so she tried flames instead—the largest cone she could summon targeted the same place. Aside from turning its rainbow-hued shell a slightly brighter shade, that also failed to accomplish anything notable.

      The beast scuttled ahead and eight turquoise legs propelled it forward while the two that ended in sharp black tips reached for her. She shook her head.

      I’ll never be able to watch the Little Mermaid again. Things from Under the Sea should bloody well stay there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith closed on the Atlantean enforcer, who had found his feet by the time he located him again. The man wore the crab-inspired armor he’d encountered on a previous opponent, but his wasn’t in natural shades. Instead, the hard shell was painted with images of combat. He frowned. “Before we try to kill each other, what’s up with the pictures?”

      His foe grinned and spun the long spear at his side from its attack position to vertical and thumped the blunt bottom against the ground. “Each is a battle I have fought and won. I come from a family of warriors, and someday in the distant future, my armor shall join theirs to tell of our legacy.”

      “You seem…uh, fairly accomplished.”

      The man nodded and the portion of his face visible beneath the half-helm that covered the upper part revealed a smile. “Indeed. Soon, I’ll enter the trials to become one of the Empress’s personal guards.” He said the words with deep reverence, whether for the battles to come or the potential for serving the monarch, Tanyith had no idea.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Your loss today will certainly be a black mark on your record. You could leave, though. That wouldn’t count as a defeat, merely an intelligent decision.”

      The enforcer laughed. “Enough conversation. I must kill you quickly so I can engage the others before my inferiors dispatch them.” He lowered the spear and advanced, looking as if being struck by the giant piece of machinery earlier hadn’t affected him at all.

      Damn it. He drew his Sai and charged to meet him, hoping a surprise speed attack might get past the man’s defenses. One cut, that’s all I need to knock him out. He was forced onto the defensive as the enforcer used the length of his weapon and stabbed it forward on the line of his approach. Tanyith swung his right-hand weapon up and out, caught the metal point in the guard, and moved it away. He couldn’t get close enough to attack and still control the weapon, though, and when he released the spear to lunge ahead, his foe pivoted and smacked him with the shaft.

      The blow caught his shoulder and knocked him aside. The short wind-up lacked enough force to do any damage but delivered enough to provide his opponent a moment to get outside his daggers’ range again. He considered hurling his weapons in the hope that he might achieve a lucky hit, but they weren’t balanced for throwing and he hadn’t really been all that lucky of late.

      He set his feet and waited for the man’s next attack.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre charged the enemy Draksa in the hope that the assault would keep the handler from launching the trident. Casting the net would require her to twist awkwardly across her body, which would compromise the aim. That part of the plan worked, but he received a full blast of electricity from his winged counterpart. He growled through the pain as he twisted his head to breathe ice over the woman, but she dove aside to avoid the attack.

      A claw raked along his side and sliced through several scales before he could take to the air to escape it. As he flapped his wings to gain altitude, he exhaled another cone of frost at the enemy Draksa, who defended with his own breath weapon. The lightning net spiraled in and Fyre plummeted in a shallow dive to avoid it. The evasion made him lose sight of his foes but revealed the giant creature menacing Cali.

      He coated it with frost, but while its shell immediately became rimmed with ice, it didn’t appear to hinder the beast. The crab continued to close on her as he circled, but his attention was ripped away by another flurry of lightning from the enemy Draksa that passed under his extended wing. The dire need to end his own battle to assist with the creature was a sudden and powerful pressure, but he pushed the worry aside.

      I can’t afford to be distracted, not against two.

      They had obviously trained together, as his effort to dodge a lightning blast from below put him in the path of one from the other dragon lizard that scorched the scales on his belly. Even though his body would repair them quickly, the successive attacks risked a strike against them while they were weak, which would probably be fatal in this kind of fight. Outdoors, he would simply work to draw them away from one another, but there wasn’t enough room for that to be an option in the current battle.

      Only a single solution offered a reasonable chance of success, and even though he didn’t like the idea, his body already shifted to make the attempt before the logical part of his mind could override the plan.
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        * * *

      

      Cali summoned her sticks and raced toward the crab, dodged between the grasping claws, and drove her weapons into where she thought its face should be. The flesh there gave a little, more than a shell would have, but the beast seemed not to care. It scuttled far faster than she would have believed possible and snapped at her from both sides. She vaulted upward on a force blast and landed six feet away from her opponent, but it had already resumed its attack.

      Damn it, how am I supposed to get through that shell? Maybe I can crush the bastard with something?

      She turned and sprinted through a slalom of equipment, hoping to buy time. The sound of crashing metal behind her confirmed that the crab pursued. She trickled power into her muscles, heart, and lungs to increase her speed to remain ahead of her foe. The sight of the jeering audience overhead triggered the idea of dropping a catwalk or three on the creature, but she rejected it as potentially ineffective and definitely outside her comfort range. Killing someone who tried to kill her was one thing. She didn’t like it but she’d do it if required. To simply kill the other gang members while they watched wasn’t an option.

      A single image stood out among them—the grinning face of Danna Cudon. Okay, maybe she could make an exception for her. She slid to cross under the center portion of a large piece of equipment and emerged facing in the other direction. The crab grasped the multi-ton metal machine and ripped it from the floor. In the instant the machinery was held high, she assaulted it with a full-strength burst of force and hurled it out of the creature’s hold to land on its shell. The machine bounced and tumbled off the side, and the giant crustacean stopped in its tracks.

      Go down, you bastard.

      Cali’s moment of hope was brief as the beast scuttled toward her with another deafening roar and forced her to run again. Since when, she wondered desperately, did damn crabs roar?
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        * * *

      

      Fyre accepted the lightning blast the handler fired from her trident and wondered idly if the magic came from the weapon or was channeled through it. The attack scoured his side, penetrated a weakened scale, and stabbed into his flesh. He locked his jaw against the pain and knew it was a small precursor to a larger portion to come.

      He tucked his wings to send him into a dive and his momentum careened him into the enemy Draksa, who twisted in the air to meet him belly to belly. His foe’s claws ripped at him, dislodged a few scales, and tore others free. The continued assault slashed into his flesh and he screamed in fury. But, he reminded himself grimly, he would only have to endure the attack for a couple of moments more.

      A shout from below signaled the handler’s recognition of her danger, but their velocity made it too late. Fyre thrust his adversary into her as she tried to evade, and the speed with which they collided drove her into the concrete floor beneath them with enough force to kill her. He tumbled away from his enemy, scrambled to avoid a follow-up attack, and trailed scarlet blood. His foe uttered a keening wail at the loss of its partner, and although they were enemies, he felt deep sympathy for the creature. He couldn’t imagine losing Cali and wouldn’t even allow his thoughts to travel in that direction.

      When the enemy Draksa raised its gaze to him, he saw what that level of anguish looked like. Its eyes held no sanity and only pain. With a growl punctuating each step, the mad dragon lizard stalked closer.
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        * * *

      

      Cali cut to her left to avoid leading the giant creature toward where Tanyith had gone. A flood of satisfaction from Fyre had been followed by a surge of concern, and a matching emotion coursed through her on his behalf.

      “Stay safe, buddy,” she sent and said, “This stupid crab shell is impenetrable.” No reply came, and she decided that where before she thought she probably hated the factory as a battlefield, she was now certain of it.

      She emerged in an empty space that looked like it might have been a loading dock or storage area to judge by the large garage doors on the walls. The crustacean bulldozed through a moment later and she turned to face it and launched cones of flame from each hand, the ineffective Escrima sticks in their bracelet form again. The beast walked through the fire, seemingly unconcerned. She growled a curse, followed by a shouted, “What is it with you? Go away, stupid beast.”

      The monster responded with a swipe of its claw that she dropped prone to avoid, only to have the other one descend at incredible speed. She rolled to dodge it and stopped abruptly when the first appeared in her path. They started to sweep in as she scrambled to her feet and used a force blast to elevate above the appendages.

      Unfortunately, her enemy had seen that trick already. With a skitter and a swipe of its claw, it intercepted and redirected her flight to catapult her into the wall. Her hastily summoned cocoon shield absorbed part of the initial impact but less of her fall. She groaned around the pain that flooded through her chest and the agony of the leg that had broken when she’d landed with the limb twisted beneath her. Her fingers scrabbled at her thigh pouch and retrieved a healing potion. She popped the top, drained the vial in a single motion, and scrambled away on her hands and knees. The forced movement of the only partially restored leg dragged a scream from deep in her chest.

      Cali summoned a wall of flame to block her adversary’s view of her and crawled to the cover of nearby equipment. Hopefully, she could finish her recovery before it plowed through the obstacles and found her.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith darted in again, slapped the spear aside, and flicked his blade at the man’s face. Exactly as he’d done the previous two times, the enforcer pulled his head back and out of the way, which caused the drug-coated Sai to miss. This time, though, his enemy didn’t disengage but stepped forward to bring his helmet down in a violent head butt.

      He dropped to the ground to avoid the attack, his balance insufficient to dodge to either side. His foe whipped the spear around his head and drove it down, and Tanyith pushed himself back and spread his legs wide. The point stabbed into the concrete floor an inch from his right knee, and he rolled into a backward somersault while his enemy wrenched it free.

      The most annoying part of the fight wasn’t the man’s greater reach, although he didn’t particularly enjoy that. Nor was it the armor that had turned aside several attempts to pierce it, which was also frustrating. No, the truly infuriating thing was the confident grin that never left his face, as if he was no threat at all and merely an inconvenience.

      Thankfully, the man irritated him enough to increase his determination to defeat him. He tossed one Sai in the air, fired a force burst at his adversary’s legs, and caught the blade on the way down. His foe conjured a shield to block and shook his head. “Please. If that’s the best you can do, you should simply lie down. I’ll make it quick.”

      “You should lie down,” he muttered and repeated the process with both hands. The enforcer shifted the shield to intercept one and leaned out of the way of the other, which allowed the attack to pass unimpeded, slam into a piece of machinery behind him, and shatter the plastic case with a loud crack.

      That gave him an idea, and he smiled as he caught the hilts of the drugged blades cleanly.

      Okay, pal. It’s time to fight dirty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The potion finished its work and Cali groaned with relief as her broken bones mended and wounded flesh healed. She took the energy draught from her thigh pouch and downed the thick liquid. Her swallows matched cadence with the wrenching of metal from where she’d last seen the crab, and it was only a moment more before the monster thrust the heavy equipment out of the way to clear a path to her.

      “Okay, shell-face. It’s time to get serious.” While she’d been reluctant to put Invel’s gifts to use unnecessarily, there was no question that she needed to try something different. She lowered her right hand, retrieved the two distractions on her belt, and performed her best baseball pitch to lob the initial one at the crab’s apparently eyeless face and the other at its feet a moment later.

      The first struck and exploded into a fine mist that appeared to stick to the surface of the beast. It made a sound resembling a sneeze and shook violently, and she would have sworn the creature seemed confused. The second globe struck and a wall of glitter rose into the air and sparkled brilliantly to create another sight-blocking barrier between her and her target. She sprinted to her right, hoping to circle and attack from the rear while it was otherwise occupied. Another sneeze came from the opposite side of the sparkling curtain.

      Interesting choices, Invel. Something tells me your background isn’t strategy and tactics, though.

      She crept through the maze of equipment and smiled when she found herself directly behind the beast as it poked the glimmering wall tentatively with its claws. She drew on her magic and channeled it into her fists for what she hoped would be the strongest human crab-mallet ever.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre had never seen one of his kind move so fast. He darted to the side and rolled as the enemy Draksa plowed through the space he’d occupied and snapped and growled in fury when it missed. The creature had clearly been driven beyond comprehension by the death of its handler and was now far more dangerous because of the loss.

      He vaulted and flapped his wings to dodge his foe’s next attack, a wicked blast of lightning that followed a sliding, scrambling turn. The dragon lizard had abandoned any sense of defensive self-preservation, but its furious attacks left little opening for a counter assault. Fyre dove and swooped among the broken equipment as his opponent raced after him, then looped up and over a catwalk in the vague hope that the audience might feel itself at risk and intervene. Instead, they cheered his foe and simply ducked to avoid its claws as it sped past.

      Conscious of the blind rage that drove his adversary, he hurtled toward the far wall, descended to increase his speed, and pulled up to barrel-roll and engage his enemy. The other Draksa was much closer than he’d expected, and they traded long scratches that drew blood from each other. Their matching angry bellows echoed off the metal walls of the facility. They both halted their momentum with a rapid beating of wings and turned to face one another again. His breath weapon emerged an instant before his foe’s, and they collided to create a rain shower that covered a third of the factory floor.

      Fyre searched for an option, something in the environment to use against his enemy, but found nothing. He dove and spun and pushed himself to top speed to gain distance from the other Draksa. He flashed over Cali, who fought a giant crab, and he growled in frustration.

      She needs my help, which means this jerk has to go.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith whipped one of Invel’s globes from his belt and hoped fervently that the distraction would be useful against the smug enforcer. It connected with the man’s knee and exploded in a cloud of blue metallic confetti that saturated the air around him. The sight inspired a second diversion, and he lobbed the sphere filled with crystal shards in a gentle arc at his foe. A force blast followed immediately to shatter the container and propel the sharp pieces into the man’s face.

      The Atlantean recoiled with a shout of pain as the tiny shrapnel pierced his flesh, then growled and surged into an attack, leading with the spear.

      You bastard. You’re not so smug anymore, are you? His previously handsome visage was now a mess of torn and bleeding skin. Tanyith had hoped his eyes might be vulnerable but naturally, his enemy was too smart for that and his half-helm protected them. But both of those attacks were only preludes to the real one and intended only as a distraction from his true plan.

      He reached out with his magic and took hold of the pieces broken off nearby machines as they battled. There were a number of them, from baseball-sized to barely more than dust, and he hurled all of them at his opponent from two directions at once. The projectiles battered him and drew curses and snarls as he raised his arms to protect himself and spun the spear to deflect a particularly large chunk.

      The attempt to defend himself created a momentary opening, which was all Tanyith needed to slash his blade across the side of the man’s neck. He could have made a deep cut but he pulled the blow at the last moment and backpedaled. The enforcer spun in a rage but managed only two steps before he dropped to one knee with a look of confusion on his ravaged face. He remained vertical for several seconds before unconsciousness toppled him into a motionless heap.

      He snatched the spear up in case the man woke before the fight was over—he really did not want to deal with the weapon in his hands again—and ran to where crashes, bangs, and yells marked the place where his partner was fighting. He could hear her muttering over the comm, and answered, “I’m on my way. Hang in there.”
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        * * *

      

      When the power had built fully, Cali raised both her fists high and brought them down while she imagined a mammoth hammer striking the crab. The beast fell beneath the impact, and she had a moment of hope before it staggered upright again. She shouted insults in a fury and looked around her for something to use against the seemingly impenetrable shell. At this point, she almost believed that pulling the catwalks down seemed like the only viable option and had already begun to consider how best to do so when Tanyith appeared in the corner of her vision.

      That was good, but what was better was the spear in his hand. “Give me that,” she said and he tossed it toward her. She twisted, caught it, and spun the weapon. Its balance was perfect, which made it no more difficult to handle than the jo staff her sticks combined to create.

      And this one is pointy. She whipped her head back to get strands of hair out of her face and grinned at the monster. “Okay, you bastard. Zeb’s gonna have crabmeat in the stew tomorrow.”

      She poured magic into her muscles and organs and surged forward to see what her new weapon could accomplish against the oversized seafood dinner that once again snapped its claws at her.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre saw the narrow lane between the equipment and knew he could make it with only a little luck. He dove toward the floor, pulled up an instant before impact, and made a sharp left turn. Lightning from his pursuer struck the wall of equipment to the right and shattered one large piece into several smaller ones that pinwheeled in every direction. A chunk caught him a glancing blow but he barely noticed it as he curved into the open area he’d aimed for.

      The lane stretched in front of him but navigating it would require all his flying and evasive abilities. His wings flapped furiously to gain as much speed as he could before the available space narrowed. He swooped low and twisted to the right, then had to swing to the left to pass between a broken piece on the floor and a tall beam that crossed the path. A furious growl behind him as he gained distance indicated that the bigger Draksa proved to be a less proficient flyer.

      Yes, this will work.

      He saw the giant crab to his right as he rocketed past but had no attention to spare. The thoughts from Cali were all aggressive, so he was confident that she wasn’t in imminent danger. His all-out speed brought the moment he’d waited for much quicker than expected. He pulled up to avoid the wall, careened through a square of hanging beams, and twisted to let his momentum carry him toward the ceiling. At the perfect moment, he exhaled his frost breath—not at the Draksa but at the girders to spread a barrier across between them. His pursuer pounded into the ice without slowing and although the impact didn’t stop him, it did kill his forward progress.

      From there, the rest was simple. Fyre dove and latched on to the other Draksa to drive him into the floor below with all the power he possessed. The impact crushed the vital organs and his adversary didn’t even twitch once he released him. Satisfied, he launched into flight to help his friends.
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        * * *

      

      Cali spun the spear as she ran a circle around the crab and her magical speed kept her safely ahead of its wickedly barbed claws. She was testing the beast to see how well it could track her while she gained momentum for the next part of her plan. When she thought she had learned its movements, she gave her legs an extra burst of power and jumped. She landed on the side of its shell and slipped, then caught her balance and leapt again, aiming for its front.

      Her feet found purchase, and she channeled all her magically enhanced strength and the power of her momentum into a downward thrust of the spear. The weapon penetrated the shell and stabbed deep into the creature, which bucked under her feet. Tanyith landed beside her and fired lightning into the open wound as she yanked the blade free. She vaulted off and its thrashing limbs forced her to use the weapon to block as she repositioned. “Tanyith, get down here,” she called. “I need your help.”

      He complied and she asked, “Can you fling that monster into the air?” He frowned but nodded and she grinned. She’d seen the Draksa circling above and the sight had inspired a plan. “Trust me. Fyre, when it comes up, you hammer the bastard down again. On three.” She counted, poured magic into her body, then dashed forward as she announced the final number. The creature rose about five feet as Tanyith achieved something that probably wouldn’t have worked if the beast hadn’t already been focused on the agony from the wound on its back. Her speed took her all the way across the gap while it was in the air with no problem.

      She spun to watch as Fyre came down hard on the crab. She’d left the spear positioned below it with the point up and wedged at the shell’s lowest point. The Draksa drove the monster onto the weapon and the enormous crustacean shrieked, thrashed, and collapsed to twitch and writhe for a few moments.

      Cali looked at the Atlantean leader. “Get down here, witch. Let’s chat.”

      It took a minute or so for Danna Cudon to make her way to the floor from the catwalk, and by the time she appeared, the condescending smile was on her face again. “Well done, Caliste. You continue to prove to be a worthy enemy.” She raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps you’d consider giving up your opposition to us and joining our effort instead? We only desire the best for magicals in New Orleans. You could be a part of making that happen.”

      She shook her head. “Stop talking. I get a request, remember?”

      The Atlantean laughed. “Is that your boon? That I stop talking?”

      “Ha, ha, ha. No. Here’s what I want. From here on out, my friend Dasante is off-limits to you, as are any humans I associate with. This garbage is between us. Got it?”

      “That’s a big ask.”

      She shrugged. “I defeated your four with my three. I’m sure that counts for something in the convoluted rules.” Her voice lowered into something close to a growl. “And maybe consider it less a reward for my victory than a way to avoid having me hunt and kill each of you individually for messing with my friends.”

      The enemy leader clucked her tongue. “Look at you, protecting the fragile humans. You are truly a caring soul. For now.” Her tone suggested it wouldn’t last.

      “Do we have a deal?”

      Cudon nodded. “Accepted. We won’t target your precious human pets. We can’t speak for the Zatoras or the Malniets, of course, or anyone not in our gang.”

      Cali ground her teeth at the unsubtle hint. “If I trace anything to you, rituals be damned, I’ll take your organization apart. Beginning with you, fire-starter.” The other woman’s grin was all the confirmation she needed. “Now, get your people out of here.”

      It was petty, perhaps, but she watched with her arms folded while the Atlanteans departed to ensure that they remembered they had left at her command because they’d lost. Fyre stood on her left and Tanyith on her right to oversee the procession in silence. When they were alone again, the Draksa snorted. “They won’t behave. Nice try, though.”

      She nodded. “It wasn’t about making them behave. It was about being able to force the Empress to turn against them—or at least leave them unsupported if they break the rules.”

      Her partner shook his head. “When they break the rules.”

      “Yeah. Tell your girlfriend to be careful and to keep an eye on Sienna and anyone else important to you. I’m reasonably sure Dasante’s safe but beyond that, I won’t count on anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Shenni, Empress of New Atlantis, resisted the urge to scream at the woman who knelt at the bottom of the stairs leading to the dais her throne stood on. The formality of Usha’s reception—rather than a conversation in her private office—would be signal enough of her displeasure. Her elite guards were positioned to either side of her subordinate, an obvious threat and additional message.

      Her robes of state were another indication that the leader of the Atlantean gang in New Orleans had transgressed. She wore the scarlet undergarment that reached her chin and required her to lean forward to look down. It gave her a haughty and dismissive demeanor that was exacerbated by the deep-blue top layer, which was dark and foreboding and long enough to trail behind her when she walked. They were the kind of impractical items that communicated one’s ability to have others take action on their behalf.

      The report of the failed assault on Caliste Leblanc’s friend was bad. Discovering that the child’s only known relative had also been attacked was worse. And the fact that the matriarch of House Leblanc had won another ritual battle while voluntarily outnumbered rose to the level of insult.

      Doubtless as the little witch intended.

      Usha had accepted full responsibility for the actions of her subordinates in each of the matters, but the Empress knew one could only work with what one had. It was the ultimate limitation on power, the need to rely on others. She had researchers working on that problem from multiple angles but so far had not found a viable solution.

      She kept her face impassive and decided that the woman needed to pass a few more minutes in silent submission to ensure the weight of her disapproval was properly communicated. Her seneschal was nearby, as always, and she flicked her gaze to the left to meet Gwyn’s. She activated the telepathic connection between them and sent, “She seems truly regretful.”

      The other woman’s head dipped in a slight nod before she schooled herself into immobility while she responded in thought. “Indeed, Empress. Usha has never given any indication that she feels anything other than complete love and dedication toward you. The failures of those she leads are unfortunate, as was the failure of the enforcer you sent.”

      “The child is proving to be more of a challenge than expected.”

      Gwyn’s pale lips twisted in a hint of a smile. “The same could be said of House Leblanc for its entire history.”

      “True enough.” She let the channel between them fall away. After several more minutes, she said aloud, “Usha, rise.” The woman flowed smoothly to her feet and showed no sign of discomfort.

      She could have two broken legs and would display nothing. Her subordinate’s strength of will set her apart from most of the other individuals in her life and earned her privileges and opportunities that others would never receive. Including second chances.

      Still, this rebuke needed to be formal. “You are my trusted lieutenant, but these reports of ongoing failure by your people are troublesome. Henceforth, do not be reluctant to request what you need from Gwyn. Pride is of no value in the battle for the soul of New Atlantis. While Caliste Leblanc may be a problem that cannot be solved on the surface, you must succeed in all the other tasks you have been given. And, of course, continue to press the girl to join us or attempt to remove her from the equation.”

      Her subordinate’s voice brimmed with the knowledge of her failure. “Yes, Empress. It will be done.”

      “See that it is. You are dismissed from our presence.” Her seneschal swept forward to escort the woman from the throne room. When it was only Shenni and her guards, she rose and descended the stairs slowly, deep in thought. By the time she reached the bottom, she had a new plan. She addressed the guard on her right. “Send word for my seneschal to attend me in the office in an hour.” The man nodded, and both enforcers escorted her to her chambers, which were guarded by yet another two. A servant stood nearby, and the Empress ordered, “Draw a bath. I need to wash the stress of this day away.”
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        * * *

      

      Gwyn awaited her in the office and stood with her back to the main door when Shenni entered through the hidden one at the rear of the room. She sat behind the desk and gestured for her subordinate to sit in the chair across from her. With a small smile, she asked, “How did Usha take it?”

      The other woman answered the smile with her own. “Very well, Empress. She has requested support in several areas and seems fully committed to accomplishing the tasks you have given her.”

      “Good. Everyone needs a little reinforcement now and again. These short-term failures may turn out to be to our long-term benefit.” Her seneschal didn’t reply, and she considered her idea once more before she shared it.

      It’s a good plan. Chaos to my enemies.

      “I think we need to start putting pressure on Matriarch Leblanc from this side of the water. Please arrange for Patriarch Wymarc to see me.”

      The other woman grinned. “The most beautiful man in the Nine? It would be my decided pleasure, Empress.”

      She nodded. “And hopefully, young Caliste’s, as well.”
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        * * *

      

      The arrangements had been made for her guest to join her for dinner, a privilege reserved for very, very few. She tried to separate her life, with dinner as the demarcation point where the public Empress became the private Shenni.

      But some needs require sacrifices. When he entered, she couldn’t help but smile. And some sacrifices really aren’t that great a burden, after all.

      He had olive skin and lush hair that fell to his shoulders in soft waves. She’d heard servants describe his cheekbones as sharp enough to slice a heart open and couldn’t argue with the assessment. Everything else in his face was in perfect alignment, and the body revealed by the tight trousers and perfectly tailored shirt he wore was undeniably powerful. In his early twenties, he was younger than her by a decade and a half or so and still retained a palpable sense of self-appreciation.

      The product of a sheltered upbringing, to be sure, but he certainly is a pretty ornament.

      His strength was visible in the way he moved as Wymarc Jehenel crossed the room and knelt beside where she sat at the head of the table. She nodded in acknowledgment. “Sit. We have matters to discuss.” She gestured to the chair on her left at the small rectangular table in the private dining room. At most, the space would accommodate five as it was unseemly for someone to dine at the opposite end facing her. Tonight, it was set for two with an expensive turquoise tablecloth, fine china plates with a golden filigree—discovered in a shipwreck—and matching golden silverware. No knives were present and all food would arrive pre-cut. An empath, one of the rarer magical specialties, was behind the wall to her right, along with her most proficient spellcaster and two guards with mounted crossbows. At any sign of aggression, they would eliminate the man.

      The first course, a variety of seafood in a thin savory broth, arrived in the hands of her seneschal, who doubled as a server for these events. Her food tasters would have tried it before it was allowed into the room with her, and it would have been examined for hostile magic as well. Her layers of security were mostly invisible but undeniably necessary.

      Wymarc ventured small talk and she listened politely, but she had little real interest in his life beyond the formative details. His parents had died young, leaving the most direct family line with no other progeny to take the role. He had spent his childhood and teens in the care of more distant members of the house, who had unexpectedly failed to eliminate him, and had taken the title of patriarch when he turned nineteen. In the three years since, he had done nothing of note beyond maintaining his impressively good looks.

      Shenni let him lead the conversation through the soup and the vegetable course that followed it, then took control as the main dish, lobster and crab exquisitely grilled and flavored, arrived. It was one of her favorites and always her go-to recipe when she was seeking something from a guest. The spices used were from the surface and unavailable anywhere in New Atlantis other than the palace. “So, Wymarc, how fares House Jehenel?”

      “Excellently, Empress. The plans my parents put into place before their deaths have served us well and I have seen no reason to change them.”

      “And the future of your line?”

      He smiled, an edge of flirtation in the tilt of his lips. “To be determined, Empress. I have not yet found the right partner.” His voice betrayed him and she could hear the desire in it. Inwardly, she laughed. Outwardly, she nodded seriously.

      “Your misfortune thus far in that area might work toward our mutual benefit, however.” She paused long enough for him to get his hopes up, then continued. “How did you find our newest matriarch?”

      He was too polished to let his disappointment show and covered it by taking a bite of his food and chewing thoughtfully. With meticulous manners, he dabbed his lips with a linen napkin and replied, “Young. Headstrong, certainly. Unpolished. But there is no mistaking that she is a Leblanc.” He said it with a hint of derision and she laughed.

      “So, she’s been the subject of conversation among the Nine, then? That is interesting—and, of course, appropriate. She is a new variable, to be sure.” He wasn’t old enough to have formed an opinion about the Leblancs before they’d left New Atlantis, which meant someone had told him of their history. Alliances are already forming against her, then, or at least with an eye toward using her. “Do you have a sense of her loyalties?”

      “No, Empress. None. Her time in the city was too short to gain any useful information about her.”

      Shenni nodded. “How would you go about doing so?” She put a hint of intrigue in her words, and he leaned forward involuntarily in response.

      “The oldest ways are the best ways, Empress. I would be a friend, an ally, and eventually, a lover. Her secrets would be open to me in no time.” His entendre was clumsy but apt.

      “Indeed.” She smiled. “That seems like a good plan. And were you to learn things, who would you share them with? The other houses?”

      “Only if you wished it. Otherwise, only you.”

      She chuckled. “So dutiful, so appropriate.” She shook her head. “Now really, which other houses are allied with yours? I must know where the knowledge will flow if I am to help you gain it.”

      To his credit, he didn’t look abashed at her words. He has some steel in his spine, then.

      “I am most closely aligned with houses Terriau, Oubre, and of course Rivette, Empress, all of whom support you unreservedly, as do I.”

      “Excellent.” Partial truth. While my own former house naturally supports me, Oubre is slightly less committed and Terriau is filled with opportunists. Exactly like House Jehenel.

      When they finished their meal, she signaled for dessert and tea. She tasted the decadently light vanilla cake and pronounced it delicious, and her guest seconded the opinion, as he would, of course. “Let us enter into an accord. I shall provide you with an excuse to spend time with young Caliste. You will do whatever you can to discover her secrets and report them to me before you share them with your allies. The decision of what stays between us and what may go further rests with me.”

      He nodded. “I am willing to accept that bargain, Empress, the moment I know how my house and I will be rewarded for it.”

      She laughed out loud. “Oh, you are bold—very bold, Wymarc. But not entirely unreasonable. How about this? When you do finally select a mate to bear your children, the palace will match whatever dowry is paid by the family.” It was a classic Atlantean suggestion as it included an edge of competition and challenge. Would he choose the best partner or the one who would bring him the greatest treasure? Or somehow find someone who accomplished both? It would be enjoyable to watch it play out.

      He matched her laughter. “That is quite appropriate, Empress. On behalf of House Jehenel, I accept.”

      She sent a mental touch to her seneschal and asked her to enter. When she did so, Shenni described the arrangement and ordered it to be put into writing and formally sealed. The woman nodded and escorted her dinner guest from the room. The Empress waved as he departed but her mind was already involved with the next part of her plan.

      Now, how best to get Caliste Leblanc into a position to fall into dear Wymarc’s strong arms?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali shouted in anger as she tried and failed to block the sword with the magical jo staff composed of her combined sticks. It caught her hip and the bamboo made a sharp rapping sound that added a mental component to the physical sting. She had no time to focus on it, though, because her foe’s weapon had already been withdrawn and whipped toward her again, now at head height.

      She dropped into a crouch, spun the jo staff, and brought it up behind the swinging sword as it passed over her. With her weapon, she guided it past and stepped forward to lunge a front kick at Sensei Ikehara’s exposed ribs. He skittered away and released the sword to free his near hand. Before she could act on her momentary advantage, he simultaneously caught the weapon with the other hand and caught her ankle to give it a subtle twist.

      The only thing she could do was to throw herself into a roll to avoid having the joint broken, and by the time she regained her bearings, the sword tip was at the back of her neck. Her teacher’s voice was amused. “Do you yield?”

      “Yes, Sensei.” She sighed. “You’ve defeated me yet again.”

      He laughed as she turned to face him. “It may not feel like it, but you are improving. Your speed, your balance, and your comfort with the staff are all greater than they were only a month ago.” His white uniform was pristine, as always, and he’d moved from close-cropped hair to a shaven head recently, which she thought was a good look for the man. His usually professionally serious face was transformed when he laughed, and it was always a delight to see it, even when she was frustrated.

      His genuine praise in the face of her failure mollified her a little and she shook her head and lowered herself to sit cross-legged. She waited until her teacher had mirrored her to reply. “I get that. But things around me are accelerating faster than I’m improving. That’ll eventually create a real problem, you know?”

      He nodded. “But it’s only possible to do so much unless you have magic to change the flow of time.” With a grin, he asked, “You don’t, do you?”

      Cali chuckled and tried to keep her worry from showing. “No, unfortunately. As far as I know, that’s not a power anyone has.”

      “Well, then, all you can do is your best. If you can’t devote more hours to training, is there a way to slow the events around you?”

      “Some yes, some no. I have a couple of weeks, at least, until the local troublemakers make their next attempt. And it’s possible to delay the next fight with those in New Atlantis for a while. But those are small things and the rest are really big.”

      She hadn’t often seen her teacher look hesitant, but that was the only way to interpret his expression. “Have you considered my offer to fight at your side?”

      Cali nodded. “I would welcome it, but not until I can find a weapon that would provide you with an effective countermeasure to the magical powers you might face. I asked Zeb and my sticks can’t be used by anyone else without a fair amount of spell work I don’t know how to do, so that’s out.”

      “That makes sense. I regret that I can’t help more now, though.”

      “I would have been killed countless times over if not for your teachings. You’ve done more than I could have expected or asked for.”

      “Still.”

      “I appreciate it, Sensei.” She arched her back and stretched, then looked at the high ceiling. “Have you taken precautions?”

      “I have.” He sounded angry. She knew it wasn’t directed at her but rather at those who would force innocent bystanders into a conflict. He’d been irate when she’d explained what the Atlantean gang had done. “I am always armed, and my family remains extra aware of their surroundings. But I’m sure the resolution you forced will stand.”

      She released the stretch. “I agree, it should and it probably will. But they’ve shown a willingness to color outside the lines before and I don’t want to assume anything.”

      “In most cultures, attacking a family member is a transgression worthy of war.”

      Her spread hands and hunched shoulders betrayed her frustration and helplessness. “I’ve asked around about that. Apparently, I could declare a blood feud if I had incontrovertible evidence of who did it. But since I didn’t personally catch them in the act, it would be considered second-hand and thus not definitive. Or something. I think they must have a special caste of lawyers trying to make the rules difficult down there.”

      He laughed. “Well, perhaps you can find a way to put that to use as you learn more about how things work. Is it possible for you to bring allies from New Atlantis here to fight for you or take others there for those conflicts?

      Cali frowned. “You know, I really should have thought of that. I considered it in terms of going down there but not the other way around. I wonder if there are schisms enough that I could find someone who might have a beef with the Atlantean gang here. That would be a real surprise for them when we battle again.”

      Ikehara inclined his head. “So, that’s one problem with a path forward. Perhaps two if you can find people down there willing to fight with you in both places. Now, the next challenge is locating the pieces of the sword, is that correct?”

      She nodded. “Even the ones we know about—well, we’re only sure of one, really, and that is temporarily beyond our reach.”

      “Perhaps it’s enough to be aware of its location for now. What’s stopping you from seeking the others?”

      “Finding them, basically. I hope my parents’ codebook has some clues, but there’s no guarantee it will. Emalia plans to work on it when we get to New Atlantis.”

      He stood and moved to replace his sword on the wall where it was usually mounted.

      “Well, then, Cali, it sounds like all roads lead under the sea for you right now.”

      “Indeed, Sensei.” She laughed and rose.

      His smile was encouraging. “Prepare for class. You will all work extra hard today.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been an easy night at the Tavern, which was good since her body screamed from the workout Ikehara had put his students through that morning. She’d spent a total of at least an hour between then and work under the hot spray of her shower across several sessions but was still sore. It seemed there were muscles she didn’t use very often and her teacher had exploited every one of them during the group session.

      Something struck her arm and she flinched and almost dropped the tray filled with empty glasses. It turned out to be a gesticulating wizard who’d smacked her with his wand, but her nerves were no less jangled at the discovery. She made her way carefully to the front and set the tray down, then took a seat across from her boss.

      He shook his head. “You’re going too hard, Cali.” Fyre snorted agreement from his position at the back of the bar but sent her only good feelings over their mental connection.

      She shrugged and accepted the glass of cider he put before her. “I don’t see another option, do you? Other than hiding in the basement with my hands over my ears and my eyes closed, that is.”

      The dwarf gave a short laugh. “Well, there’s some truth to that. You could probably hide in New Atlantis. Lie low and avoid the people trying to kill you.”

      Cali shook her head. “That doesn’t protect any of you from them, though. It merely removes me and I’m safe for the next couple of weeks, anyway.”

      “Why are you so jumpy, then?”

      To delay her answer, she sipped her cider, but he refused to release the hard stare he had fixed on her. With a sigh, she lowered the glass to the bar. “I’m doing a terrible job of keeping it all out of my head, I guess.”

      He nodded. “Then you definitely need to hit the road. Break the associations that trigger the bad thoughts and find a little peace, even if it’s momentary.”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do without me.”

      The dwarf laughed. “Don’t worry. Janice is available.”

      Cali’s retort was lost in the sound of Tanyith’s bellow, “A drink, barkeep, before I die of thirst.” She twisted to look at the door, where he stood with a silly grin, apparently in a buoyant mood.

      He slid into the seat beside her. “What’s up, sour-face?”

      She raised an eyebrow and looked across the bar. “I’m sure he’s talking to you, Zeb.”

      Her boss pointed at his lips, which were turned up in a smile. “And I’m sure not.”

      “Shut up, you. Both of you.” She sighed and swiveled to face the new arrival. “What’s your deal? Is someone having a sale on hair gel that got you all worked up?”

      He grinned and stroked his high pompadour. With the shaved sides beneath, it really was a decent look for him. “While I appreciate you noticing my good looks—seriously, how could you not—no, that’s not it. I have a lead.”

      “On your mystery man?”

      “Dray came up with something out of nowhere. I guess he felt like he owed me one, even though I didn’t join his gang. I plan to do a little recon this evening.”

      Cali glanced at Zeb, who gave her a slight nod. “I can leave early to give you a hand.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “Nah, tonight should be easy. If it needs more than me, I’ll text you and wait till you’re done. You gotta pay the rent, right?”

      She laughed. “Right. And I’d better get back to that.” Although the monthly payment she received from the trust her parents had put in place for her was a dependable income source, it wasn’t sufficient to meet all her needs. Working was still required.

      Plus, I’m not really cut out for a life of leisure, even if I am allegedly noble. A fast-moving bench scraped behind her and she turned with a sigh to intervene in whatever argument was about to break out.
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      Dray’s tip had brought Tanyith to a location he’d never expected to see again. While the Shark Nightclub was the Atlantean gang’s main hangout, a number of them had spent many nights at another one, far enough away from the headquarters that they could be reasonably assured of privacy. He hadn’t visited since his return from Trevilsom and lacked the desire to go down the rabbit hole of his motivations around that.

      Let’s call it a lack of time. Yeah.

      The Otter was a strange little bar located on the third floor of a corner building above a drugstore at street level and a voodoo shop on the second. The narrow staircase forced incoming patrons to halt at a lower floor to allow those exiting to get past. More than one fight had happened in that cramped space and the poorly patched walls provided a historical record of sorts. He smiled at the sight of a familiar scar, the result of his actions on a particularly revel-filled evening.

      But a bad memory balanced every good one, with the latter clustered toward the time immediately before he’d been sent away—suspicion, frustration, and arguments over whether to stay with the gang or break off and form another. To be back was bittersweet, at best.

      The large single room that comprised the venue looked exactly as he remembered it. The stairs entered at the rear of one of the longer walls and the bar sat directly in front of it along a short one. Windows and booths covered the other two sides of the rectangle, with high-top tables between. No servers worked at the Otter, and the only food was prepackaged bags of chips and snacks, bought with your drink from the bartenders.

      He walked to stand at the bar in his usual place, the far side that gave him a view of the entry door. It put his back to a window, but he’d always assumed that if a sniper targeted him, he’d be toast anyway. The bar had no seats, only a footrail and room to lean. The bartender hadn’t changed either. He claimed his name was Otto, although no one believed it. He did have the stocky build and thick black mustache to support his claim of German origin, at least around those who only knew that country from cartoons and television shows. His bald head had sweat on it as he bustled from customer to customer.

      In moments, Tanyith had Rye on the rocks in front of him as if no time had passed since his last visit. He nodded and slid a twenty across, which would get him a couple more. For the regulars, which he had been, the bar operated more by instinct than by numbers. When Otto felt you were paid up, drinks came without hesitation. When they slowed, you forked over more money or went home.

      The lack of other familiar faces was the only reason why it didn’t feel like a place he belonged. He didn’t recognize the second bartender, nor any of the patrons in the mostly filled booths, the couples at the high-tops, and the other hard-looking people who stood closest to where the alcohol lived. But he was early and the man Dray told him to look for hadn’t ever been one to arrive until late.

      Tanyith knew that well since Karam had been his best friend and mentor before he’d been ripped from his life and sent to Trevilsom. He’d looked for him after his return to the city but hadn’t found a single clue until Dray connected the man to Aiden Walsh and told him where and when he might be found. He leaned on the bar, filled with equal parts anticipation and fear. In truth, it would be easiest if the man was mistaken so he could go back to his fruitless search with his past image of Karam untouched.

      The next person to enter banished that fantasy. The man’s look, the manner in which he walked, and the wry smile that always seemed to grace his face immediately told Tanyith that nothing had changed. It might have been twenty-four months before at the start of another night of carousing and arguing over the differences between what was right, what was practical, and what was good. He tensed at the sight of the older man, ready to pursue him if it became necessary. But the way the new arrival’s face blossomed into a grin dispelled all his fears.

      Karam was big and burly, equal parts muscle and flesh, and almost six and a quarter foot tall with brown hair in dreadlocks that hung to his waist. His skin was dark, pitted here and there with the signs of an acne-filled young adulthood, and his button-down shirt looked expensive, as did the khakis below and the shining boots visible under them. He wrapped Tanyith in a hug and when they separated, he discovered he still remembered the ritual hand slaps the gang members had practiced in their subgroup.

      His voice was low, pitched to not carry, as always. “Shale, when did you get back?”

      Tanyith shook his head. “A while ago. I looked for you. Where have you been hiding?”

      The other man shrugged and took the shot the bartender handed him. He downed it and followed it with a long pull on the beer that accompanied it. “Around. Here and there. You’re not thinking about rejoining, are you?”

      “Oh, hell no. That wench wound up in charge exactly like we thought she would.”

      He nodded. “I left shortly after you vanished. No one would give me any real answers, but I did have the sense that people knew and wouldn’t talk. I couldn’t be a part of that crew anymore because of it. I was sure they’d killed you. It took six months before someone finally told me where you’d disappeared to, and I assumed you were a goner. How did you get back?”

      His laugh sounded a little brittle. “Explaining that would take days. Suffice it to say that another group of scumbags decided I could be of use to them and broke me out to set their hook deep.”

      “Ouch.” He slid a bill across the bar and new drinks appeared for them both moments later. “So, something tells me it might not be only luck that puts us both here at the same time, hey?”

      Tanyith nodded and lowered his voice even more. “Dray mentioned you sometimes hung out here. I helped him with an issue a while back, and I guess he thought the scales were still unbalanced. He directed me to you to put them right.”

      “And you wanted to find me because?” He sounded cautious but not suspicious.

      “I missed you?” After a brief pause, they both laughed. It feels almost like old times. I’d forgotten in all the bad that there was so much good, too. He shook his head. “I’m looking for someone for a friend. Well, hell, for Sienna. You remember her.”

      He grinned. “How could I not? You were stupid for her.”

      “And continue to be, apparently. Anyway, she misplaced her ex-boyfriend and wants to find him. She still carries a flame or something.”

      Karam’s face turned sour. “So, let me get this right. You—who might or might not have a thing for Sienna—said you’d try to find her ex-boyfriend and you’re actually doing it?” He finished the beer in his glass. “You’re the same idiot I remember, Tay.”

      They laughed again with the easy camaraderie forged over time. “Yeah, I guess I am, at that. So, how about you catch me up with everything you know about the old gang, starting with Aiden Walsh?”

      His friend’s lips turned down at the mention of the name and he collected the full glasses that had appeared and carried them to a booth in the corner. Tanyith slid in across from him, and his old friend shook his head. “Okay, so let’s start with the man of the hour. Aiden went underground. I hear he pops up now and again but is generally absent—like he’s out of town or something but comes through on business on the regular.”

      Tanyith frowned. “Well, damn. That’ll make intercepting him difficult. Do you have any names of people who might know when he’ll be around?”

      Karam shook his head. “I really don’t. But I’ll spread the word and see what I can find.”

      “Do it quietly. From what I’ve been able to put together, he’s become a serious piece of bad news since Sienna knew him. I always thought he was a jerk but not a player.”

      “Based on what I hear, you missed that call.”

      He nodded. “It seems like it. So, who else?”

      His companion listed a number of names, all of which were vaguely familiar but none of which summoned a face to his mind. “They’re all working together—kind of a merry band of idiots—doing petty crimes. Their team hits stores at night, that kinda garbage.”

      The man’s words jogged a memory. “Hey, wait—they weren’t behind the robbery at Maurier’s place, were they?”

      Karam nodded. “Yep, far as I know. Why do you ask?”

      “Bennie’s a friend of mine from way back through Sienna. More importantly, he has a family and a kid who’s going through medical issues. He would have been on the don’t touch list in our day.” They had always been careful to research the people they targeted and stuck mostly to those who could afford a little loss. When they screwed up, which they did sometimes, they made good in an anonymous way.

      His old friend snorted. “There aren’t enough brains among them to make a list, much less follow it. They’re all about targets of opportunity. I doubt they even have a plan, merely smash, grab, and run.”

      “Still. It doesn’t give them the right to take from those without enough to spare.”

      The man shrugged. “No one cares. They’re too small for the police to worry about in any serious way, and the gangs that used to look out for folks are busy feuding with each other.”

      Or with others, but point taken. Tanyith frowned. “So, how about this? You work on finding more information for me on Aiden Walsh and we’ll meet here for a longer night of catching up when my schedule eases in a week or so. I have a friend who needs help between now and then.”

      Karam nodded. “That sounds good. It’s awful nice to see you back, Tay.”

      “And you, Ram.” He stood to leave, then snapped his fingers as if a thought had occurred to him. “You don’t know where those boys who hit Bennie’s place hole up, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. You’re not asking for any particular reason, are you?”

      “I thought I might look ʼem up.”

      “Well, if you decide that you want to do something about it, feel free to reach out. I wouldn’t mind taking a stroll down memory lane and kicking some asses that desperately need it.”

      “You got it, brother.” And I know exactly who to ask to get a lead on where they are.
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      Kendra Barton was out and about when he called, so they agreed to meet at a small restaurant that stayed open all night to give the workers closing the bars somewhere to unwind before they wandered home for much-needed sleep. She was already there when he arrived, tucked in a booth with a cup of coffee and a Coke in front of her. Her short black hair drooped into her eyes, and she wore a black top under her heavy black leather jacket. He slid in across from her and stole a sip. “Cherry. The best of the flavors.”

      She scowled at him. “You know, a booty call at one am is something I might have expected and even welcomed. But calling when I’m out having a few drinks so I can work for you is cold, Tay. Damn cold.” The words came out with a smile, but he heard the truth behind them too. He’d been busy, but he’d also kept his distance a little. What she’d said about him straddling the line rather than choosing a side hadn’t sat well with him.

      “No rest for the wicked, so they say. But I think you’ll be glad you decided to answer when you hear what I need.”

      After a moment, she nodded. “All right. Lay it on me.”

      He had to wait while the server slid the plate with her burger and fries in front of her. She gestured for him to start while she ate. “Okay, so, I ran into an old friend tonight—a good one. He told me it’s members of our former club who have pulled a number of the smaller hit-and-run robberies around town.”

      His companion frowned as she chewed, swallowed, and followed it with a gulp of coffee. “It’s not really my area unless you’re telling me it’s on behalf of one of the gangs.”

      “Nah, they are strictly small fish. But they’re indiscriminate and it’s only a matter of time before the idiots do something bigger like shoot someone while they’re stoned and looking to steal munchies.”

      Kendra snorted and coughed around the food in her mouth. When she could speak again, she pointed a French fry at him. “That’s attempted murder right there. You did that on purpose.”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “It was totally random, Detective. So, are you able to hack the system or whatever it is you do and check to see if there’s any info on them?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes. I can search the database. You weren’t gone long enough to be this much of a Luddite. Read a book, Shale.” She dug into the pocket of her leather jacket, retrieved her heavy-duty cop phone, and ran through the security protections he found decidedly overdone. Finally, she typed a few things and swiped the screen. After a couple of minutes—during which he snatched fries from her plate when she wasn’t looking—she raised her gaze to focus on him.

      “Okay, these people are scumbags, you’re right. They robbed a damn church. Who does that?”

      “My guess is it’s more stupidity than evilness—drunk or high and simply taking whatever target presents itself. Although maybe I’m wrong and they’re a super-secret criminal organization trying to appear to be idiots to throw suspicion off. What I need is a location. Do you have anything?”

      Barton frowned in concentration. “Okay, that’s a little extra challenging. Fortunately, these babies have more computing power than you’d think.” She typed quickly into the device and he stole a sip of her drink. Without looking up, she growled annoyance. “Order your own, freeloader.”

      He laughed and walked to the counter to do so. When he returned, she slid the phone across to him. “I put in a search for all the petty theft above the level of street grabs and asked the system to plot them on a map. It’s a very interesting result if you ask me.”

      It took him several seconds to understand what he was looking at, but the pattern soon became clear. The incidents formed a rough semi-circle, and more or less at the midpoint of that was one of the abandoned industrial areas that lay on the fringes of the touristy parts of the city near the docks. “So, your computers think this is where they’re based?”

      Kendra nodded. “That’d be my guess.” His food arrived and she chewed a fry thoughtfully while he poured ketchup on his burger. “The question is, what do you plan to do about it?”

      Tanyith met her gaze. “Do you suggest I should report it to the police? The same police who haven’t seen fit to address it because they have bigger things to deal with?”

      She shook her head. “No. I know you won’t do that. And you’re right, it wouldn’t get any attention. But you can’t simply turn into a serial killer.”

      He winced at the reference to Cali’s parents, who the detective believed were vigilantes and had committed serious crimes, although he didn’t share her conviction. There’s more to that story, I’m sure of it. He shrugged. “I don’t need to kill anyone to take back what they stole as long as I’m careful about it. Hell, if I’m good enough, I can probably accomplish it without any hubbub at all.”

      Her laughter was a welcome sound. “Hubbub. Sometimes, you seem like someone transported here from a century ago, you know that?”

      “If so, I’m holding up well for my age.” He grinned in mock challenge.

      Kendra raised an eyebrow. “I’d have to see more to be sure. Maybe after you’re done with whatever it is you plan to do you should give me a call.”

      “I’ll do that. Count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith considered calling Karam in to assist but felt a reluctance he decided not to override.

      It’s been a long time, and people change. Perhaps we need a little more opportunity to get to know each other again before we engage in criminal activities together.

      His first stop was Cali’s bunker. He had her permission to be there whenever he felt the need but it continued to strike him as weird any time he was alone there. Like I’m treading on hallowed ground that doesn’t want me here. They’d examined the structure with every magic they could and had found nothing that would instill that feeling. Still, there it was.

      He crossed to the locker that had been Thomas Leblanc’s and removed the black uniform. Once he’d stripped his street clothes off and donned the outfit, he located and affixed the patches to cover the house sigil. He’d decided to leave his Sai at home as they were rare enough to be a clue to his identity.

      Magic and whatever I can find there should be more than enough. The reinforced uniform will give me all the edge I need to deal with these losers.

      To do any preparation at all was mainly a hedge against there being more trouble than he expected to encounter in their home base. If the indications Kendra had found were true, the petty criminals wouldn’t be able to stand up against someone with his skill set. Still, it never hurt to be over-prepared. He pulled the reinforced boots on, laced them tightly, and made sure the pouch containing his thief’s tools was in place. As he took one last look around the room, a thought struck him.

      It’s weird that there are no weapons here. Maybe her parents were really good at magic and didn’t need any, but you’d think they would have had some as a backup plan, at least.

      With a shrug, he dismissed it as a question for a different day.

      His nearest portal location to the target area was in an alley close to the docks, and he stepped through first to his apartment and then to the place near the river. Keeping the existence of the bunker a secret was an overriding priority, more sacred than preventing a bystander from seeing his home through the magical rip in space. A cargo ship was being unloaded nearby, and the shouts of the workers and the creak and hum of machinery echoed all around. He pulled up the map function on his phone and headed toward the location he’d marked.

      The constant need to look up and down to track his progress soon became irritating. What I need is a pair of those augmented reality goggles, like they use in the Army. He snorted. Sure, I’ll break into a military base and get some. Easy-peasy. Kendra would love that.

      Tanyith remained on the shortest route to his destination nonetheless and within minutes, reached the fringe of a small town of seemingly abandoned industrial buildings. A grid of streets separated them, as perfectly uniform as the structures themselves. The only variation was in the names and logos of those who’d been the last to occupy them.

      He took care to hug the structures and remain in the shadows thrown by the overpowered streetlights above. Only one in three still functioned, but that was enough to betray him if he wasn’t careful. It was also enough to discern a thin trail of smoke that emanated from the corner of a rooftop. He shook his head. They really were amateurs.

      At the next street, he moved right to gain distance from the apparent lookout, followed by a left turn to position himself under the darkest place he could see at the next building. He launched himself with force magic and landed four stories above in a quiet crouch.

      Careful to remain as quiet as possible, he crept across the cool black surface until he was opposite the smoker’s position. It was no longer visible, which meant either that the sentry had moved or had finished whatever he’d been smoking. He used the next fifteen minutes to watch quietly for any evidence of a presence from the other building.

      Maybe it wasn’t a lookout at all but someone who snuck up for a drag. In any case, it’s a sign that there are people inside and they’re not very smart.

      Tanyith had taken note of a small structure that covered the stairs in the middle of the roof he was on as he crossed it and knew there would be a similar feature on the one his quarry had selected. He hurtled over the street, landed in a skid on the target building, and spun as he landed to face the position where the smoke had come from. His boots slipped on the tiny rocks at his feet but he regained his balance without mishap. The rooftop was clear.

      If it had been his stronghold, he would have put cameras or alarms or something in place on all accesses. Even though he guessed this group didn’t possess a particularly strategic mindset, it would be foolish to assume they wouldn’t have taken at least some similar precautions.

      I have to move fast but quietly. He found the entrance to the staircase unlocked and opened it as he shook his head. If this really is the group Karam thinks it is, they’re dumber than I remember.

      He descended with care and paused at the door at the bottom, which was locked. His power lockpick made quick work of the barrier, and he returned it to the belt pouch at the small of his back.

      All right, chuckleheads, let’s see what you’re hiding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The door opened toward him, and he eased it only enough to peer out. It led to a larger stairwell with triple-wide steps, metal railings and protective gates, and concrete surfaces that were likely to echo. He traversed this with extra caution and managed to keep the sound of his intrusion to a minimum. Another door stood at the end. Tanyith pressed his ear to it but heard nothing of significance. He pulled slowly to open it inch by inch so he could explore what lay beyond.

      The company that had once occupied it had apparently bought into the open-office plan. A central block of beige cubicle walls with the only visible walk space on the perimeter greeted him. He stuck his head out to look in the opposite direction and discovered more of the same. To be sure, he stepped through and wandered the entire floor but found no one.

      He descended cautiously to the next level and pressed his ear to the door again. This time, he heard voices beyond, crouched, and drew it open only far enough to risk a look. On this floor, the cubicles had been dismantled and pushed to the far end and a group of four men sat around two L-shaped desks shoved together to create a large table. They held cards carefully away from the others' eyes, and poker chips and bottles of beer littered the surface. Cigarettes were stuck between at least two pairs of lips, so whatever the person on the roof had indulged in, it probably hadn’t been tobacco. The nearest man wore a belt holster on his hip and a pistol butt protruded from it.

      Tanyith took a second to consider his quandary. He’d hoped to infiltrate quietly, find the storage area, and sneak out with the most valuable and portable pieces they’d stolen but not yet sold. That would have been the easiest option and also carried the least risk. To continue with that plan would mean leaving enemies at his tail—which seemed like a bad notion, strategically speaking.

      Especially since at least one of them is armed. He shook his head. While the smart move would be to leave and return another day, his desire to teach them a lesson grew with each stupid word that left their mouths as they played. No, they deserve to get what’s coming to them. I’m the lucky one who is the delivery vehicle.

      His mind made up, he settled in to wait and assumed that at some point, one or more of the men would need to take a break. Sure enough, not too much later, the first man walked toward the back of the space where a restroom sign was affixed to the wall. Tanyith cast a veil to hide himself and followed him in. It was a simple matter to get behind him and apply a chokehold to render him unconscious. As he lowered the thug gently to the floor, he congratulated himself on a strong start. His good feelings about it lasted only a moment before the door opened to reveal another of the card players.

      He cursed inwardly as the cigarette fell from the man’s lips and his hand fumbled for his weapon. His instinctive force bolt hurled his opponent out of the doorway and across the main room. He raced out and angled toward the others, sure that it would take the jerk a few moments to recover.

      Assuming I didn’t kill him. That was a little harder than intended. The first to get his pistol free had it knocked out of his grip with another force bolt, and he did the same with the remaining card player’s gun a moment later. Their shouts were unfortunate but probably wouldn’t carry as far as a gunshot would have.

      Before they could react, he drove his booted heel into the closer adversary’s knee and the surprised man collapsed with a wail. The second managed to draw a butterfly knife and stab at him with it, but the reinforced forearm in the uniform stopped the blade as he blocked it and pushed it upward to expose the man’s ribs. They snapped beneath his sidekick and the injury dropped the thug to his knees.

      Tanyith spun to check on the enemy he’d blasted across the room, who was out cold but fortunately still breathing. He focused on controlling his own breath as he circled the room to collect weapons and cell phones. Phone cords proved useful as a substitute for rope, and he bound two men to one another and the others to nearby hardpoints.

      With that finished, he stashed the guns and phones in a trash bin and headed down to the second floor. A single glance through the slightly open door revealed the items he’d hoped to find. The cubicles had been cleared but the desks remained, each of them stacked with stolen goods of one type or another, plus a couple covered with weapons. The one to the farthest left supported a money counter, bound bills, and velvet bags that doubtless contained jewels or other expensive items.

      A single man stood guard in the room, positioned at the far window through which he gazed out at the brighter lights of the main part of the city. An assault rifle was slung casually over his shoulder.

      Damn. Maybe these jerks aren’t as amateur as I assumed if they pack that kind of heat.

      All his primary options for removing the man from this distance would probably also hurl him through the glass in front of him, so he crept through the doorway and eased it closed. An open lane ran down to his right, and he transited it without detection. He turned left at the end with the intention to move beside the windows so he could blast his target parallel to them. The desks blocked his way and he muttered imprecations under his breath. The part of his mind that told him to go loud and not worry about the window pushed obstinately against the more rational portion. He gritted his teeth, cast a veil in front of him, and climbed over the obstacles.

      Two things were immediately apparent when he reached the top of the final piece of furniture. First, the man was clearly a magical—as many or all of the group’s members doubtless were, even if they chose to carry guns. He turned at the appearance of the cloaking spell as if he’d somehow sensed the magic. Second, removing the desks from their support walls had apparently compromised their fundamental stability. The surface under his feet wobbled, and he hurled himself forward in a diving roll as the guard twisted to raise his gun into a firing position.

      Tanyith barely managed to summon a force shield in time to catch the barrage of bullets that erupted from the weapon. Magical or not, the man’s aim proved to be excellent and he delivered tightly grouped rounds that forced him to maintain precise concentration so his defense wouldn’t falter. His foe backed away slowly, and a quick glance at the door betrayed his intentions.

      Oh no you don’t. He extended his protective barrier to full height as he stood and raced toward the man.

      The guard seemed momentarily surprised when his magazine ran out of bullets but recovered quickly to launch a shadow magic blast. Tanyith shifted the nature of the shield to better match the incoming attack but doing so slowed him. The small grin on his opponent’s face as he neared the door inspired a snarl, and he released the power he’d been building. The two desks closest to his enemy careened at the man like they’d been kicked. He yelped and managed to conjure a hasty shield, but it wasn’t sufficient to absorb the full momentum of the projectiles. The metal furniture formed a sandwich with the wall and crushed him inside.

      So much for subtlety. Between the gunfire and the crashing equipment, the time for sneaking had definitely reached an end. However, two possible options now confronted him. The first was an extreme desire to attack whoever no doubt raced to the stairs at that very moment. It surged through him and he took several steps in that direction before the other option found purchase in his brain. He hesitated, knowing the right choice wouldn’t make him happiest but decided to follow it anyway.

      Another wave of force magic lifted the other desks nearby and stacked them in front of the door to the staircase. The makeshift barricade wouldn’t hold for long—seconds at the most—but it would probably be all he needed.

      He sprinted to the desk at the far end and snatched up a random sack from one of the others on the way. Impatient, he emptied it of the stuffed animals it held—Seriously, you guys, what the hell are you thinking?—and shoved bills and velvet bags into it. He turned to look for more but the sound of voices and footsteps in the stairwell stopped him.

      With no time to waste, he jerked the bag closed, whirled toward the nearest window, and pushed into a sprint. As he approached, he raised a hand to shatter the glass with a force bolt and the shards exploded into the night. He followed a moment later and used a force blast to boost him up and over onto the next roof.

      Tanyith looked back as the piled desks catapulted away from the door. He raced to the far edge, jumped, and again, force magic cushioned his landing. Once out of their sight, he conjured a portal and stepped through it to safety.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The church was one of the oldest in New Orleans, an Episcopalian ministry that had extended open arms to the magical community as well. In his time with the Atlantean gang several years before, it had provided a no-questions-asked refuge for anyone and everyone who needed it. The only rule had been that all involved observed the rules of sanctuary. High-level meetings among enemies who would have felt comfortable meeting nowhere else had taken place during the late-night hours on a number of occasions. He imagined the main congregation would no doubt have supported that service had they been aware of it.

      A woman who had spent her childhood on the streets had been the priest of the church for almost a decade. He recalled her powerful and animated preaching style, but her most memorable feature was her determination to ensure that what was right was accomplished, regardless of anything that might get in the way. She would be the perfect person for this job.

      Her home stood on the church grounds, a small single-family dwelling. He searched carefully and saw no evidence of a security system, although he wasn’t at all surprised. It was known on the streets that anyone who targeted her would find themselves declared persona non grata and hunted by all sides, which possibly made her the safest person in the city. Whether she knew it or not, he had no idea, but she doubtless trusted in her deity to keep her safe if that was his or her will. In any case, it made tonight’s work easier.

      He had stopped and bundled the items he’d taken from the not-so-petty thieves into a box and included a note. It instructed her to make sure Bennie received a portion and shared his suspicions about where the loot had come from. He trusted her judgment from there, whether to direct it to those who had lost it or to distribute it to those in greater need. Aside from the fact that he didn’t have time to worry about the distribution, he readily acknowledged that it simply wasn’t his forte.

      No, Anastasia will do a much better job than I ever would. He picked the lock, slid the container inside, then quietly reset the lock and closed the door.

      With that successfully accomplished, he walked to a position where he wouldn’t be noticed and called in an anonymous tip on the group’s location. That might result in a little more of the stolen property finding its way home.

      Finally, he punched Kendra’s number in and a wide smile spread across his face as she picked up after a single ring and demanded, “Why aren’t you here yet?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali’s night hadn’t turned out the way she’d expected. When Tanyith had declined her offer to assist him in whatever adventure he had undertaken, she’d had visions of normal things ahead—sleep, maybe an enjoyable meal beforehand, and possibly even catching up on some of the homework she somehow routinely neglected. Instead, there she was in the very early morning hours, watching the front door of the Shark Nightclub. Fyre sat on the rooftop beside her, his eyes also locked on the entrance.

      “Are you sure about what you heard?” she asked again,

      The Draksa sounded exasperated, possibly because he’d answered the same question a number of times already. “Yes, I’m positive of it.”

      “You were flying fast and fighting. You could be mistaken.” Part of her had doubts but the rest simply enjoyed messing with him. Fortunately, in this circumstance, she could indulge both.

      He stared at her, unblinking, for almost half a minute before he answered. “I heard what I heard. There will be a special delivery of some kind tonight at the club.”

      She shook her head. “They could be portaling in.”

      “They could.” He nodded.

      “It could be a trap.”

      “It could.”

      “We should probably leave.”

      His snort almost made her laugh but she stopped it in time. “Please. You’re physically and mentally incapable of letting something like this go and you know it.”

      “You’re not wrong.” She sighed.

      A sound from below drew their attention to a car that pulled up to the curb in front of the nightspot. A man in the standard gang uniform emerged, carrying a large cylinder like architects sometimes used to transport blueprints. The way he held it made it seem as if it weighed a fair amount.

      Cali breathed deeply. “Okay. Here goes.” She calculated the angles and raised her hand, the palm facing the sky. On it was one of the gadgets from the bunker, which Emalia had found a description of in the coded book. It was a magical marker, and she’d be able to track it since she’d familiarized herself with its signature. She used a flick of force magic to send it in a long arc toward the target and grinned in satisfaction when it struck and stuck to the cylinder, too small to be easily noticed.

      “Nice shot.” Fyre commented.

      She shrugged. “Yeah, I’m thinking of going pro next year. I definitely have what it takes.” She turned and sat with her back against the low wall that ran around the top edge of the building. “Now, we wait. Then, when they’re all gone, we break in and take it.”

      It was several hours before the man exited as part of the wave of people leaving the Nightclub. There was good news and bad news. The good was that the person accompanying him locked the front door, which suggested that he was the last to leave. The bad was that even though she couldn’t see the cylinder, the magical tracker told her he still had. “Damn it. He didn’t drop it off.”

      “Or he exchanged what was inside for something else. Or it’s empty.”

      Cali considered it but none of the options seemed to make sense. Okay, fifty-fifty chance. Do I think it’s more likely that they’d keep valuables in the club, or not? “I think they’re playing us. They’ve set a trap inside but the actual item is still in the container.”

      Fyre tilted his head to the side for a moment in thought before he nodded. “I agree.”

      “Okay. Let’s follow that car.”

      The Draksa took to the air while she used the rooftops where she could and only descended to street level when the jumps were too far. They trailed the vehicle to a storage building—one of the type that had become popular and contained garages or closets for rent. Thankfully, they were able to find a good vantage point on a rooftop across from it. The car pulled inside one at ground level, and a few moments later, the men emerged, pulled the door down, and locked it with a heavy padlock.

      “So. Whatever he brought is in there.”

      “Probably hidden. Probably under lock and key. Probably in a giant safe guarded by an octopus.” Her companion obviously couldn’t help himself and an odd sound might have been a suppressed laugh confirmed her suspicions. He’d deliberately built up to the octopus finale.

      She shook her head. “I can’t imagine there’s that kind of security in there. Unless they’ve portaled it out—which doesn’t make sense—we should be able to get to it.”

      The Draksa snorted. “There could be a horde of them waiting to try to kill you.”

      Cali shrugged. “That would be a bonus.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So, you’re determined, then?”

      “You know it.”

      A shimmer in the air around him signaled the activation of his veil. “All right, then. Let’s do it.”

      He led the way to ground level, froze the lock, and broke it with a swipe of his claw. She darted out of the shadows and rolled under the door, which he lifted barely enough for her to get under. While he remained outside as a guard, she called a fireball up and floated it to provide illumination, fully prepared for an ambush.

      The garage-like space contained only a car—a piece of junk from the late eighties, by the looks of it, that was somehow still running. She popped the trunk with the lever inside the cab and located the cylinder. Cautiously, she tested it with her magic but it revealed nothing sinister or defensive. A long, thin, black box was tucked within and she opened it carefully to find a piece of a blade covered in familiar etchings. A card inside read, The perfect bait, and was signed only SM.

      “Take off. I’ll portal home from here,” She sent to Fyre, He returned assent and she opened a gate to an alley on Bourbon Street with her magic. She wasn’t sure what she’d found, but was positive that she’d done the right thing by not following it into the club. When she reached her destination, she ditched everything but the metal shard in a dumpster and opened another portal, this one to her parents’ bunker.

      It’s Time to gather all the pieces and take them somewhere useful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Emalia had packed several cases to take with her to New Atlantis, and she levitated them through the portal while Cali watched. Once again, she was jealous of the older woman’s easy access to telekinesis, which was one of the magics that continued to elude her. She tried now and again in private but rarely managed to make things move in the way she wanted them to. The closest she’d come was when she managed to tip a vase she’d really liked, which of course rolled off the table and shattered on the floor.

      Her great aunt turned to her with a smile. “Well, that’s all the luggage. I think we’re ready to depart.”

      At her side, Fyre leaned into Cali and said, “Let’s go. Move it. Time’s a-wasting.”

      She scowled at him. “What’s your rush?”

      He grinned and his tongue hung out of his mouth. “I can walk around in my natural form there, remember? Sometimes, being a dog is annoying. For one thing, people always try to find my owner when I’m alone. And don’t get me started about the animal control guy.” The Draksa rolled his eyes. “Anything that can run for more than twenty seconds at a time is safe from that dude.”

      “Gotcha.” She laughed. “Fine. Go.” She gestured and Fyre dashed through, followed by her great aunt at a more leisurely pace. After one last look around her, she stepped across the threshold and was immediately transported from the basement of the Drunken Dragons in New Orleans to the city of New Atlantis, far below the ocean’s surface in the Bermuda Triangle. With a wave, she dismissed the magical rift and called, “Jenkins, we’re home.”

      The disembodied voice of the Leblanc House’s guardian spirit, for lack of a better word, answered immediately. “Welcome back, Matriarch. Hello, Fyre. And who have you brought with you if I might be so bold as to ask?”

      The older woman smiled. “You may not recognize me, Jenkins, but we’ve met in the past. I’m Elisinia’s aunt on her father’s side.”

      His formal voice transformed and filled with warmth. “Miss Emalia! You’ve changed but you still sound exactly like yourself. It’s so good to encounter you again.”

      She laughed. “And you as well.”

      Cali frowned. “You know, you might have warned me there was a ghost in the family mansion.”

      “What would have been the fun in that?” The other woman sounded carefree in a way she couldn’t recall her being in the world above.

      “How long is it since you’ve been here?”

      She sighed. “It seems like a lifetime. Now, where will I stay?” Her luggage levitated in readiness.

      “This way, Miss Emalia.” Jenkins lit up the wall sconces on the correct path.

      Cali shook her head but wasn’t able to suppress her smile. “You two go ahead and catch up. Fyre and I have business to attend to. She has all the privileges of family, of course, Jenkins. Oh, and we’ll have another guest later as well.”

      “Very good, Matriarch Caliste.”

      She looked at Fyre. “There is a surprise around every corner, appropriate for the cheap horror film my life has become.”

      He snorted. “Save the drama for a llama. Let’s go for a walk.”

      “A llama?” She laughed as she pulled the front door open. “Where the hell did you learn that?”
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith had arranged the meeting for that afternoon as a way to make them dance to her tune. They had more than enough time to reach the bar he’d described and stopped to place orders for food and drink to be delivered to the house. Jenkins had explained that while it was technically possible for him to oversee such things when it was fully staffed, it was far easier if she made the requests in person until she chose to return the Leblanc residence to its proper routines.

      It had been very clear that restoring it meant she’d have to spend considerable time there, and while she really didn’t mind the idea at all, it definitely wasn’t the right moment for it. So she and Fyre selected fruits, vegetables, meats, ciders, and wines from appropriate shops. The Draksa knew more than she’d expected him to and sent waves of approval at her when she pointed at an item he preferred. The desire to keep his ability to speak secret was his, so she played along.

      Her outfit attracted attention as she walked. She hadn’t changed into anything New Atlantean as she preferred her shorts, sneakers, and t-shirt. As a matriarch, she’d follow the rules and fit in when it was required, but she would be herself for the rest of the time and to hell with anyone who didn’t approve. Including the people she was about to visit, who could go to hell simply on general principles.

      Cali had met a couple of the Malniets already and had fought one of them in a round of ritual combat. While she couldn’t be sure, she imagined the others had been family but it was always possible they were only friends. In any case, she didn’t expect to meet any of the people at the top of the food chain in this section of town. It made her wonder if the whole family was on the same page about their future.

      It might be something we can exploit so it is worth keeping in mind.

      When Tanyith had told her the name of the place, she’d laughed and he’d explained that his reaction had been exactly the same. But when she stepped inside the Privateer Pub, she discovered it wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d expected. There was a bar to the left, seating areas in front and to her right, and a closed door separating a back area. He’d said that’s where they’d be, so she turned and marched in that direction with Fyre at her heels.

      The bartender yelled in a gruff voice, “Hey, no animals in here,” but she ignored him and pushed through the door.

      Beyond was a small room with a rectangular table, and a man sat behind it. What looked like pockmarks covered the parts of his face that weren’t hidden by the goatee and oversized mustache. His heavy blue work shirt had a dark stain on the left arm that could easily have been blood. Fyre sent her a feeling of scorn and she had to agree. Apparently, he’d played the tough guy with Tay, but his demeanor struck her as weak.

      “Matriarch Leblanc,” he said in a rasping tone. “How lovely of you to visit.”

      She shook her head. “Stow it. Are you a Malniet?”

      He nodded. “Not from the main line, of course. My people don’t come from the big house.”

      “Pity. From what I’ve seen of them, you’d fit right in.”

      He grinned and revealed crooked teeth. “You have some sass, girl. Good. You’ll need it for the noble-nine infighting. But that’s neither here nor there. Do you have what we requested?”

      Cali threw the cloth-wrapped package on the table. “Samples of both. But here’s the thing. I’m not a big fan of you manipulating Tanyith. You might want to reconsider the threats you’ve made.”

      The man shrugged. “And you might want to reconsider the ones you’re making. You have far more to lose here than I do. I can put your friend in prison again and vanish. You, on the other hand, will always have eyes on you—eyes that can be bought for the right price. No, you’re in no position to issue demands, princess.”

      Fyre lurched forward with a growl and she extended a hand to restrain him. “Now now. There’s no point in killing him yet. I’m sure that we can come to an agreement.”

      The man looked a little pale but his nod was as disrespectful as his words had been. “There’s already one in place, sweetie, and your boy has more to deliver. Tell him to watch for a message from us with his next task.”

      She shook her head. “You’re treading on dangerous ground.”

      “As are you. Of the two of us, who do you think has more friends and who has more enemies?”

      Unfortunately, she had no reply appropriate to the question so she turned and stalked out. She glared at the bartender when he seemed inclined to speak to her and slammed the door once she stepped through. “He’s a jerk, but that doesn’t make him wrong.” Fyre nodded, and she shook her head. “This will be trickier than I thought.” They walked into the late afternoon sun in companionable silence as she ran through possibilities in her mind.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the house, Cali opened a portal for Zeb. He looked over his shoulder once before he stepped through, doubtless worried about leaving the bar in Janice’s hands.

      Ha. Take that for all your teasing. I bet you wouldn’t worry if it was me there. She located Emalia, and the three of them cooked a simple meal from the provisions that had been delivered.

      They ate and laughed together while her boss and great aunt told tales and tried to one-up each other. Fyre snorted occasionally from his position under the table, and even Jenkins joined in with a comment here and there, usually of disbelief at the most ridiculous points of the stories. She shook her head and washed the dishes while the other two departed to walk the house and examine the wards.

      When the last plate was placed in the drying rack, she wiped her hands with a towel and hung it on its hook. “All right, buddy, how about we explore?”

      The Draksa made a sound between a groan and a growl but a moment later, he was at her side. The part of the dwelling that remained unexplored was accessible only through a single entrance she’d completely missed in her wanderings. The door led into the space under the peaked roof and she would still be unaware of it if Jenkins hadn’t asked her about it. He’d claimed not to have access but had recalled its existence seemingly at random. The spirit remained an enigma, but she chose to believe he had her best interests at heart—or at a minimum, her family’s best interests. Currently, she saw no reason to doubt that those two things were in alignment.

      Cali sent a thread of magic to the outline in the ceiling. It lowered slowly and trailed a ladder, which settled silently onto the floor. She looked into the darkness, then smiled at Fyre. “Do you want to take a look and let me know what you find?”

      He barked a single growly laugh. “I do not. Your family, your risk.”

      “Traitor.” They both knew it would be safe and it was simply a fun exchange of wordplay. She climbed only high enough to look into the room, ready to let herself fall if there was any danger. The darkness began to fade and soon, lanterns were visible at intervals, mounted on posts that connected the floor with the roof above. Seeing no threats, she ascended the rest of the way. “Come on up, coward.”

      The Draksa soared into the space with a swift flap of his wings and landed with his paws splayed around the entrance. He turned in a circle, then stepped to her side. “I sense no danger here.”

      “Me neither. Well, not physical danger, anyway.” As the room reached full illumination, it was revealed as a workspace, much like a combination office and laboratory. It had a feel that reminded her of the bunker, and she knew intuitively that this was a place where her parents had spent considerable time together. “Emotional? Well, that’s a different story.” She shook her head and sighed. “Let’s see what they left behind.”
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      Wood was the dominant theme in the attic space as evidenced in the floor and the struts that reached up to the wooden braces that held the roof. Wooden chairs and desks all looked polished from long use. The darker wood of the apothecary cabinet, dressers, and wardrobe suggested they might be from a different era. A scent lingered in the air that seemed like vanilla sometimes and cinnamon at others.

      She shook her head. “It fits them so well.”

      Fyre didn’t respond but walked beside her as she approached the desks and sat behind the one on the right. Unlike in the office below, these were set side by side and butted up against each other. She pulled out the center drawer and found only a pad and pens. The drawers on the left held a variety of items, all of them boringly normal.

      The other desk was the same. Neither held any revelations or something that might help her with any of her problems. Pushing down her frustration, Cali spun the chair, stood, and crossed to the wardrobe. She yanked it open, expecting it to be filled with uniforms or weapons, and discovered formal wear instead. The outfits were encased in transparent sheaths that weren’t quite plastic and looked far more luxurious than what she’d found before.

      She turned her head and asked the air, “Jenkins, are you up here now?”

      A voice echoed from below. “No, Matriarch Caliste. I am still prevented from entering the space.”

      She chuckled. “Maybe you’re a vampire spirit and need to be invited. I hereby allow you to access to this room.”

      He spoke from beside her. “Thank you, Miss Caliste. Ah, I see you have discovered your parents’ official court garments.”

      “Explain.” There were ten for her father and a matching number for her mother.

      “Part of the role of matriarch and patriarch is to attend ceremonies at the palace and at the homes of the Nine or to host on occasion. Each outfit is appropriate for a gala at one of the noble houses or one held by the Empress. They contain elements that recognize the host and others that reflect the house of the wearer. It is quite complicated.”

      “Of course it is.” She shook her head. “I bet I’ll find matching jewelry in the cabinet, won’t I?”

      “That is a reasonable assumption.”

      She closed the wardrobe with a sigh and turned to the dresser. The apothecary cabinet with all its separate little square drawers enticed her, but she wanted to save it for dessert. Before she opened the top section, she played a mental guessing game.

      Hmm. Maybe shoes or sweaters or something. Or underwear. Please don’t let it be underwear.

      It slid open with no problem to reveal an array of belts and straps separated into their own pockets by vertical panels. She lifted one from the right, which had been the side her mother’s formalwear had been on. It looked about the correct size to go around her leg and had a loop on the inside. “So. That looks like a thigh sheath for a hidden weapon.”

      “Agreed, Matriarch Caliste.”

      She pawed through the remainder but failed to determine what any others were for. “Well, that’s interesting. Let’s try the next one.” She slid it open and found hand-worked belts with the Leblanc seal emblazoned on them, both embossed into the leather and on a bright buckle. Small pouches of the same material with loops for the belt to pass through filled the rest of the space. “Nice.”

      “Those have been used by the matriarchs and patriarchs of House Leblanc for generations. I remember seeing them worn.”

      With a sigh, she slid the drawer closed without answering. The weight of inheriting the leadership of one of the Nine had suddenly trebled. It’s okay, Cali. You’re up to this. Besides, there are no other options until you free Atreo.

      Fyre spoke into the silence. “You’ll have to get married, you know.”

      The girl spun to face him. “What did you say, scale-face?”

      He laughed. “Married. You. Or at least choose a mate to have children with. The strongest noble claims are the descendants of females.”

      “I think I have other problems at the moment, thanks. Talk to me in ten years.” His irritating expression was filled with the knowledge that he was right and that he’d scored a point. She turned to the dresser with a growl of irritation and yanked on the bottom drawer with more force than was strictly necessary.

      Her hand slipped and she landed on her rear end when it failed to budge. Her companion snorted once but wisely, didn’t comment. She scooted to it and tried again, but it refused to move and when she released a trickle of magic, she sensed the ward protecting it. With her finger, she drew the rune that appeared in her mind on the surface of the drawer. The deactivation of the protective spell tasted like pineapple but triggered none of her other senses. That’s…weird.

      Cali pulled it open and found a variety of blades. The longest was a dagger that reached from the tip of her pinky to her elbow, the shortest barely as long as her hand. Each was held in a sheath marked with the house emblem, and the same image was etched into the weapons’ metal and present on several of the hilts. The knives gleamed in the light, and the edges looked untouched by time or use. “Jenkins, what are these?”

      “Ornamental arms, Matriarch Caliste, but no less deadly for it. Gatherings of the Nine permit only small blades, aside from the most formal occasions that allow swords. These, too, have been in the family for generations.”

      She replaced them in their container and slid it closed before she queried with her magic for the correct way to reactivate their protection and drew the appropriate rune. Again, she tasted pineapple. With a groan, she pushed herself to her feet and crossed to the apothecary cabinet. Spreading her arms wide, she intoned, “Reveal your secrets,” and pulled open the one on the lower right.

      It took half an hour to examine them all, working her way from the outside in. The expected ornamental jewelry rested in some and papers that were too complex for a quick read in others. Empty vials, full vials without markings, stationery—the cabinet was a treasure trove of randomness.

      But the two boxes she found made the whole exploration worthwhile.  Each was subdivided into smaller compartments, and in each of those was a number of charms.

      “Yes,” she crowed as she retrieved one with the same symbol as the shield pendant that had been consumed. After a moment’s thought, she collected two of those and one of each of the others for Emalia to examine. “Finally. Something immediately useful.”

      A noise far below sounded like a knock and Jenkins announced, “There is a messenger at the door from House Jehenel.”

      She frowned. “How do we feel about them?”

      “House Leblanc has never been at odds with House Jehenel, but neither have they been counted among our allies.” His use of the possessive brought a smile.

      “All right, then. Let’s see what he wants.”

      When she reached the bottom of the ladder, she used the same magic she’d employed earlier to raise it to its secure and closed position. She raced Fyre down the stairs and gained a head start before he knew they were competing. His wings gave him the necessary advantage, though, and he was seated at the front entrance when she arrived. She scowled. “I could have beat you with my magic.”

      He shook his head and his tongue lolled. “Hardly. I barely flapped.”

      “We’ll have this out one day, short and snarly.”

      “Bring it.”

      Cali grinned and opened the door. On the porch stood a woman who seemed to be her own age, but that was all they had in common. She could have been a model with her tall, elegant looks and perfectly dressed hair that fell in soft brown waves to her shoulders. Her skin would have looked right on a beach at the end of summer, although her face was slightly more ordinary. The tight dress she wore—a dark purple sheath with pale yellow accents at the neck, cuffs, and down the sleeves—made Cali feel inappropriately informal.

      Pushing down her immediate annoyance, she asked, “Yes?”

      The visitor studied her with a haughty smile. “You’re the matriarch of House Leblanc?” The way she emphasized the first word confirmed that this wouldn’t be a pleasant interaction.

      “Yeah. And you’re a lackey, which on the whole is far less impressive, don’t you think? Deliver your message, messenger.”

      Fyre sent amusement and she smothered a smile. The woman frowned and her voice lost any hint of warmth. “The patriarch of House Jehenel requests the pleasure of your company for an afternoon stroll at three o’clock.”

      She shrugged. “Sure. Tell him to come pick me up.” With a swing of her foot, she closed the door in the woman’s face.

      “Petty,” the Draksa commented around a grin.

      “Yeah, whatever. Now, I guess I need afternoon-stroll wear. Jenkins…”
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        * * *

      

      Given that he was coming to her, it seemed only fair that she wait outside to greet him. She had found a decent pair of black pants among her mother’s things and a long tunic, almost a dress, in turquoise with red accents. Elisinia’s boots, which she kept in New Atlantis as a treat for when she visited, completed the outfit.

      The man who walked down the sidewalk was even more handsome than the woman had been beautiful. While she’d dressed, Jenkins had given her details about him. The disembodied butler had been ready to provide a full history, but she’d told him to limit it to the recent past. Wymarc had been named patriarch a few years before and she’d now replaced him as the youngest head of a noble house. He had no particular focus but spent his time living well on the proceeds of his family’s existing streams of income.

      His walk was direct and confident, and he crossed the space to where she leaned against the doorjamb in short order. He smiled, showing flawless teeth. “Caliste, I presume?”

      She nodded. “You presume correctly. And you’re Wymarc.”

      “Indeed. Shall we?” He gestured toward the ring street beyond the front fence of her property, and as she started in that direction, her escort fell into step beside her. It felt easy and natural, which made her immediately suspicious.

      “So, you woke up this morning and said, ‘Self, I think we need to meet the new girl on the block today. An afternoon walkabout is just the thing.’ Is that it?”

      He laughed and it was a decidedly attractive sound. “More or less. Have you listened to my internal voice somehow?”

      A smile came unbidden to her lips. “Yes, that, definitely.”

      “Well, I guess you know all my secrets, then. You owe me some of your own in exchange. It’s only fair.”

      Cali shook her head. “I may be dumb but I’m not that dumb.”

      They took the turn that would lead them toward the less affluent parts of town. He pointed at the mansion across the street from her own. “House Devaux. They are tricky buggers and not to be trusted.”

      She made a mental note to ask Jenkins whether that was accurate or not. With a nod, she replied, “And I suppose you are not tricky and are to be trusted?”

      He shrugged. “You wouldn’t be matriarch if you weren’t able to make that decision for yourself. I’m simply here to give you the opportunity to know me better so you don’t have to rely on rumors.”

      “And what kind of rumors might those be, Wymarc?”

      He raised a finger. “First, that I am a cad and a womanizer. Second, that I am a dilettante who accomplishes what is somewhere in the middle of little and nothing. Finally, that I am exclusively concerned with my own comfortable existence and my family’s interests.”

      As they walked, she had focused her gaze more or less ahead but now, she twisted her head to regard him curiously. “Are those rumors true?”

      “Like most rumors, they probably contain a trace of truth. I do enjoy the company of women and there are a number who have enjoyed mine as well. I’m not a cad, though. I am fond of my lifestyle, although I also have things to focus on. I merely don’t choose to be public about them all. And I am indeed concerned with comfort and the future of my family but not only that.” He smiled. “And you? What rumors might I hear about you?”

      Cali laughed. “Other than those that inspired you to walk with me, you mean?” He nodded. “I’m from New Orleans. There’s a group there causing trouble for me, and the Malniets are my challenge here. My parents died before their time, like yours. There’s not much else to tell.”

      He kept any derision out of his voice as he asked, “Is it true that you work at a restaurant?”

      “It is, although tavern is a better word—heavy on the drink, light on the food.”

      “Well, this would be the perfect place for us to take a break, then.” He gestured at a building on the opposite side of the ring street they’d reached. It had an image of an octopus holding several mugs of beer, and the picture was perfectly hilarious.

      “Eight-fisted, huh? It’s a clever name.”

      “We call it the eight because—you know, the Nine.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I get it. Lead on.” She followed him through the door and into the bar.
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      The interior was dark and a haze of smoke that wasn’t identifiable as any kind of tobacco she’d been around hung in the air. It was filled with roughly an equal number of men and women, and those with pipes all seemed to be gathered at the rectangular bar. Two bartenders worked rapidly to pull drafts and pour wine. No mixed drinks were visible at all.

      Booths were positioned on the outside walls with a walkway between them and the stools at the bar. Wymarc led her down the right-hand side to an empty booth and slid in. Cali peered carefully around the large room, looking for trouble under the guise of curiosity, but found none. She sat across from him.

      Almost immediately, a server bustled up. He looked harried and annoyed but not at them in particular. If asked to guess, she would have put his age at a well-preserved fifty. His hair was going gray and it was cut short in a no-nonsense flattop. A raspy voice emerged from his round face. “What’ll ya have?”

      “Porter,” Wymarc answered, and the older man nodded and turned to her.

      “Uh, cider.” He strode off without a reply. She didn’t know what fruit or level of alcohol she’d be given, but it wasn’t a cause for concern. Her plans didn’t involve anything more than polite sips for flavor. While it might seem like a social occasion, she was as much at work as the server was.

      “It was a good choice. They make great ones here.” She attributed his faint smugness to putting her in a situation to choose a drink without knowing the territory. Ah, so the competitiveness sneaks out. Excellent.

      She gave him an unassuming smile. “Wonderful. I can take any secrets home to my boss.”

      His lips turned down in a slight frown at the mention of her job. Point for me. Your mask is slipping, friend. Still, he’d done nothing to suggest his intentions were bad, only that he wasn’t as pristine as he might have wanted to appear. She’d dealt with worse—Janice came to mind—but the thought vanished when he changed the subject abruptly.

      “So, what can I tell you about your new home?” He raised his hands to indicate the surrounding area.

      Cali chuckled. “New Atlantis isn’t my home. Not yet, anyway. I’ve spent most of my formative years in New Orleans, and it’s the kind of place that works its way into you. Have you traveled outside the dome much?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve seen all that New Atlantis has to offer from the bright locations to the dark ones. Perhaps I should take a trip to the surface, though, one of these days. Maybe you could show me around your town sometime.” He gave her a flirty grin.

      “Sure. I’d be happy to. So what can you tell me about this place that I don’t know?”

      The server deposited their drinks and left. She took a sip and discovered that it was a highly potent apple-cherry blend.

      “Doubtless you already have information on the city as a whole and on House Leblanc,” Wymarc replied, “but maybe not as much about the Nine. Most of them are okay, but you have to watch Cormier and Surette.” She was surprised he hadn’t added the Malniets to the list, if only for the sake of credibility.

      “Why is that?”

      He scowled and sipped his beer. “Because they have a long history of making alliances, only to break them in moments of crisis. Say what you will about the other houses, they at least tend to be consistent. If they dislike you, they’re clear about it and don’t change that opinion without generations of effort.” He shook his head. “My family has engaged with them both at times, and we’ll never make that particular mistake again. I’m sure they’ll reach out to you too in an attempt to influence your decisions.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You mean like you’re doing today.”

      Her companion shrugged. “That’s a possibility for down the road. I’m not one to rush into things, so I’d call this more an introduction than a solicitation.”

      Cali laughed. “I’m not sure I like the implication.”

      “No offense intended.” He grinned. “It was a poor word choice. My apologies.” She nodded acceptance. “So, anyway, there are several ways to group the Nine, but the one I think is most accurate is pro-Shenni, neutral, and anti-Shenni.”

      “The Empress, you mean?”

      “Exactly. Although the structure works no matter who holds the throne. The players merely move from cluster to cluster. She was a member of House Rivette before her ascension so obviously, they are in support. Oubre and Cormier as well. Against her—or maybe more accurately, for themselves above all—are Surette, Devaux, and your friends the Malniets. So, you see, your family and mine are likely to find ourselves working together to balance the other factions, along with House Terriau.”

      “Doesn’t being neutral actually mean you support the monarch?”

      He nodded. “To some degree. But there’s support and there’s support. The true loyalists would ignore an opportunity to remove her and of course, the anti-faction would embrace it. Those in the middle would judge each such situation individually. You might say, then, that we have the most power.”

      She smiled thinly, “And we will be the targets of the others every time they wish to swing our disposition one way or the other.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      “So, if you had to guess what will happen in the short-term, what would it be?”

      Wymarc laughed. “After meeting you today, I would imagine the next upheaval New Atlantis will face is the elimination of House Malniet.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d passed another pleasant hour together before Cali had said goodbye at his doorstep, which seemed only fair since she’d made him come to her house earlier. As she walked through the growing darkness, the details he’d given her settled into their proper places in her mind.

      Allies, enemies, neutral. Pro-Shenni, anti-Shenni. Those looking to rise, those likely to fall. It was a jumble of concepts she’d never really considered in any other part of her life, and they all felt foreign. Even allies wasn’t a comfortable term as she’d always used friend instead.

      She entered the kitchen in search of the coffee that filled the air with its bitter aroma. Fyre headed for what had become his favorite corner, farthest from where her attempts at cooking took place. She poured herself a mug and sat at the table with Zeb and Emalia, who both looked smug. Cali glanced from one to the other and asked, “What?”

      Her great aunt said, “Zeb improved all the wards. This place is as secure as can be.”

      “And Emalia gave all the outbuildings a quick search,” her boss added. “There’s nothing there that requires your immediate attention. I’ll wander over and improve their protections before we leave.”

      There was something more in their attitudes, though. Each of them had played jokes on her enough that she knew the signs. She put her hands on her hips with a frown. “Okay, what aren’t you telling me?”

      Zeb broke into a grin and gestured at Emalia. “I’ve decoded part of the book your parents left you. We know where one of the sword shards is.”

      Stunned, she sat in silence for a few moments, then uttered a loud whoop. “Awesome! Where is it?”

      “It’s hidden on Oriceran.”

      “Did they say why?”

      “Not yet. I started at the drawing of the sword you marked and worked in both directions from there. I’d only translated a couple of pages before I found the reference but I’ll keep working on it.”

      Cali nodded. “And the other charms?” A new shield pendant hung from her neck but she didn’t know how to activate the others yet.

      Her great aunt laughed. “Yes, and that too. You’re quite the taskmaster.”

      She rose with a grin. “You gotta earn your keep somehow, lady.”

      The dwarf’s gaze followed her. “And so do you. We need to get back, don’t you think?”

      “Yep. I have one thing left to take care of and we’ll be good to go.”

      She refilled her coffee and hurried to the first-floor den, which had been her parents’ office as far as she could tell. Once seated behind the desk that contained the stationery and the wax, she retrieved some of each. The center drawer produced a pen, and she thought about how to properly phrase the invitation she was about to draft.

      A frown of concentration appeared as she focused on making the handwriting legible.

      To: Patriarch Styrris, House Malniet.

      In keeping with the rituals of New Atlantis, I summon two champions to face the same from House Leblanc, four days hence at eight in the evening at the same location as before. Of course, if you wish to acknowledge your ultimate defeat and offer me the boon I seek, that would certainly be an acceptable outcome as well.

      Signed,

      Caliste, Matriarch of House Leblanc.

      She looked at Fyre. “Would it be wrong to add a postscript? Something like ‘Oh, and by the way, you and your family are all jerks who deserve to live neck-deep in an anthill forever?’”

      He snorted. “That would perhaps be a little too on the nose, all things considered.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” She nodded reluctantly. “Hey, Jenkins?”

      The spirit replied from the corner of the room. “Yes, Matriarch Caliste?”

      “Can you and Emalia arrange for this to be delivered before the end of the day?”

      “Indeed so.”

      “Thanks.” She rose and stretched. “Okay, buddy, I think it’s time we headed to New Orleans. We can make sure Janice hasn’t burned the tavern down in our absence, get our things together to search for a sword, and check on Dasante and Tanyith.” He trotted at her side as she returned to the kitchen.

      Zeb stood when she arrived, clearly ready to go. She nudged the Draksa with her leg. “See? He’s worried about her burning it down, too.”

      He growled in annoyance. “I am not. Don’t pick on Janice. It’s unseemly, Matriarch.”

      Cali laughed. “Oh, heaven forbid I do something unseemly.” She gestured with her arms to create a portal with the basement of the Drunken Dragons on the opposite side. “Emalia, is everything good with you? I should be back Monday.”

      Her great aunt nodded. “If any problems arise, I’ll lock myself in and wait. But I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “Trust no one. Especially Wymarc Jehenel.”

      “Oh? You two aren’t engaged yet?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yep, time to go. The people here are simply annoying.” With a smile, she stepped through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As he strode across the threshold into his tavern, Zeb heaved a happy sigh. More than his actual house, this place felt like home to him. He’d been glib about Janice but in truth, he hadn’t liked leaving someone other than him in charge, even for only the couple days they’d been gone. He couldn’t imagine anyone else—other than maybe his brother on Oriceran—who would have been able to convince him to do so.

      But Cali held a special place in his heart and he would do almost anything for her.

      Except the thing you’re best at, his inner voice countered. The dwarf shook his head and climbed the stairs at Cali’s heels. The Thursday night crowd was smaller than usual, but that wasn’t a shock since Janice was running the tavern alone. A cheer went up at his arrival, and his temporary replacement grinned as she ducked out from behind the bar to give him a hug. “We survived, but things are always better when the boss is here.”

      Cali sounded like she made an effort to be pleasant when she said, “Thank you, Janice. It was really nice of you to take over to free him up.”

      The other woman nodded. “Do you two have it from here?”

      Zeb turned to confirm it with the snarky redhead, but she had already strode into the crowd. He laughed. “Yep, it’s all good. Thanks again.”

      Janice grinned and headed toward the exit, saying farewells to the folks at the bar. He took his place and lost himself in work for a while, the familiar rhythms soothing. Before he realized how much time had passed, the moment had arrived to start pushing the patrons out the door.

      Once they were all gone and the entrance was locked against new customers, Cali climbed onto a stool and put her head on the surface of the bar. “Damn, I’m tired.”

      He slid a soft cider beside her hand and it took her almost a full minute to look up again. When she did, the strain was visible on her features, especially around her eyes.

      “You have every right to be,” he said softly. “Things have changed dramatically for you in the last few months.”

      Her fingers trembled as she reached for the glass, but she managed to down half the drink without spilling it. She was a little more herself when she finished and summoned a wry grin. “Yeah. Who would have thought I’d have a legacy to live up to?”

      He chuckled. “You’ve already done that. I have zero doubt you’re every inch the person your parents hoped you would be and more. Now, it’s all gravy, adding your volume to the story of the Noble House of Leblanc.”

      She snorted. “Hah. Noble. I think I like being known as your server more than by such a lofty title.”

      “You’re both. That’s what makes you special. It’s what will enable you to beat any of those luxury-raised morons who try to attack you.”

      “I’m not quite as confident about that as you are.”

      “You should be. I’m very knowledgeable about such things.”

      Cali laughed. “I’m sure Valerie was the brains of the operation.”

      He looked over his shoulder at the battle-ax. “We were more like partners, actually.”

      “Are you saying that Valerie is an artifact?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Zeb shook his head. “You can go now. It’s time to close.”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow for work. Shoo.”

      She drained her glass and pointed a finger at him. “This conversation isn’t over.”

      He waved and she departed. The fact that he’d put a smile on her face counted, though, and he gave himself a mental pat on the back for his cleverness.

      It’s time to get out of here and hit the rack. Tomorrow will come early.
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        * * *

      

      Zeb stood outside the front door and sketched a symbol in the air to set the physical locks and activate the magical wards on the building before he stuck his pipe between his lips. He cupped his hand over the bowl and sparked it with a match, then drew deep and expelled the smoke through his nose.

      His pipe leaf was another constant reminder of Oriceran, a touchstone that kept his past and present connected to each other. His life had changed since he’d come to Earth, but he hadn’t, not really.

      Oh sure, his inner voice commented. Go ahead and lie to yourself.

      “Shut it.” He growled under his breath and set off for home. His house was only a few blocks away, too close for portaling to be worth the effort. Besides, the walks were another ritual that calmed him and helped him to keep his mind in the right place—one other than the violence that had captured so many of his early days. Back then, he’d felt like it would overcome him. Now, however, he thought he would probably have learned to adapt. Either way, he liked his life as it was, and as long as Cali was around, he saw no reason for change. If she decided to make New Atlantis her permanent home, he might consider joining her for a while, simply for the new experiences.

      His internal musing occupied him enough that when two tall Atlanteans in hoodies and jeans stepped from the corner into his path, it came as a surprise. It took only a moment for his senses to kick into gear and identify the sounds of several more trailing him, and the tactical voice in his mind anticipated the presence of at least one more in reserve ahead. Zeb removed his pipe and pointed it calmly at the duo in front of him. “You’re not really this stupid, are you?”

      They laughed, and the sound was echoed from behind him. The one on the right replied. “We’re not the ones walking alone at night. Maybe you should have thought your decision to support the girl through a little more. Choices like that have ramifications.” He said the final word like he was proud to know it and possibly understood what it meant.

      The dwarf sighed. “Okay, you’ve delivered your threat. I am duly cowed. If you’re smart, you’ll shove off now.”

      The one on the left shook his head. “Do you think we’re scared of your friend? Even if we were, she’s not here right now.”

      He shrugged. “This is your last chance. You should consider the ramifications of your next move carefully.”

      The two in front didn’t react, but the scuff of a shoe behind him telegraphed the incoming attack. Zeb darted to his left, dropped into a deep crouch, and spun to his right. The metal bar that had been swung at his head pounded into the concrete where he’d stood and drew a wince from the man who’d made the attempt to fell him. A second man and a woman now stalked toward him, the former holding a baseball bat and the latter an unexpectedly large blade. It took him a moment to place it.

      Where the blazes did she find a bayonet?

      He noted the positions of everyone around him casually, including the extra man in the front.

      Six on one. At least they realized I wouldn’t be a pushover.

      He calculated that he had time to deal with the two from the rear before the others reached him. Swiftly, he moved to close the distance between them and circled to his right to put the woman in the way of the man with the bat. She swiped at him with the bayonet and he growled his disapproval.

      “That’s a stabbing weapon, fool,” he told her and let the blade move past her centerline, then stepped in and raised his right hand to grasp her elbow. He punched up into the bottom of her bicep with his left hand to numb the arm, then drove the same fist into her ribs. They snapped and she clutched them as she fell.

      The bat already swung viciously so he darted back to let it pass. He backpedaled to keep his enemies all on one side as the three from the front joined the attack. The man who’d spoken to him first glowered at him. “Screw it. We had planned to only give you a beating but now, you get the full treatment.”

      Zeb had slipped into what he thought of as his fighting mode. It had been years since he’d practiced with any serious intent since he’d taken the intentional decision to leave that way of life behind him. A conviction that his cause was right and just flowed through him to banish most thoughts other than those of victory. In the past, it had banished all thoughts, but he’d spent the time between then and now working to improve his mind and deepen his self-understanding. He was able to partition one small section to provide guidance to the rest, something important he’d previously lacked. It reminded him there was no need to kill in this situation, only to injure.

      The feeling of his forearm cuffs flowing over his hands without conscious instruction was a shock of cold magic that made his skin crawl for a moment, but it passed quickly and the viscous liquid solidified into his magical weapons. They had been the inspiration for those he’d crafted for Cali, mostly as a way to pass the time after they’d met. He’d never imagined she’d actually need them.

      His hatchets featured three impact surfaces. The head of the weapon had a curved blade on one side and a blunt knob on the other, and the base of the shaft had a flat-bottomed metal ball on it. They weren’t weighted for throwing as such, but he’d had enough practice that he was more than proficient at it. They would return to him with a thought and a trickle of magic. More than that, though, the weapons were a conduit for his own magics, which operated practically without conscious direction when the combat axes were in his hands.

      If only I had my armor.

      You don’t need it for this group, his inner voice almost crowed in reply. He echoed the statement out loud. “You’re right, I don’t need it for them.”

      The Atlanteans had taken a step back when the weapons appeared but seemed to have gathered their wits. He clapped the heads of the hatchets together and as the metal chimed, a wave of force flowed from them. The two who had been the first to speak managed to summon shields quickly enough to hold their ground, but the others were hurled from their feet.

      “Well, all right then,” he said and smiled. “Let’s see what you have.”

      They attacked together, which demonstrated a measure of sense. The one on the left ejected a cone of flame at him, while the one on the right tried shadow bolts that streaked across the distance between them. He shuffled to the left to avoid the dark magic and raised his hatchet to intercept the fire. The head of the weapon glowed as his magic drew the flames in and the metal portion gleamed cherry-red. After several seconds, the man let the ineffective attack fall away. Zeb smiled and charged.

      Most people assumed that because dwarves lacked height, they were also slow. The assumption was, of course, incorrect but had proved useful as an element of surprise. As he’d once told Cali, he was a sprinter, not a marathoner and over short distances, he was wickedly fast. He was beside the two men before they realized it and spun his hatchets so the blunt part of the head faced them. As he raced between them, he channeled his momentum and his strength into the weapons held at arm’s length and drove the metal knobs into their stomachs.

      Both collapsed without a sound other than sharp exhalations of breath. He had a moment to hope he’d pulled the blow enough to not permanently injure them before the remaining three made their attempt.

      The bat-wielder came in first, and it was a simple matter to block his downward strike with one hatchet. Zeb pointed his weapon at the other man, and a snapping sound accompanied the sizzle of lightning that erupted from the head to wreath the man in electricity. He danced involuntarily for a moment before he fell.

      While the dwarf had been occupied with the others, the one with the metal bar had closed enough to whip it at his stomach. Zeb jumped back and took the strike, which was now weakened by the distance, then slammed both his hatchets down to knock the weapon out of his foe’s hands.

      The man looked at him, wide-eyed, and he resisted the urge to hurl a blade at his face. He shook his head. “Get along now. Go.” He pointed his left-hand weapon at the last man, who’d attempted to sneak around him. “Uh-uh. You go too—right this second or you’ll both go down permanently. And tell your masters that if they come after me or any of Cali’s friends again, they’re asking for way more trouble than they know how to handle.”

      The sneaky one raised his palms and backpedaled before the duo turned and ran. Zeb shook his head at the idiots. He envisioned the throws that would put his blades in their backs, but the controlled portion of his mind prevented the weapons from leaving his hands. Turning to check on the others, he found them damaged but alive. He retrieved the phone he denied having from the secret pocket in his trousers and dialed the police tip line with the location.

      That done, the dwarf let his hatchets flow into their hidden state and walked home, whistling in the dark.
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      Cali sealed her uniform, then slotted her potions into place in her thigh pouches. After she’d seen the leather sheaths her mother had packed away, the idea of something similar for the metal vials that contained her healing and energy brews had occurred to her, but there hadn’t yet been time to make it happen.

      The smarter move would have been to wait a few days before she began the search for the sword piece Emalia had found, but she wasn’t able to cope with any further delay. With each day that passed, her need to bring the mysteries surrounding her parents and their deaths to a resolution grew exponentially. At times, it was almost suffocating and the only way to deal with it was to keep moving forward.

      Like a shark. Swim or die.

      Which was why she, Tanyith, and Fyre were in the bunker early on a Saturday morning, gearing up for a treasure hunt. At least that’s what he had called it, and she couldn’t argue the point. The Draksa paced, more agitated than she’d seen him in the recent past.

      “What’s the deal, buddy? Are you okay?”

      He growled. “Still mad about the attack.”

      She nodded. Zeb had called from the tavern early that morning to let her know that the Atlanteans had attacked him the night before. He sounded none the worse for wear and in fact, he’d seemed almost happy about it. The idea that her friends remained in danger apparently offended Fyre almost as much as it did her, however. “I hear you, but one problem at a time. They’ll get theirs.”

      He muttered something she wasn’t able to hear and continued to pace. Tanyith distracted her from that worry by introducing another. “I realized the last time I was in here that there aren’t any weapons around. It seems weird that your parents wouldn’t have had them, don’t you think? We only know about the one sword, but there has to be other stuff.”

      Cali paused while lacing her boots to consider the statement. It did make sense that they’d have others, but she hadn’t seen any sign of them anywhere aside from the ornamental ones at the Leblanc estate. “That’s a good point but I have no idea where to start looking. Maybe Emalia will discover something in the coded book.” She tied the final lace. “Anyway, it’s a problem for another day. Let’s put our game faces on and find some treasure.”
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        * * *

      

      They met Invel in the main room of the Drunken Dragons at ten am, as arranged. When they climbed the stairs from the basement, he was drinking a soft cider at the bar and gossiping with Zeb, who looked inordinately pleased with himself.

      He’s probably telling the story of the attack. Drama queen. “All right, you two, let’s get a move on,” she called, and the Drow laughed as he stood and limped toward her.

      Her boss tilted his chin in her direction. “Back to the basement. I’ve given him access.”

      They walked down together, chatting about unimportant things. At the bottom, Invel asked, “So, how is Emalia faring?”

      Cali suppressed her grin. “She’s doing quite well and New Atlantis seems to suit her. I’ll return there on Monday. If you’d like to come for a visit, you’re certainly welcome to join me.”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’d enjoy that very much.”

      “Done deal. You know, assuming I make it from Oriceran alive.”

      Immediately, his expression turned serious. “The area where you’re going has a history filled with tales of danger and death.”

      “You take us to the best places, Cali,” Tanyith quipped. “You’re a really great friend to have.”

      She tried and failed to glare at him and contented herself with her old standby. “Shut it.” To Invel, she said, “I appreciate the warning, but I have to go where the path leads. I owe it to my parents and to my house, but mostly to myself. I have to know.”

      He nodded. “I understand. So, due east from where you step through.” He’d provided her with a compass that worked on the other planet to help her find her way and had shown her a map of the area. It was direct enough, merely a couple of miles of uneven but unobstructed terrain between the place he knew and where the entrance to the cave should be.

      It’ll be simple. Easy. We’ve got this. “Thanks for everything.”

      He nodded and summoned the portal. She jumped through before she could reconsider whether it was a good idea or not.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight baked onto her from the moment she emerged and made her eyes water. The surrounding area was grassland, with trees on the horizon in three directions and a mountain directly ahead of them. She raised a hand to her forehead to shade her vision and checked the compass strapped to her forearm. “This way.” Without hesitation, she strode forward and her companions followed.

      “So, did Emalia find out anything about how the shard got here?” Tanyith asked.

      She nodded. “One of the other houses, apparently being clever, but she didn’t know which. It seems they really like playing games against each other. Everything’s a challenge or a competition. So essentially, this wasn’t technically ‘stealing’ or ‘trying to kill us,’ but only a little adventure to see if they’re better at the game than we are.”

      “That’s idiotic.”

      Cali laughed. “Yeah, that’s one way to look at it. I suppose it makes sense if you were raised into it. Or something.” She shook her head. “Okay, I have no idea how this might make sense. The noble houses are freakin’ weird.”

      Fyre snorted. “Yours is no exception.”

      “Quiet you.” They plodded along in silence for a half-hour, except to point out potentially dangerous places where the ground looked uncertain. Finally, they arrived at the location Invel had instructed them to find, a thin crack that marked the entrance of a cave.

      Tanyith shook his head. “That looks like a trap if ever I saw one. How did Emalia find this place again?”

      “Oh, the other house told my parents where it was. It’s part of the challenge.”

      “So yes, trap,” Fyre replied.

      “Almost certainly.” She nodded. “But I bet we’re better than they are.”

      Cali held her breath as she slipped through the crevice and her skin crawled as magic washed over her. A moment later, she pushed through into a small chamber. She summoned a ball of fire and tossed it up to hover far enough away from the walls and ceiling that she wouldn’t accidentally set anything alight.

      I definitely need to work on my lightning magic. “It’s safe. Come on through.” Fyre was next and stood on his hind legs to fit, but his expected entrance didn’t materialize.

      He snarled in frustration. “I’m blocked. Magic. Can’t get in.”

      She frowned. “Maybe it’s a barrier to Draksa? Or creatures who are fundamentally magical?”

      “Probably not,” Tanyith replied. “I can’t get in either.”

      “It has to be tied somehow to House Leblanc, then.” She sighed. “Those bastards. It makes sense, though, for the purposes of the game.” She muttered a curse or two and looked at the exit. “I can’t leave now. I’m too close. You two try to find another way in and I’ll push on.” They hadn’t brought the comms as they assumed they’d be together and were doubtful that the devices would work on Oriceran in any case. “Fyre can keep us connected. Be careful.”

      The Draksa rumbled, obviously disapproving of the situation. “You be careful. There’s no telling what these scumbags left behind for you.”

      “Yeah. Will do.” She turned to face the other exit from the room, a small hole on the far side she’d have to crawl through. “Okay. Here we go.” She sent the fireball into the gap, now willing to set anything that annoyed her alight. It revealed a tunnel that extended farther than she could see. With a sigh, she lowered herself to her hands and knees and ducked through the opening.

      Once I find out which house did this, I’ll make a special point of kicking the asses of the entire family line.
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      After several minutes of crawling and cursing, Cali emerged in a large chamber. Nothing thus far had seemed crafted and it appeared that whoever had set the game up had simply used the natural cave features to their advantage. Even though she hadn’t sensed a descent, this room felt like it was underground, with stalactites above and a thin line of water that meandered along a shallow channel from one wall to the other.

      On the opposite side was another crack that looked similar to the one she’d entered the mountain through, but this one was thankfully a little wider. She took a step toward it but stopped cold.

      Wait, it’s too easy. Get your head on straight, Cali.

      She swept her gaze systematically across the chamber in search of obvious traps but found none. With a deep breath, she let her magic trickle forth. Often, of late, she didn’t know quite what she was doing and simply allowed it to flow with the intention of discovery behind it. When it reached the water, anise exploded on her tongue and she gagged from the intensity. The liquid glowed, both in the channel and where the surrounding stone was damp.

      “Okay, that can’t be good.” She used her force magic to coat the floor of the cavern and trap the dangerous water beneath it. Once she’d locked that into place in a corner of her mind, she sent her power questing again. It found nothing else, so she crossed the space carefully and squeezed into the crack. Only when she was safely though did she release the former spell before she crouched to examine the next area.

      Where the last area had been wide, this one was narrow and long, with two obvious exits on the far side. Two statues that looked uncomfortably like Atlantean enforcers separated the chamber into thirds, which left very little room to move past them on either side. The ceiling was high but stalactites stabbed down at random intervals to make flight a dicey proposition, especially given her general lack of finesse.

      Decisions, decisions. What would I do if I was a jerkwad noble trying to kill an intruder?

      The answer was uncomfortably simple—both routes were probably trapped. She trickled a thread of magic to search above and it returned a faint taste of anise. When she did the same with the statues, though, she received a much more prominent warning. The one closest to her lurched into motion, its stone suddenly as supple as flesh, and hurled a net at her.

      Cali screamed in alarm and flung herself forward to pass under the net. The good news was that the statue blocked the other one from engaging her. The bad news was that it had drawn a large, two-handed sword and now strode toward her, its blank and lifeless eyes somehow menacing. She summoned her sticks and raised them in time to manage an X-block against a diagonal sword cut but had nowhere to go to avoid the front kick that followed. The reinforced jacket helped to dull the blow to her stomach but it still hurled her back several feet.

      As soon as her boots touched the stony surface, she immediately ran forward and slid under another diagonal slash, then slammed her sticks into her attacker’s knees. Her hands ached from the impact, which seemed to accomplish nothing. She considered sneaking past, but the trident that stabbed at her between the first statue’s legs quickly disabused her of that notion. As she scrambled away, she let her right-hand stick transform into a bracelet again.

      She glanced at the ceiling in preparation to launch herself to the far end regardless of the danger when she saw an opportunity. Raising her fist, she discharged a force blast and cracked a stalactite. It fell, impaled the statue beneath it, and shattered it into rocks. She did the same with those closest to the second one and grinned in satisfaction as it succumbed to the sharp missiles.

      Her smile was banished by a cracking sound from above. Cali sprinted to the opposite side, chose the left opening at random, and dove through it a second before the ceiling caved in behind her. She sat and panted for several moments, then realized she received waves of worry from Fyre over their mental connection.

      “I’m safe, no worries,” she said. “Relax, buddy.” The intensity diminished a little. “Have you found a way in?”

      She could almost hear the growl in the surge of emotion that followed and she chuckled darkly. “Okay, keep trying and be alert. Their traps are magical and overlapping so far.” He didn’t send a specific reply, only a continued thread of concern.

      Yeah. I’m a little worried too, to be honest. She summoned a small sphere of fire and rolled it along the ground down the passage. It illuminated a tunnel tall enough to walk in but too narrow for her to extend her arms at all. For better or worse, it sloped downward. Her instincts warned her that more dangerous obstacles likely lay below, and she assumed that probably meant the treasure did too.

      Cali pushed herself up with a sigh and summoned her second stick again. She’d need every advantage possible if trouble manifested in the claustrophobic corridor. Her senses screamed caution as she crept ahead one step at a time and made sure to keep her weight on her back leg in case the ground below should prove uncertain. The tunnel ended in a room that had clearly not been created by nature. It was both long and wide, with pillars down the left and right sides to create an obvious walkway down the middle. Magical lanterns glowed, and she banished her unnecessary flame. Heavy stone blocks the color of sand formed the walls, engraved with symbols, runes, and designs she couldn’t identify.

      At the end of the central path was what appeared to be an altar, and on it was a shining silver object, aglow in the crossbeams from three lanterns. Even from this distance, the runes were visible. The floor was made up of smaller blocks that resembled those in the walls with a different symbol etched into each.

      When she looked up, the ceiling wasn’t as high as she assumed it would be. There was no doubt in her mind that a plethora of tricks, traps, and magical defenses stood between her and the shard.

      “I’m in some kind of fancy room,” she sent to Fyre. “The sword piece is on the other side.” He returned caution to her, and she nodded. “Yeah, I know. I don’t trust anything in here.”

      Her magic sensed danger all around, filled her mouth with the taste of black licorice, and gave her nothing specific enough to be useful. She remained where she’d stopped on entry, which was a single large block bordered by the smaller ones that stretched through the room. It was too far to launch herself, given the height of the ceiling. She’d need more of an arc than the available space would permit.

      After a few moments of focused thought, she transformed her sticks into a jo staff and stabbed it at the blocks in front of her. One after the next, they crumbled until she found one that didn’t. She extended it to the next row and did the same thing. The discovery that the same symbol acted differently frustrated her, but she gritted her teeth and continued to test each one. Before long, she’d worked those ahead of her as far as three rows deep, but her staff wouldn’t reach any further.

      Okay, it’s time to give this a try. She stepped onto the first and it wobbled beneath her but held. She stopped to catch her breath.

      I should throw a force barrier over the whole thing and walk on that. As soon as it crossed her mind, she discarded the idea. While that might have worked on the initial trap, which likely relied on secrecy, they’d surely have considered that solution in the construction of this challenge. She could picture the ceiling falling or something equally catastrophic in response. A quick involuntary look upward confirmed that it was still stable, and she stepped onto the next block. She continued to test and step until she reached a set of tiles with a golden border on the near side.

      Every game has clues, and this has to be one. Something probably changes after this.

      Cali poked at the blocks ahead with the staff, but they didn’t seem to react in the least. With a frown, she commanded the sticks to return to bracelet form and summoned a force shield sufficient to cover her from head to toe in each hand. She’d seen enough movies to know the risks that came with tomb raiding, and while this might not be a tomb, it definitely possessed a funereal feel. She crept forward slowly, keeping her weight balanced, but nothing happened to alarm her. Cautiously, she stepped across a few more blocks, holding the shields to either side so she was almost cocooned.

      With a creak and a crash, the surface behind her fell away. She didn’t wait to see where it had gone and simply sprinted ahead. Arrows fired from the walls on both sides, but her shields protected her from the impacts. Her attention faltered for a moment, but she shored it up, then shrieked when a giant ax swung at her from above. She did the only thing possible to avoid having her skull split in half and slid under it but the back of her head rapped on the stone as she landed.

      Had she not been dazed, there might have been time to react to the part of the floor that suddenly tipped as she landed. As it was, all she could do was add another yelp when she plunged into the darkness and shouted, “Aspida,” to activate her shield necklace.

      She pulled the shields in her hands inward until they touched, willed them to join together, and hoped for the best as she fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      While it felt like an hour, it was probably only seconds before her descent was halted by the sound of shattering wood and grinding metal. She waited to see if anything else happened for at least another hour-seeming minute. When nothing manifested, she let the protective cocoon generated by her necklace dissipate. She settled a little lower and at an angle, but no further danger appeared.

      The shield beneath her was attached to her left hand, so she curled into it, dispelled the right one, and summoned a tiny fireball in its place that she tossed into the air. It was light enough that it rose toward the ceiling. The flickering light revealed that she was in a wide pit lined with half-sized spears. Her shield had saved her from the points and her weight had broken their wooden supports. She shook her head.

      “That could have been bad.” She didn’t sense anything from Fyre but sent him a message that she was okay. Sometimes, when she got worked up, the connection between them was drowned out by her own concerns.

      She stood and let her shield fall before she conjured a couple more fireballs and tossed them into the corners. The pit appeared to have no exits other than the top, which had closed after she’d plunged through it. “Clever bastards. I’ll definitely find out who you are and introduce you to one of my favorite games. I call it ‘run like hell or get your legs broken.’” She continued to babble to herself as she looked around for options.

      The walls were block, similar to those above but smaller with lines of mortar between the courses. That’s a possibility. She bent and retrieved one of the cracked spears that had a foot or so of wood left attached to the head. Her teeth gritted, she thrust it into the mortar at chest height, but all it did was chip the material slightly. With a growl of frustration, she drove it in again and again until it was stuck in place, then nodded.

      Okay, at least I know it will work as a Plan B. She used force magic to snap off as many of the remaining spears as would comfortably fit in her belt but still allow her to move.

      Cali checked to ensure her potions were where they were supposed to be because if she faltered, things would get ugly. She tried to think back to how she’d fallen but wasn’t able to recall what had actually happened. If the opposite side of the cover had gone up, it meant a crossbar support in the middle of a tilting platform. On the other hand, it might have hinges at the far end. She was fifty-one percent sure it was the former, so she decided to go up on the side that would lift at the top if she was correct.

      Her magic coalesced into a set of force stairs, which reminded her of one of her first clumsy attempts at the technique shortly before she’d met Fyre. So much had changed since those days, to be sure. She made it about halfway up before the next stair refused to form.

      So, something is blocking magic, which I suppose is logical and even necessary from their perspective. Jerks. She turned and jammed the spears into the wall one after another, then climbed them to position higher ones. Finally, she reached the top and pushed on the lid. It shifted an inch but no more. With a growl of annoyance, she shoved harder and the spear beneath her feet wobbled alarmingly.

      She paused to catch her balance, ready to jump into the open space below if there was no other option. Her support held, and she sent her thanks out to the universe.

      “One more break. That’s all I need.” The anti-magic spell or device or whatever it is might be set up to react to the presence of magic. If I’m lucky, that doesn’t include magic that stays inside the body.

      Cali withdrew her energy potion slowly, drank it, and the power spread through her like a hot drink on a freezing day. She pushed it into her muscles and readied herself for her next attempt.

      When she was ready, she kicked the wall to either side of the spear she stood on and most of the way up toward the lid to create holes for her feet that would be more stable than standing on one of the protrusions. She stabbed a spear near the top to use as a handhold, then climbed so her back was rounded against the barrier that separated her from the room upstairs.

      With a shout, she lurched upward with all her might. The lid lifted a foot, which gave her the space to jam a spear at an angle between it and the floor. She positioned several more and clambered through the opening she’d made, then rolled over to stare at the ceiling as she panted with exhaustion and relief.

      Fyre’s concern washed over her, and she returned giddy laughter. “It tried to kill me, buddy, but I’m okay. I don’t suppose y’all are any closer to finding me, are you?” What he sent back didn’t feel like a positive response. She shrugged. “It’s fine. It seems as if it would be against the rules to not have a way out, so as long as I can steer clear of the traps, I should be able to get the shard and find a door or something.”

      She climbed slowly to her feet and the pain reminded her of the strain she’d put her body under. Before she continued, she retrieved a healing potion and drank a fourth of it to undo whatever damage had been inflicted.

      “Okay. I’m halfway there.” She was, however, now at the right distance to avoid the ground entirely and took almost a full minute to scan the ceiling to ensure there weren’t any surprises waiting for her. Finally, she decided to hedge her bets, stated, “Aspida,” and launched herself in an arc toward the table at the far end and the sword shard that lay upon it. Stalactites fell and bounced off her shield, and both fire and electrical attacks surged from the columns she passed, but the protective legacy her parents had left for her was adequate to defend against them all.

      Cali landed on the raised platform that held the table and banished the shield. The opening scene from Raiders of the Lost Ark played in her mind, and she hoped to not find a gigantic boulder awaiting her. She wrapped her hands in force magic and grasped the blade. Nothing happened for the first moment, then a grinding sound issued from the wall in front of her. It lifted to reveal a passage. She shook her head. “Nope. No way. I’ve had enough.”

      She attempted to summon a portal and was half-shocked when the spell completed and the outside of the mountain was revealed. Before anything could go wrong, she ran through it and a surge of happiness from Fyre streamed across their connection.

      It took them a dozen minutes to find each other and another ten to compare stories. When she’d regained enough energy for the spell, they returned to the basement of the Drunken Dragons. They climbed the stairs together, Cali barely able to put one foot in front of the other, and claimed seats at the bar. She looked at her watch and saw that she had exactly an hour before her shift started. With a sigh, she handed the blade to Zeb. “Put that somewhere and wake me in fifty-five minutes.”

      He shook his head. “You’ll need to shower before you work, girl. You look like you’ve been swimming in a swamp.”

      “Fifty minutes, then,” she mumbled, already on her way into unconsciousness.
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      After work the night before, Cali had returned to the bunker and stored the shard safely before she collapsed for twelve hours of blissful sleep. She’d bounced out of bed in the early afternoon filled with energy. Frye wasn’t nearly as peppy and looked at her with one eye open while she raced around getting ready. Finally, when her hair was clean, conditioned, and properly wrangled and she was dressed in her favorite jean shorts and t-shirt, she poked him.

      “Let’s go, lazybones. We’re taking a walk.”

      With a growl that changed pitch as he stretched, the Draksa jumped to the floor. A ripple formed around him as the illusion took hold and he became a Rottweiler to everyone but her. She opened the front door and he dashed through. The sun glowed fiercely beyond the confines of the building, and she squinted and slipped on a pair of gaudy white plastic sunglasses.

      He looked over his shoulder and smirked. “I didn’t know you were an Elton John impersonator.”

      “Shut it, you.” She rolled her neck and stretched her arms over her head, then bent to touch the ground with her palms. “Okay, let’s keep it under a brisk walk. I don’t want to be all sweaty when we see Scoppic.” It was a dozen blocks or so to the library, and she kept her gaze moving and her mind open in case a threat should appear unexpectedly. Fortunately, none did, and she was soon inside the air-conditioned splendor of one of her favorite places.

      It was quiet and only a few students and about the same number of adults worked at tables, while a handful more made their way through the shelves of books. The visible staff was all human, and each gave her a smile as she passed through the huge, well-lit room. She had spent many hours there doing schoolwork or simply hiding out from the rest of the world before she discovered the full extent of her magical ability. In all that time, she’d never paid attention to the door she headed to now.

      It lay at the back of the large first floor and claimed to be only for staff. She knew the proper words and magics to defeat the wards, however, and in moments, she entered the arcane library that existed beneath the public one. Three levels high, the expansive space was a cross between an elegant living room and a work of modern art with glass stairs, bookshelves on the walls reaching to the ceiling, and scattered desks, couches, chairs, and tables. It was one of the most beautiful places she’d ever seen and was also the frequent domain of the gnome, Scoppic, who was as pleasant and encouraging as the library was impressive.

      She found him at his desk at the rear of the middle level, with a tower of books stacked on a side of the wooden surface. He broke into a grin at their appearance. “Fyre, Caliste, welcome back!” Thus far, he’d given her no reason to believe that his enthusiastic goodwill was anything other than genuine.

      Cali sat across from him, and the Draksa walked in a circle once beside the desk, then lay where the librarian could see him. On an earlier visit, Scoppic had been very excited to meet one of the creatures in the real world that he’d only read about previously, and Fyre had basked in his appreciation.

      “You are such a glutton for attention,” she sent and received mirth over their mental connection.

      She looked at the gnome. “So, I had a few questions I wondered if you could help me with.”

      He nodded. “It’s what I do, Matriarch.” He laughed. “Such an exciting time for you, being named leader of your house!”

      His sincerity was undeniable, and she had no wish to quash it. “Exciting is a good word for it.” She chuckled. “Actually, that’s part of the reason I’m here. I’ve discovered that a member of my line was once exposed to a certain poison. Because of the danger of it happening again, I’m looking for any records that might exist of magical poisons, especially those from Atlantis Old or New.”

      He tapped a finger against the desk and remained silent for half a minute, then brightened. “I don’t have much on New Atlantean poison craft, but we do have a copy of the book that’s considered to be the definitive work on potions, which also includes poisons.” He gestured for her to rise and led her and the Draksa down a flight of stairs to the base of one of the bookshelves. He looked up, and she did the same. “Up there…the red spine. Do you see it?”

      She did, but her telekinetic abilities were limited enough that she’d probably bring down the whole shelf if she tried to retrieve the tome in the usual manner. “Oh, I can see it but I can’t reach it. I could send Fyre up, but his claws are fairly sharp.”

      A look of horror appeared on his face in the moment before he realized she was kidding, then vanished under a smile. “Very funny, Caliste. Very funny indeed.” He raised a palm and the book slid out from the shelves and descended to hover above at chest height.

      Quickly, she caught the oversized tome and hugged it to her chest. “Thank you, as always. I’ll spend some time with this and see you if I have additional questions if that’s all right.”

      “Of course. Please do.” He moved away to do something else on the bottom level, and she climbed the stairs to a desk large enough to hold the book. She set it down softly to avoid making noise and bothering the other patrons who circulated quietly throughout the magical library before she glanced at Fyre. “If I’d known this place existed a year ago, I would have spent all my time here.”

      He smiled but chose not to respond and instead, curled under the desk. She hadn’t had an opportunity to research it but had warmed to the belief that most Draksa wouldn’t or couldn’t talk. Nylotte had said that Fyre was different and perhaps that was why. In any case, it didn’t matter as long as her partner remained happy and safe.

      Cali turned her attention to the book. It was written longhand in a sweeping and beautiful style. A vague hint of vanilla coated her tongue. She wasn’t sure why her strange ability to read people had also become a magic detector but assumed it had to do with the overall increase in her power and magical knowledge. This felt like a protection spell of some kind, probably to prevent the pages from degrading over time.

      Maybe it’s part of Scoppic’s job to keep the magics on all the books active or topped off or whatever. That would be a mammoth task.

      The table of contents informed her that the chapters on poisons lay near the back, so she leafed through until she found it. An index filled the front page of the section, but none of the names seemed familiar. With a sigh, she turned to the first and started reading.
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        * * *

      

      After several hours that brought her not a single step closer to finding a cure for Atreo, it had been time to go to work, time to sleep, time to train, and time to take the new shard to Alessand in the Kemana Stonesreach with Nylotte’s assistance. He’d looked at it, given her a wide smile, and told her to return in a few days, when he’d have something to show her. Now, twenty or so hours after she’d entered the library, she had to return to New Atlantis. Her appointment with the Malniets for later that night weighed on her mind as she headed to the Drunken Dragons Tavern.

      Zeb held down the fort alone with Janice scheduled to come in to help out in the evening. They exchanged a few words, but he was busy and she was distracted, and the conversation quickly faltered. Invel chose the perfect moment to enter, and they both greeted the Dark Elf. His ashen hair was pulled into a ponytail, which made his handsome face with its patches of lighter colored skin his most notable feature.

      “And hello to you two as well.” He wore a formal outfit, a black suit over a matching shirt, with a fashionable cane to assist with his limp.

      Of course, for all I know, that’s an affectation. You can never tell what lengths some people will go to in order to confuse their enemies. That truth was always a good thing to remember, given her deepening involvement in the cesspool of New Atlantean noble politics.

      Zeb sounded exceptionally gruff. “Are you headed to New Atlantis with the girl, then?” Cali rolled her eyes. The dwarf knew he was and also the reason behind it. She could never fully understand the relationship between the two of them and only knew they tended to be allied when it came to arguing with the other members of the council.

      The Drow smiled. “Indeed so. I’ve never been there so this should be an interesting experience.”

      Fyre snorted and she grinned. “Yeah, interesting is a way to describe it. I have a few other words that aren’t quite as polite but also apply.”

      Invel chuckled. “As with all places, doubtless good and bad wage their eternal battle there as well.”

      “Speaking of battles, it’s time we headed out. I need a couple of hours with Emalia before the fight tonight.” She hefted the large backpack that contained the gear she’d retrieved from the bunker so it would sit more comfortably on her shoulder. Turning to Zeb, she added, “I should be back for work tomorrow.”

      The dwarf nodded. “Send word if you can’t make it.” He refrained from teasing her about Janice—which was a smart move, all things considered. With a short wave, she turned and strode to the basement, trusting that the Draksa and the Drow would follow.
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        * * *

      

      Cali stood awkwardly in the doorway as Emalia and Invel hugged one another. “Is this weird?” she sent to Fyre. “This is weird and it feels weird.” He responded with the kind of amusement that left no question that he was laughing at her, not with her.

      She stepped forward with a growl. “Okay, you two, break it up. Jenkins, introduce yourself to Invel and show him where his room is.”

      And if he doesn’t plan to stay in it, I do not want to know.

      The ghostly presence announced himself and did his trick with the lights to lead the Dark Elf away.

      Emalia grinned at her. “Are you blushing, Caliste?”

      She shook her head. “No. Whatever. Did you find any more pieces of the sword?”

      “No, but I did discover something else useful.” She made a motion like a magician plucking a coin from the air, and a charm appeared in her hand. “This one is for creating light. Your intention sets the bar for how much is created, from merely a dim candle to a wickedly blinding glare.”

      Cali pulled the chain holding her other charm over her head and handed it to her great aunt so she could attach the new one. “Like, permanent blindness?” That was a little more power than she’d be comfortable using under most circumstances.

      The other woman nodded. “I think it could be. Again, it’s all about intention. You tell it what you want, and it seems to provide it.”

      “Okay.” She accepted it and put it on again, noticing that Emalia had also added another pendant with the shield logo on it. “What’s the command? And does this double the shield, or what?”

      “No, not double. But the second one will be a good backup for when the first is consumed.”

      “Smart. Thank you.”

      Her aunt rewarded the compliment with a small smile. “The trigger word for the light charm is Iubar.”

      She chuckled as it sounded like you-bar, which fit her life fairly well. “Iubar. Got it. Does it make a globe or something?”

      “No. It merely glows. You’ll want to shut your eyes if you use it as a weapon.”

      “Will do. Fyre, I’ll warn you ahead of time.” The Draksa nodded and she turned to face Emalia. “Okay. We only have a couple of hours before the fight. I need you to try to teach me a few things.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jenkins had recommended the main ballroom for their training session, to which Cali had replied, “The main what now?” But when he led her to it, she recalled seeing it in passing, although she’d thought it was a formal dining room waiting for furniture. With her current level of knowledge, though, she could easily see how a gathering of the Nine would fit perfectly as the chamber had enough space to accommodate forty or so with ease.

      The floor was made of beautiful wood planks polished to a high shine. One wall was entirely windows, and the others were blank. “Was there furniture in here once?” she asked,

      “Oh yes,” Jenkins replied. “This room was to be redone before your parents were forced to leave. After, with all that had happened, the work was never completed. The items that were removed are in storage in one of the outbuildings.”

      Emalia nodded. “So that’s what I saw. I wondered where all that was from since it was clearly too big for the place in which I found it.”

      The lights reached full intensity, and Cali walked into the center of the room. “Okay, we should leave the conversation about home furnishings until later, I guess, or at least not a couple of hours before I have to fight for my life.”

      Her great aunt followed and stopped a few feet away from her. “What do you want to learn?”

      “Lightning.” She’d told the older woman about the lightning net she’d faced recently, the lightning line the Malniet had used during the last battle, and her desire to generally be able to use that form of magic. She was comfortable with her control of fire and force and had no interest in learning shadow, which somehow seemed like an evil power.

      Of the dark side, it is. She laughed at her internal Yoda voice, exactly as she always did.

      “In some ways, lightning is the most challenging power to master, as it requires extreme focus to maintain. Are you sure that’s the right choice for you?”

      Cali chuckled at the double meaning of the words. “Yes, I’m sure I want to pursue it and yes, I think I’m competent enough to handle the challenge.”

      Emalia grinned. “Okay, then. Clear your mind.”

      She went through her mental routine, locked the unnecessary thoughts in their corners, and confined them with caution tape. The process took notably less time than it used to and no longer required her to close her eyes. “I’m ready.”

      “Imagine your electrical power is something like a disobedient animal.” Fyre interrupted with a growl and they both laughed, and the woman swiveled her head in his direction. “I would never call you disobedient or an animal, Fyre.” She returned her gaze to her niece. “You will tell it to do the thing you wish it to do, but the power will strive to do whatever it wants to do when you release its leash—even more than fire does.”

      She nodded. Her early experiments with fire magic had taught her that lesson well. It wasn’t quite alive but definitely had its own opinions on where to go. “Okay. I get that.”

      “Good. Now, unlike fire—which you can think of as similar to water coming out of a hose—electricity has to be gathered. It’s already everywhere and you need to draw the strands together into a point and push that point forward. The lightning will seek to branch out again because that is its nature. You must fight constantly to shape the power into what you need it to be.”

      “Wait, so you’re telling me that the lightning line and net were both magics that required a continuous battle to maintain?”

      “That’s very well put. Exactly. You’ll apportion a part of your mind to maintaining and controlling it. Eventually, that should become second nature. Until then, though, you’ll have to be vigilant.” She walked to the far end of the room and conjured a transparent wall of force in front of her with an absent wave of her hand. “Now, try to strike me in the chest. Don’t worry, my magic will block yours.”

      Fyre padded quickly behind the barrier and Cali scowled at him. But he’s not wrong given what happened when I tried flame. The effortless way Emalia used magic showed both her innate talent and her long practice, and she was envious of both. Okay, here we go.

      She raised a hand and pictured her body as a mass of random electricity, then commanded it to travel down her arm and into her fist. Her flesh tingled as her power responded and seemed greedy for release. She focused hard and held the magic back to force it to slow into a gentle wave that deposited a little more with each surge through the full length of her limb. After fifteen seconds, she felt like there was enough to work with.

      “Here goes nothing,” she muttered and released the magic, and lightning erupted from her fist. It created an instant Van De Graff generator to go nowhere but make her hair stand on end with its electrical field. She snarled and wrestled with the power to force it to move away from her and form into a cone rather than a cloud. Several minutes passed while she let the power flow and directed it to her will before she was able to maintain a continuous channel of magic aimed at her great aunt’s chest. She let it fall and closed her eyes to recenter herself after the internal fight.

      Emalia’s voice was filled with understanding. “You did well, child. I warned you it wouldn’t be easy. This is a bold stride toward your goal, however.”

      Cali laughed. “But I won’t use a lightning whip or anything tonight, either.”

      “No, you definitely won’t. It takes far longer than that to master. But the more you work on it, the more all your magic will improve.”

      She raised her hand to pat her necklace beneath her shirt. “Well, at least I have a couple of tricks hidden away. That’ll have to be enough. Besides, I can’t imagine the Malniets bringing any champions who can stand up to Fyre and I together.” With a sigh, she let her desire for additional surprises to spring on their enemies fade. “All right. Let’s go prepare, buddy, and get ourselves down to Lutte’s.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’d gathered the items she needed and carried them to the top floor room. Somehow, it felt right to prepare for her battle with the opposing house in the place where her parents had doubtless strategized against them.

      Although, maybe not. Coming down that ladder in a dress would be a little challenging. She shrugged and set the thought aside.

      Cali removed her comfortable clothes and slipped into the snug combat uniform trousers, tunic, and jacket, then tied the reinforced boots tightly. She bent and twisted to make sure everything felt right before she zipped the coat to her throat. Closing her eyes, she paused, visualized herself in battle, and realized she’d failed to account for something. While the shield charm could be hidden, if the light actually came from the pendant, it would have to be exposed. “Jenkins, please ask Emalia if the light spell requires the necklace to be visible.”

      “Yes, Matriarch Caliste.” A moment passed before he spoke again. “She says that is correct.”

      “Okay.” Wow, that would have been pretty dumb, Cali. Try to have more brain, please. She rummaged through the ornamental jewelry drawer until she found another chain, transferred the light charm, and hung it over her jacket. She admired the look in the mirror inside the wardrobe door. The compass symbols stood out in turquoise with red accents, and she looked very serious, as a Matriarch should. The frizzed hair didn’t help at all, though.

      She found ponytail holders and bound her locks several times into a line that descended the back of her head and neck. A braid would have been more appropriate but there wasn’t time for such niceties. She selected an ornamental belt her parents had left and strapped it around her waist. The remaining globe that Invel had provided—filled with wickedly sharp crystals—went into an attached pouch. She stared into the sheaths and shrugged. “Something pointy couldn’t hurt, right, buddy?”

      “I always have something pointy,” Fyre, who had watched her preparations in silence observe. He bared his teeth, and she laughed at the sight.

      “That’s why Draksa are such fearsome opponents, I guess.” He looked pleased with the comment. She snagged two of the sheaths, buckled them around her upper arms, and pulled them tight so they wouldn’t slide. Again, she tested her motions and had to loosen the one on her left because it hindered her ability to swing that arm. She slipped the ornamental daggers that went with them into place, and the compass-decorated hilts reached past her elbows. They slid smoothly from their cases and snicked into their sheaths without any problem. After ten practice draws, she knew she could get them into action in only a couple of seconds.

      It’ll have to be good enough. We’re out of time.

      With a final pat to ensure her potions were where they belonged, she led the Draksa down the ladder to the main floor. Both Invel and Emalia waited for her at the front door. They looked at her expectantly, and she tilted her head in confusion. “What?”

      Her great aunt lifted her chin and spoke primly. “As the other member of your family currently in residence in New Atlantis, it is both my privilege and my obligation to accompany you to this battle.” She grinned. “And he will join us as my escort.”

      Cali’s heart leapt. “Really?” She wouldn’t have imagined such a thing would matter to her and was surprised at how much it did. They both nodded. “That’s awesome.” She snapped her fingers. “Wait here for a second.” She raced to the attic room and retrieved two items, then returned. With a grin, she approached her great aunt and pinned the house seal to the collar of the button-down top she wore under her sweater. She did the same to Invel’s dark shirt.

      Their smiles told her they both appreciated the gesture and approved of the idea. She looked at Fyre, who returned her gaze with his tongue hanging out. “Are you ready to kick some Malniets to the curb, buddy?”

      He nodded. “Let’s show them why it’s a mistake to mess with us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The walk through the streets attracted more notice than the previous one had, either because she was with unusual strangers or because more people knew of her. Faces turned as they passed and she caught the occasional comment, although they were pitched low and were unintelligible. The person she had been even a few weeks before might have cared. Now, though, that level of worry had been peeled away.

      Her focus was on their destination and on what awaited them within. The outer doors of Lutte’s were again held open for her by uniformed workers, and she was guided by another to the same waiting room. The attendant inside bowed at her arrival.

      “Matriarch Caliste of House Leblanc, Anyas welcomes you back and wishes you good fortune. Are you prepared or do you need a moment?” On her previous visit, Cali had made sure to get there early, either out of respect for her opponent or respect for the venue. She still had some of the latter but lacking the former, had timed her travel down to the minute.

      “We’re ready. Let’s do this.” The attendant nodded and opened the door at the far end, which led to a small tunnel that connected the room to the battlefield. The familiar square chamber brought back the memory of defeating Tyrault Malniet inside the combat area delineated by the darker wood in the center of the floor. The two-story ceiling would give Fyre space to fly as long as he dodged the hanging lamps.

      She pointed to the lighter wood that ringed the outside of the zone and murmured, “Don’t forget to warn them about the light spell and to shield,” to Emalia. When her aunt nodded, she concentrated her attention on the opposite doors.

      They opened to reveal a swarm of people all dressed in the colors of House Malniet. They fanned out in the viewing area and flowed to both sides. From their midst, a giant of a man, easily close to seven feet tall, stepped forward. He wore plates of armor over heavy chainmail that gleamed silver. Each was etched with an image, rune, or script.

      “Holy cow,” she sent to Fyre, “I don’t think I could lift that chest piece without a spotter, much less wear all that.” His emotions in reply were both amused and concerned.

      The latter could have been inspired by the creature that walked beside the man. It was easily twice Fyre’s size and mostly resembled a leopard in her limited experience. Its base coat was black with spots in rich gold, which made it seem like an expensive work of art that might be on display in a millionaire’s home. There was nothing static in the way it moved, however. Muscles rippled under the skin as it padded toward them and it looked like sleek death come to call.

      “Are you okay, buddy?” she sent.

      A low growl was his reply, echoed immediately by one from the beast. With a shake of her head, Cali stepped forward to her starting position, the Draksa perfectly in step. Their opponents mirrored them. The man’s face was hidden entirely by his decorative helm, which reminded her of the statues she’d fought on Oriceran—flat, lifeless, and menacing.

      Anyas approached them. Again, she wore a more formal version of the uniform worn by the venue’s workers but this time, the long hair that had reached to her waist was piled atop her head, bound by jeweled combs, and possibly required magic to keep it in place. It was beautiful, as was she, but her sharp features made her seem stern and unyielding.

      Her voice was husky as she said the ritual words. “House Leblanc has challenged House Malniet. Caliste Leblanc represents her house and has selected a Draksa to accompany her in this battle. Korota Malniet represents his and has chosen a greatcat to accompany him. This is in accordance with the laws of New Atlantis.”

      A small smile appeared as she faced Cali. “Matriarch Leblanc, do you have anything you wish to say to your opponent?” She offered no reply other than a shake of her head.

      Nothing I say now will make a difference. It’s up to the Malniet patriarch to end this in any way other than violence.

      Anyas nodded and turned to the representative of the house that had poisoned her brother. “Master Malniet, do you have anything you wish to say to the challenger?”

      A deep voice echoed from beneath the helm. “Tonight, you die, girl.”

      Cali rolled her eyes and commented, “How original. I guess language isn’t one of the things their house is concerned with.” Fyre snorted and nervous laughs came from Emalia and Invel. The crowd of supporters behind her foes sneered but did not speak. And, of course, the metal face of her opponent betrayed nothing.

      The beautiful woman between them backed away until she was on the perimeter, and one of her workers conjured a shield of force to protect themselves and their boss. Anyas called, “Combatants, you may begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali sent, “I’ll work on the metal man, you deal with the animal. If you need to switch, do it and I’ll follow your lead.” A wash of approval accompanied the Draksa as he vaulted into the air. She had changed her thinking on the Atlantean ritual battles over time. At first, she’d believed staying away from magic at the outset was a tactical advantage but now, she was far more concerned with choosing the best tool for the situation and not worrying about those details.

      At this moment, her choice to summon a force shield was inspired when the armored man raised his arms and dispatched twin beams that crackled with confined lightning at her face. Despite the clear mastery of the form that allowed him to keep the wild magic focused, her defense was more than adequate.

      She frowned. That couldn’t have been full strength. This jerk is playing with me. In response, she launched a force blast at his feet, hoping to knock him off balance.

      He made no attempt to evade the attack and the bolt struck exactly where she’d aimed it on his right ankle. The rune etched into the armored boot glowed brightly, then faded, and he didn’t move an inch.

      Uh-oh. This could be a little harder than I expected.
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        * * *

      

      The same thought occurred to Fyre as his first attack on his opponent backfired and almost eviscerated him. He’d gone for the kill, hoping speed and surprise would let him sink his teeth into the back of the greatcat’s neck while his foe anticipated him to use his breath weapon. It had seemed perfect until, at the very last instant, the cat rolled and slashed the air with its long claws. A scale ripped away but the rest withstood the assault.

      Only because I veered away in time. If I’d kept going, it would have been over fast like I wanted, but not in a good way.

      The Draksa wasn’t one to worry about past mistakes so he elevated and released a wave of frost over his foe. The cat’s quick reflexes made it seem as if his magic moved in slow motion. The creature blurred to the side to avoid the chill attack and sidled closer to Cali.

      Oh, no you don’t. He dove at it again, searching for options as he closed.

      His claws raked down the feline’s flank as it darted clear, and he grinned in satisfaction. The weight of it landing on him a moment later drove that positive feeling away. Frye snarled, rolled, and scraped his enemy along the ground to make him release. The tactic worked, but barely. In another second, he wouldn’t have had the room to twist and become airborne again. He circled and kept a wary eye on his foe so the cat didn’t get any ideas about shifting his attention to his partner.

      Okay, what else can I try?
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        * * *

      

      Cali’s options were sorely limited. If the man’s armor protected him from magic as it seemed to do, half her arsenal had effectively vanished. There was no chance of her magical sticks finding a way through those metal plates, either. She dropped and rolled to the side to avoid the gouts of flame he extended toward her from each of his hands, then bounced up and ran as he tracked her.

      I should be able to unbalance him if I can get him to do anything other than ranged attacks. She angled at his ally and he stopped his assault rather than endanger the cat. Well, that’s something, anyway.

      When he fired shadow beams at her face, she’d had enough. He was clearly showing off, trying to get into her head with his mastery of magic, and had begun to succeed. The only option was to quit playing his game. She called a shield in her left hand to absorb and deflect the attack. Again, it felt less impactful than she would have expected. She released her hold on her magic, let it flow through her body to increase her speed, and charged.

      She crossed half the distance in a matter of seconds and drove the shield before her to catch his attacks. Without slowing, she snaked her right hand up and drew the dagger on her left upper arm. Whatever opening she saw first—to knock him off his feet with force or finesse or to stab him in a place his plates didn’t cover—she’d take it and be happy about it. A grim smile spread across her face as he took a step back.

      That’s it. Get a little more off-balance, you jerkface, and we’ll end this right now.

      With only a second left to go, she put her head down and committed fully to bulldozing into him with her shield and transferred all her momentum into one blow to take him to the ground. Unfortunately, the cat struck her and ruined that plan.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre saw what would happen an instant before the greatcat blurred into motion, its incredible speed almost certainly magically enhanced. It raced toward Cali with its claws extended and its sharp teeth snapped, obviously aimed at the back of her neck for a kill strike. He uttered a terrifying screech in the hope that he could distract it and dove for the spot where his partner and the beast would meet. As it collided with her, the Draksa barreled into it and all three combatants were hurled in different directions.

      He landed on his side and slid on the slick wooden planks but wrenched himself back to his feet almost immediately. The greatcat was off to his left and Cali directly ahead. He belched a gout of frost at the feline while it shook off the impact. It leapt upward to avoid it and the surface beneath was coated with a sheen of ice. The creature slipped as it touched down and Fyre launched himself forward. The snarling cat regained its footing in an instant, but he already slithered toward it. Another frost blast made it dodge and slip again, and it angled away to his left in an all-out effort to avoid the slippery section of the floor. Most importantly, its trajectory carried it further from Cali.

      His path, on the other hand, brought him halfway to the armored figure. The man raised a dispassionate fist and expelled a wide cone of lightning at him. He vaulted immediately to avoid it, but the crackling energy caught him and wound around his body. Rendered immobile, he simply fell and writhed at the biting pain that snuck under his scales. His skin would resist it for a time, but that did nothing to make the agony any less.
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        * * *

      

      With a scream of utter rage, Cali surrendered to the fury inside her, pushed herself off the floor, and attacked the gleaming blank-faced figure who had hurt her friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The armored man swiveled toward her as she approached in a sprint. Cali poured her magic into her muscles to reach him before he managed to turn fully. The lightning attack left Fyre and the blast from his closest hand struck her. The impact was negligible and she ignored the discomfort from the electricity as it licked and bit at her face and hands and chewed at the fabric of her uniform.

      She crouched and launched herself at him from a foot away and powered her folded forearms up at his chin. The blow rocked him back and he fell. She landed on top of him and shouted in pain and anger as a sharp edge on one of his armor plates cut a deep gash in her thigh.

      Later. There’s no time for that now. She hauled her arm back and thrust it forward to stab her dagger into a small patch of skin between the metal collar and the base of the full-head helmet.

      A shout issued from within the helm, and she catapulted away with no understanding of what had happened. She still hadn’t worked it out when she landed hard on her backside and slid to scatter the man’s supporters. Instinctively, she curled to absorb the impact with the wall. It dissipated the rage that had overcome her and she wrenched her thigh pouch open and searched for the potion within. She lifted it to her lips, opened it with her teeth, and drank it quickly. In ten seconds, she was back on her feet. Unfortunately, so was her opponent.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre surged into flight when the lightning left him, an instant before the greatcat’s claws scraped the floor where he’d been. The emotions radiating from his partner were overwhelming and added fuel to the anger that already surged through him. When she was hurled away, he shrieked and flew over the armored figure to bathe him in ice. Every plate his frost breath touched suddenly glowed and when the brightness faded, the man was unchanged.

      He banked, swooped past, and used his rear claws to strike the metal warrior on the side of his helmet. There wasn’t much behind it, but at least the blow would keep his mind off Cali for an instant. He curved in midair to move toward the cat. He could see what the other creature planned in the way its legs tensed. On another day, he might have avoided the attack and spent more time on the dance rather than risking injury by meeting him head-on.

      Not today, though. When the feline leapt with its paws stretched wide to catch him, the Draksa matched his position, fluttered his wings, and positioned all four feet with their sharp claws against the greatcat’s belly. He thrashed violently and raked them along the skin while he pressed as hard as he could. The beast screamed and pierced his scales with its claws to draw long bloody lines down his sides. Finally, Fyre’s claws punched through and the cat soon began to bleed copiously.

      They fell together but the dragon lizard pushed away at the last second and buffeted his wings to avoid a hard landing. His foe pounded into the floor on its side and lay still. As this wasn’t his first encounter with a greatcat, the act failed to fool the Draksa. He expelled a cone of frost breath and the seemingly defeated feline lurched out of the way and trailed blood as it positioned itself for the next attack. He’d hurt it and the wounds would surely overcome it eventually, but for the moment, his foe was far more dangerous than it had been.
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        * * *

      

      Cali still didn’t know what the man had done to throw her across the room. She assumed it was magical, based on his attacks so far.

      Maybe a force wave or something? But it had taught her that even getting into hand to hand combat, where she thought she’d have an advantage, wouldn’t be the right answer to the puzzle he presented. That’s fine, I have other options. She slid up the wall to stand shakily and the calm sense of well-being that always followed a healing potion surged through her.

      She stepped forward and punched the air, willing the force blow to strike him in the face. The features on his armor glowed, then faded, and he didn’t move. Okay. I can’t punch you with magic because of the armor and can’t punch you with fists because of the armor. But thanks to Emalia, I have a trick up my sleeve—or around my neck, to be precise.

      “Another runner in the night,” she shouted. It would seem like nonsense to everyone except her allies, Anyas, and the venue’s workers, who knew it was both a song lyric and a warning of what she was about to do.

      With a shield raised to catch his attacks, raced toward her foe. When she was two feet away, she slid to a stop, squeezed her eyes closed, and twisted her head. “Iubar,” she said and held a picture in her mind of an exploding sun from a science fiction movie. As the charm detonated, a momentary hope that the Malniets outside the battlefield wouldn’t be permanently damaged was followed quickly by an acknowledgment that they’d chosen to accept the risk by being present for the battle and probably deserved whatever they got.

      As unbelievable as it was, she felt the light fill the room like it was a physical thing that swelled around her. It was brilliant against her closed lids, and she was thankful she’d also thought to turn away. A howl of shock turned into a wail of despair from the deep-voiced man in the armor. The magic faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, barely a second’s worth of brilliance, and the spent charm fell with a tiny chime.

      A crash was followed by a gasp from the crowd, and she opened her eyes hastily. Her opponent writhed and moaned with his armored hands over his helm. A dark shield separated the battlefield from the onlookers, doubtless the venue’s doing to protect the spectators from her attack.

      I’m glad we remembered to warn them. It had been Invel’s idea and she was now definitely in his debt if she hadn’t been before.

      She twisted toward the Draksa and the cat and lowered her hand to the pouch that held the globe with the devastating crystals. The greatcat was coated with ice, a still statue. Fyre turned to face her and shrugged. “Good job, buddy. Did the light hit him?” He nodded and she sighed. “That’s unfortunate.”

      She walked toward her adversary. “Korota Malniet, do you yield?” Only moans answered her so she knelt beside him and drew her second dagger, the first having been lost somewhere during her cross-room flight. She saw the skin she’d aimed at before but chose instead to use the blade as a lever and pried the faceplate away from the helm.

      Beneath it, the man was thin and almost sickly looking, and his unseeing eyes blinked furiously as if that could heal them. He mumbled incoherently.

      Damn it. If he can’t yield, I’ll have to knock him out and given how fragile he looks, it might kill him. She looked at his supporters.

      “Healing potion. Now.” One of them gave a start, then withdrew a vial from a bag and raised his arm to toss it to her. “Wait,” she snapped, then turned to Anyas. “Is it within the rules for your people to verify that it is actually a healing potion?”

      The woman nodded and made a small gesture, and one of her associates bustled over and examined it. With a nod, he rolled it across the floor to her. She uncapped it and trickled it into her opponent’s lips with one hand, holding the dagger against the bottom of his chin with the other. His moans faded, and his gaze swiveled toward her. Thank heaven for healing potions. She pushed on the blade slightly, and his eyes widened. Softly, she repeated, “Korota Malniet, do you yield?”

      The deep voice had apparently been provided by the magical armor because his words were high and scared. “Y-yes. I yield. Is my cat okay?” She turned to look at Fyre, who licked his paw rather than provide an answer. Returning her gaze to him, she replied, “I’m not sure. Hopefully, you have healing potions that will work on him. He’s trapped in ice at the moment.” He twitched as if to rise, and she shook her head. “No way. You stay right here until Anyas says it’s okay for you to move—long after we’ve departed. If you and your friend over there ever challenge me or mine again, or if I have even the slightest reason to consider you a threat, you’re dead. Do you understand?”

      He nodded several times and clearly believed her words. She stood, faced Anyas, and extended a hand to her as the woman walked forward. “Thank you again for the use of your venue. The Malniet family owes you for sparing their followers from the pain of blindness, however temporary.” She gestured at her foe’s supporters.

      Anyas gripped her hand, and the taste of pineapple teased her tongue. She didn’t need her magic to sense her goodwill, though. It was clear in her smile and approving tone. “It has been a pleasure knowing you, Matriarch Caliste. I wish you well in all things. If there is any service that I or Lutte’s may provide in the future, you have only to ask.” Fyre walked up and bumped into Cali’s leg, and the other woman laughed. “The same goes for you, noble Draksa.”

      As they exited with Emalia and Invel talking excitedly behind them, Cali sent a message to Fyre. “One more trick burned. We won’t catch them off guard with it a second time. I tell ya, buddy, I’m real tired of this nonsense.” The wave of affirmation that swept over her confirmed that his opinion marched hers.

      There’s no way I’ll inch up this damn ladder the way they want me to. There must be a loophole. I merely need to find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Her success in the battle against the Malniets would have been the bright point of her week at any other time, but the message from Nylotte telling her that Alessand was ready to show her something exceeded it. She had been given permission to portal to the outer gate of the Kemana but no further, so she pumped magic into her muscles and ran down the tunnel, then down the long staircase that cut through the terraces around the bowl of the city. When she reached the main street, she slowed her pace to a more dignified walk, albeit a very fast one. She was sure that if Jenkins or Emalia could see her, they would have comments about the proper behavior of a matriarch and how she didn’t live up to that standard.

      Cali didn’t care. She only wanted to see what surprise lay in store for her.

      Nylotte leaned against the outside of the sword shop, a few feet away from the door. The Drow was dressed all in black leather with her white hair in a topknot. She looked decidedly martial, and the young woman said a small word of thanks to the universe that they were on the same side. At her approach, the Dark Elf stepped aside, opened the door, and gestured for her to enter.

      The small showroom of the shop was unchanged from her previous visit. Racks of blades of every type adorned the walls, and the center island was again empty, awaiting whatever the master craftsman would put there. But this time, the door to the back was open, and Nylotte pointed at it. “He’s waiting in there for us.”

      Cali tried to control the bounce in her step as she walked toward the rear of the building. What she found was an almost pristine environment, totally unlike the workspace with anvils, fire, and cooling baths she’d expected. The walls were covered with pale-gray tile, the floor was cement, and a number of long glowing lights above cast their soft illumination over everything and made it seem almost like midday on the surface.

      Alessand waited with a wide smile on his face. He wore a simple suit in navy-blue, with polished brown shoes and a white button-down shirt. The effect was more like an investment banker than a sword-maker, but she doubted the former had ever radiated as much pride as the man before her did.

      He seemed to barely be able to hold the words back. “I have good news, Matriarch Leblanc.”

      Quickly, she shook her head. “Cali, remember?”

      He chuckled. “Right, Cali. Behold.” He waved a hand and a portion of the wall slid aside to reveal two vertical molds of a black material. The one on the left was in the shape of a large sword, with several pieces of metal positioned in their appropriate positions. That was clearly a work in progress as the empty space was more than what was filled. The other, however, was in the shape of a long dagger and held the shard she’d snatched from the Atlanteans. Several other pieces gathered from the bunker were placed near it to create an entire weapon, although still in pieces. She frowned in confusion.

      “What is that?”

      “That is a present from your parents,” Nylotte answered.

      She turned to the Drow. “Come again?”

      The other woman chuckled. “The final piece was an unexpected bonus, to be sure. But it makes sense that they would have wanted to use it as bait for you as it is part of another blade that has long been in the Leblanc family.” She nodded to Alessand. “Do your magic, maestro.”

      The elf nodded and turned toward the blades. He began to speak, then to chant, and gestured his arms in strange patterns. As he did so, the individual sword pieces glowed and the light increased in intensity with each of his motions. The pressure in the room built and her head began to hurt from the raw power gathering around her.

      Finally, with a loud shout, the ambient energy seemed to suck toward the dagger. The individual pieces of metal somehow became solid and liquid simultaneously and flowed into a single, unbroken blade.

      Alessand stepped forward and removed it from the mold, then turned and offered it to her pommel-first. She took it and held it up to the light, marveling at the beauty of the etchings and the metal they adorned. “Amazing.”

      The Drow laughed. “Don’t be too effusive. We’ll never hear the end of it.” She said it with a smile, however and the sword-maker wore one as well. “Now, it took considerable research, but I have determined what the etchings mean and that, more than the blade itself, is what your parents wanted you to have.”

      Cali stared at them, unable to fathom what message they might contain. Nylotte, of course, would make her ask. She sighed and said, “Okay, I’ll bite. What are they?”

      The other woman grinned. “You’re as easy to irritate as Diana is. How wonderful.” She shook her head. “They show the coordinates of a location on Oriceran. And that last rune there—down at the bottom? It’s in the local dialect of the area. It means ‘treasure.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ozahl sat in a back booth and looked expectantly at the door. He hadn’t been to the Stallion in an age, and the man he appeared to be had never crossed the threshold. His wardrobe was that of a businessman and his face was a duplicate of a tourist he’d seen several weeks before. He constantly searched crowds and stored people’s appearances for later illusions and had done so for so long that it was now an unconscious process.

      The waiter took his order—Scotch on the rocks for him and cold Prosecco for his date—and he drummed his fingers impatiently on the table while he waited for her to arrive. Danna Cudon arrived a few seconds before the drinks, and he ordered pasta carbonara for them both as she slid into the booth beside him. She looked as stressed as he felt, but his lifetime of pretending allowed him to hide it far better.

      She sighed and drank the entire glass before she spoke. “The Empress has been busy. House Jehenel has been drawn into the intrigue and we are expected to increase the pressure on Caliste to join us or end her.”

      He shrugged. “We knew most of this would probably happen. Why does it have you so agitated?”

      Danna shook her head. “You’re much better at subterfuge than I am.” She laughed darkly. “After all this time, no one even knows your real name although you were part of the gang. I want the girl dead before she can do further harm. I want the Zatoras gone before they kill any more of my people. And I’m tired of the surface. I want to go home.”

      The mage chuckled. “You may be romanticizing that idea, love. We didn’t come from the pretty parts of New Atlantis and in my opinion, New Orleans is far more welcoming. Here, we could live like royalty if that was our choice.”

      She shook her head. “And you may be romanticizing what our lives here are like. It’s different for you as you pull the strings. I am trapped between a multitude of desires—yours and mine, Usha’s, the Empress’… If this is living royally, I’d prefer a quiet existence where no one pushed me to do anything.”

      Guilt flowed over him, a distinctly unfamiliar sensation. She was correct. He hadn’t been fully aware of the burden their plans placed upon her.

      Well, that changes this very minute. He nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see it from your perspective. Soon—very soon—we will have what we’ve always wanted. A life beyond surface royalty. Nobility in our chosen home, our true home.” He took her hands and held them as he continued. “But tell me, what can we do right now to improve things for you?”

      The waiter arrived with their food, and there was a pause while they tried it. She ordered another drink, and the server scurried away to fetch it. “There’s so much.” She sighed. “But truly, probably the best thing for me is to bring the Zatoras to an end. Doing so will allow Usha to flourish, which will take that worry and guilt off my shoulders as well. I’ll have additional responsibilities but they’ll be clear and manageable in a way that having their threat always snapping at our heels isn’t.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Then that’s become our first priority.” He grinned. “I expected you’d say you wanted to kill the girl.”

      A smile appeared on her face. “I assumed you had plans involving her and those might include using her against the Zatoras.”

      “You are wise, my love.” They ate and drank, both in much better moods than when they’d entered. Ozahl’s clever mind was already at work on the plan to destroy Grisham and his people. The reminder of his time spent with the Atlantean gang under the identity of Aiden Walsh made bringing down their long-term enemies all the sweeter.

      And oh yes, young Caliste will play a key role.
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        * * *

      

      Across town at the Shark Nightclub, the Atlantean gang leader sat at the bar and nursed her third Pina Colada. Her plans for the evening included several more and hopefully, a dreamless sleep in her office. The nights since she’d reported her group’s failures to the Empress had been filled with dire dreams and she had woken screaming more than once.

      It was clear that Shenni wanted Caliste turned to their side more than she wanted the girl dead. It was evident in her tone if not in her words. And more than anything—even more than the pursuit of her own longing to end the vexatious Leblanc line once and for all—Usha’s desire was to give the Empress whatever she wanted.

      But how the hell do I accomplish that? What could bring us together in a way that she sees the gang that’s tried to kill her as an ally?

      As the initiating party, she was able to call the ritual battles off at any time. But if the situations were reversed, she’d interpret that as an insult, a statement of her unworthiness to continue the fight. That’s how one of the noble houses would receive it, and Caliste was rapidly growing into her position as matriarch.

      No, it’s too risky. She would need to request the cessation before I could offer it to avoid that possibility.

      One thing she might do was to let word of the possibility trickle out in a way that it reached the girl’s ears. That wouldn’t be difficult. She set that idea to the side for the moment and considered the larger problem.

      Even if she’s no longer against us, how do we make it so she’s for us? We should have been there for the Kraken attack. That would have at least been a start.

      She drained the drink and gestured for another, pleased at how the bartenders lurched into immediate motion. The Kraken issue seemed even more frustrating because she’d done as she was told in that situation as she always did. But she had begun to wonder if the Empress truly understood the position of her representatives on the surface.

      I have Caliste on one side, the Zatoras on the other, and the constant pressure to identify a way to rule over the unaffiliated humans when the gang finally rises to prominence. These are all big tasks with enormous risks. With only one wrong move, she would find herself no longer balanced in the middle but alone on one side with the others allied against her. I can’t let that happen.

      She took the new beverage, ate the pineapple and cherry garnish, and tossed the plastic skewer behind the bar. It bounced off the trash can, which was more or less an appropriate commentary on all of her efforts at the moment.

      Close but not good enough. She knew the alcohol was making her maudlin, but perhaps that was what she needed—a descent into the darkness prior to finding a way to shoot up again.

      Of course, the drugs were her ace in the hole. She could pressure any one of the three groups with the proper manipulation of access to them or activation of the magic within them. The latter was a last-ditch tactic, to be sure, but it might be the right moment to start making those who were addicted less certain of getting their next fix.

      And I can blame it on the Zatoras. Or, if needed, Caliste bloody nuisance Leblanc. She stood and stumbled a little, then finished the liquid in the glass and wobbled to her office.

      Yeah. It’s time to put the screws to them all.
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        * * *

      

      Rion Grisham scowled at his two lieutenants over the remains of the Italian dinner they’d shared. Colin Todd and Jack Strang hadn’t complained about the last-minute notice, even though he was sure he’d pulled them away from whatever other plans they might have had. Nonetheless, something this important couldn’t wait.

      “We have a problem, gentlemen. And, as you’ve no doubt surmised by the absence of our mage, it has to do with the magicals in the city. Simply put, it’s time we ended them. Between the so-called council binding the aliens together and the other gang cutting in on our drug trade, there soon won’t be anything left for us. We can’t let that happen.”

      Strang frowned. His sweater bulged over his prominent muscles and his bald head gleamed with a sheen of perspiration.

      I probably caught him halfway through a bottle of whiskey.

      “How will we do that, boss? I’m down for a battle, whenever and wherever, but it seems they have high-powered resources we don’t.”

      The Zatora leader nodded. “Yeah. That is a problem. So we have to avoid a direct fight.”

      Todd looked thoughtful and as always, was dressed in a conscious or unconscious imitation of his leader’s preference for suits. “So, we’ll use guerilla tactics—hit and fade, not a problem. But they’ll know it’s us, won’t they?”

      “Most likely. But we can do our best to keep them off the scent. When we go after the council, we’ll try to leave enough clues to make it possible it was the Atlanteans, and vice versa. I don’t think they’re on speaking terms so we ought to be able to sow chaos for a while, anyway.”

      The bigger man punched his fist into the opposite palm. “Finally. I’ve looked forward to putting boot to ass on these people for a while. How will you explain it to Ozahl, though?”

      Grisham gave him a thin smile. “The first plan is to hope he doesn’t notice. If he does, the second plan is to hope he’s fooled by the evidence. But if it comes down to it, we’ll kill him. Make sure you always carry a weapon loaded with anti-magic bullets. If he even looks at us the wrong way, we shoot first and worry about any fallout later. Got it?”

      Both his lieutenants looked deeply satisfied at the possibility of pumping a few rounds into the arrogant mage and they responded in the affirmative.

      All right. It feels good to take action. Soon, New Orleans will be ours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali was happier to be at work than on any other night she could remember. The Tuesday crowd had been raucous and wound-up, and where she might have found that irritating on another evening, it had been a balm to her battered emotions on this one. There was no time to worry about the Atlantean gang, Wymarc Jehenel, Empress Shenni, the Malniets, or any of it. The unending flow of drinks, food, and generally satisfied customers demanded her full attention.

      Zeb performed his trick with the soda gun several times and sprayed seltzer at the Rottweiler-disguised Fyre for the enjoyment of those seated around the polished wooden bar. At some point during the evening, Kendra and Tanyith had arrived, but she hadn’t had time to greet them. In the quick exchanges of smiles she did manage, they seemed more comfortable with one another than they’d been in the recent past.

      She let herself remain lost in the job until the end of the night when all the patrons were dispatched except for Tay and his girlfriend. Finally, she sat in a chair and Zeb brought a shot glass of hard cider, a full one of soft for her, and tall glasses of the alcoholic version for the others. He lifted his in a toast. “To Caliste, Matriarch of House Leblanc. Long may she remain the person she is.”

      The others said, “Hear, hear,” and they all drank together. She chuckled. “Yeah, well, if I’m to stay the head of the house, I’ll need a ton of help. There are battles to be fought, loopholes to be found, sword pieces to recover, and chuckleheads to smack down.”

      Tanyith slapped the bar. “I’m in for all of it.”

      Kendra grinned. “I wouldn’t be much use in a fight against magicals, but you know you have my support.”

      The dwarf coughed. “I…uh, have thought about this and believe I’m not doing you any good in the background. Valerie and I will fight at your side whenever you need us.”

      She had to make a conscious effort to close her mouth after it opened in surprise. “Are you sure?”

      He shrugged and gave a small laugh. “It seems like the time when people could safely walk between work and home in this city has passed. I’ll definitely be a part of punishing those who took it away in order to help it return. We’re in.”

      “Well then,” Cali said, unable to keep the huge grin off her face, “There’s no possible way they can beat us. It’s time to take New Orleans back and set things right in New Atlantis.”

      Fyre yawned, a loud affair that took almost fifteen seconds to complete. She laughed and shook her head. “Okay, it’s almost time. We’ll sleep first. Tomorrow’s soon enough to start taking out the trash.”
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February 3, 2020

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the fifth book in the Scions of Magic series! I hope you love these characters as much as I do, and I’m so grateful for the opportunity to keep bringing them to you!

      The meme from 30 Rock where Tina Fey says “Wow, what a year, huh?” and Alec Baldwin replies, “It’s only February,” is really apt at the moment. This has been the longest, most challenge-filled month in recent memory for me. Hopefully it’s been easier for you! If you’re doing the resolution thing, I hope it’s working out the way you want it to. And if it’s not, tomorrow is always another day. Give yourself a break.

      I went to the Consumer Electronics Show for the first time this year. I’ve been to big trade shows before, but this one was as crazy as anything. The Uber helicopter just seemed like a bad idea to me, as did the plethora of other autonomous vehicles. I may not be ready for that level of science fiction in real life just yet.

      What I am totally ready for is the prototype exoskeleton that Delta Airlines is developing. It will allow a single person to easily lift up to 200 pounds and seeing it in action gave me all sorts of serious Ellen Ripley feels. I can only imagine the applications for medicine, and for other physically intensive jobs.

      Season 4 of The Expanse was as amazing as expected, and I say this even though the book it was based on was my second-least-favorite one of the eight that have been published. Seriously, watch this show.

      My enjoyment of The Witcher on Netflix compelled me to buy the first game. It’s slow going, as it’s over a decade old and the gameplay shows it. But I’m there for the story, and so far that’s living up to expectations. I’m looking forward most to Cyberpunk 2077 (by the same studio that produced Witcher 3) and the Avengers game, although I hear that the latter might be less story driven than I thought it would be. Hopefully it’ll hit the right blend. Plus, for the old school fans, there’s going to be a new Baldur’s Gate game at some point, which is also the source of many feels for me.

      It’s looking like we’ll wrap up Scions of Magic with book 8, so expect excitement galore over the next three books! Not sure yet what’s on the docket after that, but as soon as I know, you’ll see it in the author notes.

      The groundhog said early spring, I think, and frankly it can’t come soon enough. Even though we haven’t had much winter in Pittsburgh so far this season, I’m ready for summer. The kid and I have four road trips already planned, and I’m hoping to shove another one in there somewhere. Amusement parks galore! I’m very lucky to have someone who likes many of the same things I do.

      We’ve started a daily family game time, since all of us are guilty of spending too much time with screens. We’ve played a bunch before, but more or less at random. Having an intentional time set aside is turning out to be great fun. First it was Labyrinth, which is deceptively difficult. Then, Catan Jr., which is a fun and easy romp that’s pretty dice dependent. Jumping up to Minecraft Builders and Biomes was a pretty big leap, as there are three scoring rounds with different criteria, several different mechanics available in each turn, and an element of luck that can pop up and ruin even the best plans. We’re loving it. Next up is probably Ticket to Ride Europe. If you have suggestions for games we should try, please let me know on Facebook!

      Until next time, joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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February 21, 2020

        

      

    

    
      I know it’s the middle of winter for most people right now, but let’s talk summer plans. That’s what I’m thinking about right now. Maybe it’s because in nine days I’ll have my first anniversary since I left the day job.

      That’s right, it’s only been just about one year. I was doing two full time jobs up till that point. Even I look back and wonder how I pulled it off. Mostly by not doing much of anything else.

      It turns out, setting yourself loose from others’ expectations and forming your own day is harder than it looks. I came face to face with my own expectations and habits and found out they have a really loud voice. At first, louder than the one that was new and said, “I wonder what you could do with this day? Are there ways to fashion this so you can work and have some fun?”

      That voice got drowned out at first. I did more things, not less. I put more stress on myself, more tasks, not less. It was as if I was getting a sense of self, an identity, from the doing. Doing less, or at least doing it differently meant letting go of that old and useful identity and venturing into a life I had never known.

      What do you mean I can do what I want, when I want to? My anxiety was at the roofline.

      But, all along I had a couple of other authors – Sarah Noffke and Abby Lynn Knorr who like to post about their vacations in Scotland and their writing spots from Tuscany (Abby Lynn once told me she had to go because her handsome new husband was taking her for a bike ride) – and I would look at those and think, that’s what I want. By the way there are far, far, far more posts from authors about how many words they got in on their commute to work or at some wee hour in the morning. Fortunately, all I wanted to say to those were, good for you. No thanks. I admire their diligence and drive but this is where I take a left turn.

      But Sarah and Abby Lynn… I want to be them. So, here we are at the anniversary and summer approaches. It dawned on me that I can do one of those daydreams I’ve had for a long time but never thought would come true. I can go write from a place in Tuscany for a couple of weeks overlooking something beautiful. Maybe vineyards. I can embrace the change and go with the flow and live in the moment.

      The Offspring has pointed out that he can watch the dogs so there’s no reason not to go. An Italian adventure, and maybe a little research for a few Leira books while I’m at it from a room with a view. Come on summer. More adventures to follow.
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      “What the hell did you say?” Caliste Leblanc, matriarch of House Leblanc—one of the nine noble families of New Atlantis—stared across the table that separated her from the man on the other side of the booth.

      Wymarc Jehenel, patriarch of House Jehenel, laughed. His perfectly white teeth gleamed in contrast to his dark skin, the combination undeniably handsome. She’d been told he was considered the most handsome and most desirable bachelor in the city. While she could see the allure, her interest wasn’t romantic.

      At the moment, at least. But I could certainly choose worse.

      His voice was low and sultry. “I said, rumor has it that Styrris Malniet is considering remarrying. Potentially the leader of another of the Nine.”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “Does that happen?”

      He shrugged. “Not in my lifetime, certainly. You’d have to go back a fair way, probably.” When he’d invited her out for a meal, she’d been more or less obligated to attend. She hadn’t felt the need to dress up, but her great aunt Emalia had insisted. His button-down shirt shimmered in dark-purple, the only note of color in an otherwise black outfit. Cali had selected a deep scarlet dress with black accents over black leather leggings and her mother’s boots, which she’d adored since the moment she’d first seen them. Her red curls were piled atop her head in something approximating fashion, again at her elder’s urging. It was much more appropriate for a date than for a strategy session.

      “So would they combine into a single house? Wouldn’t that create a power vacuum?”

      Wymarc chuckled but managed to avoid sounding condescending. Good choice, buddy. “I can’t see old Styrris allowing that to happen. More likely, he’s planning to absorb the other house.”

      Cali took a sip of her cider and returned the glass to the table. “So you’re being clever by not revealing the name. You want me to guess, is that it?”

      Her companion laughed and nodded. “Of course. Nothing comes for free in New Atlantis, you know that. Right now, the cost is merely a game.”

      She considered what she knew about the other houses. Most of them would be too entrenched and too proud to allow such a thing. She assumed Styrris would look for a matriarch, as his last spouse had been female. “It would have to be someone who doesn’t support the Empress or is at least willing to turn. By your own words, that limits it to Surette, Devaux, or Cormier.”

      He took a sip of his ale and wiped his lips with the knuckle of a long finger. “That is logical. And Surette is led by a patriarch, so that one is less likely.”

      She nodded. “And Devaux is rather obvious since they’re publicly anti-Shenni. So, Cormier? But the Matriarch is only—what, twenty-eight? And Styrris is maybe ten decades older?”

      For a moment, he looked thoughtful while he tapped a fingernail on the table. “About four—maybe four and a half. But yeah, it’s a wide age gap. Quite a score for the old boy.”

      “Your chauvinism is showing.” She gave him a withering look. “Try not to be a chucklehead.”

      Wymarc released the laugh he’d held. “You’re so easy sometimes, Cali.”

      “That’s only a rumor.” The automatic response passed her lips without thought. She’d developed a wide repertoire of snarky comebacks while busking in Jackson Square, where the tourists seemed to enjoy trading barbs with the performers. It was a matter of busker pride to ensure the visitors always departed in defeat. “So, how likely is it? And what’s the bigger strategy? Does he have allies ready to step in if Cormier is removed?”

      “You’d have to assume so, right?” He shrugged. “It wouldn’t be like him—or any of the Nine—to make such a move with the outcome left to chance.”

      Cali leaned back in the booth to allow the server to slide her dinner onto the table. She had ordered one of the local dishes, seafood pasta in a red sauce with spices she’d never had anywhere other than in the undersea city. Generally, she preferred what Wymarc derisively called “surface food,” but this particular dish had grown on her. A grilled hunk of an unspecified animal or fish filled the plate that appeared in front of her dining companion. Her response was delayed by a sustained attack on her meal.

      When she came up for air, she expelled a satisfied sigh. “So what’s the reasoning behind it? Does he not have enough people to depend on in his house?”

      The man across from her patted his lips with a black cloth napkin before he dropped it into his lap and picked his utensils up. He sectioned the remaining parts of his meal while he spoke.

      “I doubt that’s it. If I had to guess, he’s found a way to turn your challenge into an opportunity to rally others against you and the Empress. And either the Cormier matriarch wasn’t willing to join without a marriage or someone lower in that house has struck a deal and offered her as the prize.”

      She frowned. “So, despite the constant pretense of honor among the Nine, it’s a facade.”

      He pointed his knife at her. “You have seen the light. Well done.”

      “Or, maybe, this is all an effort by you to win my support.” She chuckled. “Wheels inside wheels.”

      Wymarc shook his head. “I prefer to be measured by my actions. I don’t need anyone’s help and if I did, I would be up-front about it.”

      Sure you would. When she’d first met the man, she would have attributed the comment to his true belief in his appeal. After spending time with him, she’d come to realize that while he wouldn’t refrain from using his beauty as a tool, it wasn’t all there was to him. At the same time, his commitment to working only at the surface level wasn’t accurate either. “Of course you would.” She deadpanned and waited for his response.

      He stared at her and she kept her face blank. Finally, he grinned. “You’re something, Caliste Leblanc.”

      Superficial conversation accompanied the rest of the meal and the dim surroundings of the restaurant afforded privacy they wouldn’t have had closer to the city center. It had been his idea to come to the venue in the next-to-outermost section to evade the prying eyes that routinely watched the nightspots closer to the palace. She was definitely behind the times on information-gathering in New Atlantis, with only Emalia seeking knowledge on her behalf and not in any systematic manner.

      Another thing I need to embrace unless I can find a way to bring this challenge to a premature end.

      After dessert and coffee, she’d had enough of both her escort and being in public. If it wouldn’t have been perceived as entirely rude, she would have portaled home and headed to bed. Instead, she stifled a yawn as they stepped out onto the road beyond the restaurant. New Atlantis’ night had fallen while they dined and it was mostly dark, the only illumination a dim light that filtered from above and the occasional wrought iron lantern streetlight. Closer to the palace, the lamps were almost continuous. There, they were puddles of gray in a sea of shapes demarcated in shades of black.

      The quiet click as the door closed was followed by a louder one that set her nerves afire—a deadbolt sliding home. She whispered, “Wymarc,” and he nodded.

      “I heard it too.”

      “Portal?”

      He didn’t have time to reply as a wave of bodies appeared at a run out of the darkness. She cursed and mentally commanded the scarlet and black bracelets she wore to transform into fighting sticks. They turned liquid and flowed over her hands to reform into the etched magical weapons Zeb had created for her.

      She pointed at the figure in the lead but held her attack and yelled, “Hold or face the consequences.”

      Wymarc growled impatiently. “You can’t reason with them. They’re mercenaries. If they give up, they’ll never be hired again.” He threw a ball of fire at the center of the formation, and they parted to evade it but didn’t lessen the speed of their approach one iota.

      Thoughts flicked through her mind—How does he know? Are they after me or him? How did they find us?—but none of them mattered. She released the hold on her power and a force bolt traveled through her stick. The etched runes glowed for an instant before the magic exploded from the tip and pounded into the nearest enemy. The strength of the blast hurled him back into the darkness. She swung the stick toward the next but he had already begun his attack.

      Lightning emerged from his fists as he raced toward her and the flares strobed the surrounding motion in her vision so it all seemed abstract and at a level removed from reality. She struck her sticks together in front of her to form an X, and her magic reached out to draw in the electrical assault and neutralize it against her weapons. When her attacker dropped the assault, she hurled the stick in her right hand at his face and skittered left to sidekick the foe who snuck in from that side.

      Good try, chucklehead.

      The force blast that struck her came as a total surprise and hurled her to bounce off the building and fall heavily. Only her reflexive tuck protected her skull from smacking the restaurant wall.

      Dammit. Nice trap. The first guy was the bait and I fell for it. She shook her head and pushed to her feet as Wymarc leveled two enemies with simultaneous blasts of shadow aimed at their heads. She ran to his side and discovered that while they’d dealt with the initial attackers, the others had arranged themselves into a semicircle with them in the center. At least a dozen still remained. If their foes were nonmagicals, those odds might be doable. This situation, however, was far more challenging.

      She shouted, “Hey, hold up. Who’s in charge here?” While she awaited their response, she sent a mental call across the city and received a wave of affirmation in reply. She smothered her smile at the eagerness that colored it.

      One of the men stepped forward. He looked older with a black beard and mustache traced with gray hair. A small scar on his cheek gave him character. His features were hard and square, and his voice was equally solid. “That would be me.”

      Cali nodded. “And you know who I am?”

      “Of course.”

      “Whatever you’re being paid, I can pay more. I don’t have as large a household to support as the…”

      He responded with a thin smile but didn’t end the sentence as she’d hoped. Dammit. Instead, he said, “What kind of people would we be if we gave our word and then abandoned our commitment for a better prize?”

      With her eyebrow raised in challenge, she said, “Smart ones?”

      Beside her, Wymarc sighed. “Now he’ll say he couldn’t possibly, and you’ll offer more, but he’ll stand on his alleged honor, knowing there’s no way he’d ever get a job again if he allowed a target to outbid his employer.” He shook his head. “Let’s cut to the chase. How about we do this two on two, Kreeson?”

      The other man shrugged. “I can’t do it, Wy. Promises were made.”

      She turned to her companion. “You know this guy?”

      His chuckle was dark. “I know all kinds of people. He’s a good drinking companion when he’s not being paid to hurt me.”

      The mercenary leader coughed. “It’s not you, Wy. It’s her. You could take a walk.”

      Cali pointed a finger at him. “You, shut up and wait.” She turned to Wymarc. “He’s not wrong. I can probably beat them on my own. I’m not exactly helpless.”

      “There are three reasons I can’t go. First, it would damage my reputation if word got out, and there’s a whole restaurant full of cowards watching. Second, I invited you to this part of the city so technically, the situation is my fault.”

      He paused and it seemed like everyone waited in silence for his next words.

      Finally, she asked, “And the third thing?”

      He grinned. “This.” He spun and launched two lines of shadow magic from his fists that met at the chest of the leader and blasted him out of sight.
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      The remaining mercenaries surged forward, several of those quicker on the uptake and a step ahead of their comrades. She felt the incoming surprise for them before she saw him and grinned as Fyre flashed through the pool of light to her left and sprayed a long line of frost across the front rank. The Draksa’s magic coated them in ice and froze them in place like statues. Shouts and bolts of power sought him as he flew past but managed only to illuminate his gorgeous metallic scales, now fully a blend of the Leblanc house colors—turquoise and red with occasional lines of deep black.

      She spoke into his mind, “Great job, buddy,” and amusement flowed to her in reply. Wymarc had clearly been surprised by the dragon lizard’s appearance, as he was a full two steps behind when she crossed in front of him to attack the enemies on the right-hand side of the formation. They spun bolts of power at her and she slapped them away with her sticks and channeled a touch of magic to attract and absorb the enemy attacks.

      When Nylotte had taught her the skill, the Drow had scoffed at the fact that she didn’t know it already and had promised that in future sessions, she’d teach her to use her enemy’s magic as fuel for her own. When she’d told Emalia about it, her great aunt had only shrugged and said there were as many approaches to magic as there were people, and she’d do well to learn from everyone she could.

      Reflection time ended when she reached hand-to-hand combat range. She channeled her motion into a front kick with her right leg and drove her reinforced heel into her opponent’s sternum. His padded jacket prevented him from going down but the look on his face showed he’d lost at least some of his breath. As soon as her foot landed, she lifted it again, spun back, and whipped her sticks at head height. The man on her left managed to raise an arm to block but the velocity of the weapons snapped his forearm with a loud crack. He fell, cradling it as he moaned in pain.

      Fyre screeched when he darted in again and locked another of the mercenaries in a sheath of ice. Wymarc tumbled into a pool of light as he dodged a fireball and straightened quickly with daggers made of shadow magic in his hands. He became a blur of motion as he alternately kicked and slashed with the blades of power. His opponent fell and blood welled from a jagged line that stretched from his cheek to his temple. He looked at his fighting partner in triumph before he catapulted to slam into the wall of the restaurant and slumped dazedly on the street.

      Fyre screamed and dove at the duo that now approached her, but they turned together and fired magic at him—a cone of shadow from the first and a net made out of electricity from the other.

      Dammit. Why did it have to be lightning? Cali instructed the Draksa to withdraw with a telepathic message and centered herself physically and mentally. One of the two was Kreeson, who had recovered from Wymarc’s attack. The other was a woman of about the same age, her long hair also streaked with gray and her features hard and unyielding. Her voice, though, contained all the melody her leader’s lacked. “Well, Caliste of House Leblanc, the tales we were told of your prowess were certainly true.”

      “Word travels fast.” She gestured at the fallen and ice-encased mercenaries around them. “Are we done here? Because, frankly, if I’d known this would be a double date, I probably would have declined.”

      The other woman laughed. “No, I’m afraid our instructions were clear.”

      “And those were?”

      Her opponent grinned and Kreeson matched the expression. He said, “Ask again when it’s done—if you still can—and maybe I’ll tell you.”

      They separated and put a little distance between them so she couldn’t catch them both with a single attack, and she let the fireball she’d been building fizzle.

      I can’t use my light charm. There would be too much collateral damage in the restaurant and I have no way to warn Wymarc. It’s time for an old-fashioned ass-kicking, then.

      She launched herself into a run at the woman and pumped magic into her muscles to increase her speed. As always, the rush of power that surged through her body made her wish it would never leave, exactly as Emalia had warned it would. She had no mental bandwidth to worry about that, though, as her foe created a rope of lightning with a ball of the same energy on the end. With almost nonchalant skill, she whipped it around her head and released it.

      The orb traveled far faster than physical muscles could have driven it, and Cali narrowly avoided it with a deep backbend and slide. She’d anticipated the move accurately, but her enemy vaulted up and over her an instant before she could sweep her legs out from under her. With a muttered curse, she forced herself up, dropped her left stick, and spun in time to create a force buckler over her left hand. She interposed it in the path of the lightning ball when it was a foot away from her face and managed not to smack herself in the head from the impact, but only barely.

      Thankfully, both her opponent’s hands were occupied with her weapon, which left her nothing to defend herself with when Cali stretched her stick out and delivered a blast of force from it. At the last instant, she lowered her aim from the woman’s face to her abdomen. The blow knocked the wind out of her and her out of the fight.

      The distraction allowed Kreeson to find an angle, though, and she growled through the pain when a bolt of shadow struck her. Her dress offered zero protective capabilities, and the impact was sufficient to lance misery through all the ribs on that side. She gasped in shock, forced herself to move, and flung her body forward to avoid the second attack but lost her remaining stick in the process. She sectioned off the part of her mind that felt the agony and used the rest to summon a force shield that was taller and wider than she was and slid it between herself and her foe. He battered it with magical attacks as he approached, but she was equal to them.

      His grin grew as he closed. “You were all that they said you’d be. The company’s reputation will grow as a result of this battle, our prices will increase, and my life will be better. I guess I owe you thanks.”

      Cali shook her head. “I’m not sure if you have them down here, but up on the surface, we have these things called chickens. They come from eggs.”

      He looked at her in confusion. “What?”

      She shrugged. “It’s an old phrase. Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched.” She directed power into her muscles again and sprinted toward him with the shield extended before her. He was still confused when the slab of force thumped into him and he reeled. She dropped the magic and spread her open hands. A moment later, both her sticks slapped into her palms. She used him as a targeting dummy and struck along each attack vector in sequence, her magically enhanced speed a little too rapid for his attempts at defense.

      By the time she stopped, he staggered on his feet, his arms hanging at his sides. She drove a spinning back kick into his chest and he fell. “Lock ʼem down, buddy,” she called, and Fyre swooped in and coated all the fallen mercenaries with magical frost.

      After a hasty scrutiny of the area to confirm that the danger was over, she strode to Wymarc, who was seated against the wall and laughed softly. He winced with every chuckle that escaped him. “Chickens,” he choked. “Really?”

      With a grin, she retrieved the flat plastic tube that lay under the strap that rested around her hips beneath her dress. Her thumb popped the top, and she placed it to his lips. “Shut up and drink.”

      He obeyed, and his features eased as the healing potion worked its magic. She gave herself a pat on the back for the foresight to realize she’d need alternate methods to carry her magical tools when circumstances forced her out of her everyday wardrobe or fighting clothes. Satisfied that he was on the mend, she pulled him to his feet and he surveyed the mercenaries with a shake of his head.

      “How long until the ice wears off?”

      Fyre landed gracefully beside her with a flutter of wings and looked pleased with himself.

      “About thirty minutes or so,” she answered, “based on past experience. Less if any managed to get their magic working before they were hit. Power tends to loosen its hold.”

      Wymarc nodded. “Will they be okay?”

      Cali shrugged. “There won’t be damage from the ice if that’s what you mean. At least a few of them had broken bones, I think, but none are in imminent danger as far as I noticed.”

      “Same here. Kreeson isn’t all that bad, compared to other mercenaries. The Nine wouldn’t lower themselves to hire the worst ones, of course, unless an open war broke out. But still, we’d better keep our eyes open. If they were willing to hire one company, they’ll be willing to hire another.”

      “I guess we should take advantage of the opportunity to acquire intelligence, then.” She walked to where the mercenary leader lay frozen on the ground and knelt beside him. Carefully, she channeled fire into her hand to warm it but didn’t release the power. She placed her palm on his cheek to melt the ice there and continued the process until his face was free. He snarled and struggled to no avail, and she flicked his nose with her middle finger.

      “Hey, stupid, knock it off. Answer a couple of questions and you and your people will live. Otherwise, I’ll open a portal to the World in Between and throw you through.” It was an empty threat as she had no idea how to do that and had only heard of the place while doing research in the Magical Library in New Orleans.

      But he doesn’t know that. She made sure her face reflected none of her ignorance or hesitation.

      His eyes widened at the threat, which suggested that he too knew of the World in Between. He tried and failed to nod because of the ice and choked out a harsh, “Ask.”

      “Were your orders to kill me?”

      “No. Only to hurt you. A lot.” If she’d hoped for regret, he apparently had none to offer.

      “Okay. That gets you a little credit with me, anyway. Now, the important question. Who hired you?”

      Kreeson’s eyes flicked over her shoulder as Wymarc stepped beside her. Her partner said, “Tell the truth, old friend. I’ll make it easier for you. It was Cormier, wasn’t it?”

      The mercenary closed his eyes and muttered, “Yes. Cormier.”

      Cali patted his icy chest. “Good boy. Well done.” She stood, considered the option of having Fyre freeze him again, but decided against it. Instead, she turned to her companion with a goofy grin. “You sure do know how to show a girl a fun time.”

      He looked stunned for a moment before he broke into a smile. “I guess I do at that. Who knew that House Cormier would provide such an interesting and interactive adventure for us? I must be sure to write them a note of thanks.”

      “More like burn their house down around them,” she muttered, too low for anyone else to hear. Then, she answered, “It would probably be best if we both did to make sure they know they’ve annoyed two houses rather than only one.”

      He turned and offered her his arm, which was silly, but she took it with a shake of her head. “So, do you fancy an evening stroll through the worst parts of town?” he quipped. “After this, I can’t imagine we’ll find anything truly dangerous awaiting us. The mercenary companies tend to keep the field clear when they’re working. It’s kind of a common respect thing.”

      “Until they wind up on opposite sides and have to try to kill one another, is that it?”

      Her companion shrugged. “Such is the life of the soldier for hire.”

      Cali sighed. “I would have said there was no place on Earth stranger than New Orleans. But once again, New Atlantis proves me wrong.” She pointed toward the palace. “Home, Wymarc. Fyre, get up high and watch for trouble.”

      He ran, launched himself into the air, and soared gracefully upward. She would have preferred to portal but appearances had to be maintained, and a casual saunter to House Leblanc would show exactly how unaffected she was by the assault.

      And, if my enemies misinterpret that action as proof that the incident has been forgiven or forgotten, so much the better.
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      Usha tapped her foot in time to the fast Jazz music coming from the stage. The crowd at the Shark Nightclub was decent for a Tuesday night, and the band was a local group that had begun to attract a following. Even though the club had always been the headquarters for the Atlantean gang in New Orleans, she had worked hard to turn it into a real and profitable venue during her years at the helm.

      Its popularity was assured by the fact that her bartenders made killer rum drinks, and she was on her third Pina Colada of the evening. The alcohol took the edge off everything around her and made the colors wash together and the sounds of the audience blur into that of the instruments. But even all that weight on the positive side of the scale was unable to completely banish the concerns that pressed on the opposite end of the pivot. And, like her moods, the scale swung wildly in judgment of her plans, each one good for a moment and bad in the next.

      She was aware she was being maudlin and sighed. Sensing its approach, she’d done all she could to avoid the mood—put her brightest dress on, spent time on her hair, and surrounded herself with the things she usually liked. But the pressure was unremitting and her attempts to evade it were doomed to failure over a long enough timeline.

      The good feelings might have lasted a little longer, though. That would have been nice, Universe.

      The Atlantean gang leader drained the last of her drink and gestured at the bartender. The woman approached immediately and looked fantastic in her deeply plunging scarlet blouse and black leather pants. The watchword for all the workers at the Shark was, “If you have it, flaunt it,” and it applied equally to all genders and positions. She wanted her customers to bask in the sensations around them and forget their troubles for a time. Now and then, she thought she might truly enjoy owning a bar as her sole vocation, but those moments were fleeting. She craved more than such a solitary pursuit offered. The server’s voice was low and sultry as she indicated the empty cup. “Another?”

      Usha shook her head. “Coke, ice, and the biggest glass you have.” It was time to get her mind back in the game. Applause rang out as the band finished the song, and she took a moment to survey the room and enjoy the smiles on so many faces. She took them as a testimony of the atmosphere she’d created for her guests. The drink arrived, and she drained half while she held her hand up to keep the woman from leaving.

      “Refill.” The bartender laughed and moved to comply with the request. Usha stood, accepted the full glass, and headed to her office in the rear of the club.
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        * * *

      

      She’d worked at her desk for an hour and a quarter when Danna finally appeared. They didn’t have a set meeting time, merely an agreement that they would end their workday together in the Shark. Occasionally, other pursuits would take precedence and they’d miss one but most often, they met as planned. Her second in command wore a dark scarlet suit, the color surprising enough that it required a moment to take it in. She wore black against it—shirt, tie, and shoes—and her shortish hair was spiked upward tonight. Usha grinned. “Clubbing?”

      The woman groaned and moved toward the couches, and she rose to join her. Soon, they had settled in their usual positions, seated diagonally across from one another on the comfortable furniture. Her subordinate sighed and leaned her head back to stare at the ceiling.

      “The problem isn’t the personal delivery to our best clients.” She was referring to the distribution of Zarcanum, their drug tailored to magicals. The demand often exceeded the supply, and the need to be very careful with the product lest it be stolen and copied required her second’s direct involvement. It won’t last, but we’ll stretch it out for as long as we can. “It’s the fact that they want to talk. And talk. And talk.”

      Usha laughed. “They take pleasure in your company, Danna, as do I.”

      The other woman shook her head and closed her eyes. “It’s about being seen, for them. The longer they’re in the presence of our people, the more social lift they get among their friends.”

      “That is mostly true, although it’s not about being in a random person’s presence but being in yours. I’ve heard the words—both shouts and whispers—praising you. I’m sure the suit increased your visibility tonight as well, which means you’re playing the game perfectly.”

      She snorted. “I wore it because Winston likes his women in red. He didn’t squeal when I told him the cost had gone up. It was a small price to pay.”

      The leader nodded. “Good thinking. Sadly, that won’t work with everyone. But there’s nothing to be done. Demand outstrips supply. It’s the free market, baby.”

      Danna laughed. “Indeed. The rest of the deliveries were equally predictable. Kisses, hugs, and handshakes—again, a small price to pay for the money they hand over oh so willingly.”

      “Do you need a drink?” She gestured to the bar cart in the corner.

      “Sweet heaven, no.” They laughed together. “Every delivery requires a drink, of course. If not for a little boost of magic here and there, they would have had to drag me into the building to talk to you.”

      “Been there. It’s better than digging ditches, though.”

      “Definitely.” The woman lowered her gaze to meet her superior’s. “So, what’s up? You’re not quite yourself.”

      “You know me that well, do you?” The peevish comment escaped unintentionally and she waved a hand to dismiss it. “Yeah, I know you do, so ignore that. It’s been a difficult evening. I had too much time in my own head.”

      “Well, if you want to get out and join us on the deliveries again, you’re always welcome.”

      Usha was sure she hadn’t imagined the hint of advice-giving in her tone. It was true, though. She had been cooped up inside the club more or less constantly, except for occasional trips to visit the Empress. Which are far fewer and more between than I’d like. She shook her head. “I’m needed here. Plotting and planning, the spider monitoring her web.”

      “It’s your curse to be so brainy.” The sarcasm was delivered perfectly, and they both broke into laughter.

      “You’re such a wench. You’re lucky you dress so well or you’d be out on your behind.”

      “I’m sure I could find someone to take my behind—and the rest of me—in.”

      She shook her head. “I surrender. I’m entirely too tired to be a worthy opponent.” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “It’s time to shift into the endgame.”
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        * * *

      

      Danna had entered her apartment building under the watchful eye of one of the Atlantean gang members. She could have portaled but Usha believed in maintaining an image, and that included expensive cars with drivers. She claimed it was good for the new recruits, too, to spend time in the presence of the leaders. Especially the men, who sometimes took longer than expected to fully come around to the idea that the top two positions had been earned by women because of their abilities and nothing more.

      She climbed the stairs as quickly as her fancy black heels would allow. As soon as she had closed and locked the doors, she pressed the switch to trigger the lights to perform their nighttime routine. Ozahl had put the system together for her. A small computer attached to wireless sockets would play one of six sequences to make it look like she was still present. Before the lamp that suggested she was walking to the bedroom activated a minute later, the space was empty.

      Less than a second later, she materialized in the single place in Ozahl’s apartment where the wards would recognize her and permit her access, a walk-in closet. The motion-sensing light slowly illuminated, and she chuckled again at the fact that her partner had literally hidden her in a closet. She shook her head, pulled the door open, and stepped out into the bedroom.

      Once she’d changed into comfortable clothes, she fell onto the king-sized mattress and sighed with pleasure to finally be off her feet. A light doze crept up on her and sucked her in. When she awoke, it was to her lover’s lips on hers. They spent time wrapped in each other’s arms and reveled in the closeness. Eventually, he shifted to lay on his back and she put her head on his chest.

      Her voice was soft when she spoke as the atmosphere seemed to require it of her. “The gang is ready to make its move.”

      His breath hitched for a moment before he blew it out with a satisfied sound. “It’s about time.”

      Danna gave a small but heartfelt laugh. “Right? I thought I would lose my mind.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “It’s a good one. It would be, coming from Usha. First, we’ll begin to pull back the drug supplies, both the one for magicals and the one for humans. Word on the street will blame the Zatoras in general and Rion Grisham in particular.”

      She felt him nod. “That’s a smart ploy, playing to public opinion. It’s a shame we can’t tell her what we’re up to and use that clever mind. We’ll make it up to her after, though.”

      Danna was silent for almost a minute. If she hated anything about the plans she’d made with Ozahl, it was the knowledge that her boss and best friend would inevitably be hurt by them, potentially grievously. She’d accepted the necessity of it long before but it nonetheless still wounded her anew each time she realized what their ambitions might cost Usha.

      But after, when we have our own noble house, she will see what we did was for the greater good. And we can take care of her for the rest of her life.

      Her partner interrupted her train of thought. “So, what then?”

      “The main objective is to remove one of Grisham’s lieutenants. It’s our guess he’ll feel the need for a funeral, something big and noticeable, if that were to occur. Does that agree with what you know about him?”

      “Yeah.” He sounded thoughtful. “Especially if someone further down the chain dropped the suggestion in his ear. I can make that happen. How will you do it?”

      She chuckled. “Well, that’s where you come in.”

      Laughter accompanied his reply. “Oh, is it? Okay, I think I can come up with an idea or three. What’s Plan B?”

      “Ugly. Plan B is ugly for everyone. Let’s not talk about that right now.”

      His frown could be clearly felt in the way his body tensed under her. “Fine. Keep your secrets. But give me this, at least. Are you safe?”

      Danna sighed. “Only time will tell, my love. Only time will tell.”
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      Rion Grisham wasn’t at his best in the afternoon. Truly, he hit his stride at the start of the evening and held it into the early morning. But some things had to be done outside normal hours for the sake of secrecy. And today’s conversation had to remain entirely secret lest his complicated plan go awry.

      He strode into the back room of a restaurant they’d never used before, where his three lieutenants awaited him. They all nodded a greeting, which he returned briskly. Colin Todd, the besuited man who most resembled a handsome accountant, was as immaculate as always. Ozahl, his pet mage, was even more sloppily dressed than usual in loose black jeans and an oversized blue denim work shirt. Despite the man’s appearance, he had complete confidence that the magical had searched for and eliminated any arcane surveillance, exactly as Todd would have done with the physical kind. His third underling wore an ill-fitting dark suit that his muscles distorted at the biceps and thighs.

      The Zatora leader took his seat at the top of the table, with the humans on his left and the mage on his right. He noticed that the latter had a mole growing on his cheek and shook his head. He can look any way he likes, and this is what he chooses. Ozahl’s ability with illusion was unmatched in Grisham’s experience, not that he was an expert. He took what he could get, and the list of magicals willing to betray their own kind on behalf of a human criminal organization was as small as one would expect. He counted himself lucky to have the magical under his command.

      It didn’t alter the fact that he disliked the man or that he had put feelers out for a possible replacement. While Ozahl met and sometimes exceeded expectations, there was something about him that made it difficult to trust him fully. His boss had long since developed a nagging instinct that the man would somehow betray him but until he’d found a way to resolve the situation, he intended to make full use of what the magical had to offer. And, of course, to watch him closely while he did so.

      He paused when the food arrived. His underlings always handled the orders and knew his preferences. The lamb chop that appeared in front of him looked amazing, and he took the first mouthfuls with relish and enjoyed the simple pleasure of eating. He tried to take his time with at least one meal a day and to keep his obsessive mind from grinding over the same thoughts again and again. Today, though, it didn’t seem to work. It was far too big a day to permit distractions. He sampled the side dish of pasta, which was utterly average, and swallowed a few large sips of the red wine at his right hand. Finally, he put his utensils down and gazed at his people.

      “So. The time has come. We will not wait any longer. The damn Atlanteans are squeezing us out of our own territory, and the doubly damned magical council has involved themselves more and more. We knew they were protecting the girl, but it appears they’re doing more than that. We have it on good authority that they intend to attack us.”

      His people looked confused, and rightfully so. He’d made up the story to justify his desire to punch the magical community squarely in the teeth. But they don’t need to know that.

      Ozahl asked, “What authority is that?” His tone was mild but Grisham still heard the challenge in it.

      He replied with a grin. “You’re not the only one with sources, my friend. The little birds, they speak to me.” He gestured around him and the men on his left laughed. “In any case, I am convinced we need to deal with both of them—now and decisively.”

      Jack Strang flexed his muscles, and his boss was certain the suit would surrender to the pressure. His voice was appropriately deep. “Hell yeah, boss. It’s about time.”

      Todd nodded. “Past time, if you ask me.” Both of their heads swiveled to regard the mage, who replied with a sigh.

      “Cool. If it’s time, it’s time. What’s the plan?”

      The Zatora leader showed his teeth in a grin. “First, we gather intel. I want to know everything about the witch who leads the Atlanteans. Where she eats, where she sleeps, and if she has friends or family. The same applies to the one who’s not sure if she’s a boy or a girl.” The humans laughed at the reference, but the mage merely maintained the same expression, locked somewhere between doubt and acceptance. “Todd, Strang, that’s your task. Ozahl, you find out who our easiest target on the council is—the higher the better. Obviously, you’ll lead that part of it.”

      The magical sat straighter and took a sip from the wine in front of him, then deliberately cut and ate a piece of his steak before he replied. “Obviously, but it’s probably best if I’m there for both, don’t you think? It would be a huge mistake to underestimate the Atlanteans because they’re women.”

      Grisham stared at him. “I don’t underestimate anyone, Ozahl. But thanks for the advice.” The rebuke had no effect and simply slid off the man like everything else seemed to. But the others would receive a lesson, both about their boss’s unwillingness to accept backtalk and about their fellow’s weak efforts to confront him. “Now, let’s finish our meal, have dessert, and talk about how we’ll destroy these bastards for good.”
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl was in an uncharacteristic rage, although he hid it behind an illusion of normality, this one physical discipline rather than magical talent. In his head, he screamed at the memory of Grisham before he launched a wall of blades at the man.

      Too bad it’s only a dream. For the moment.

      He’d said his farewells to the others outside the restaurant doors and found a nearby vacant alley. A portal took him to another part of the city, where he emerged from the shadows across from one of the nightclubs his most trusted helpers frequented.

      His text had brought no response, which was usually the case when they were at the Rexy. It was arguably a dance club, with the requisite go-go girls dancing in cages mounted on pedestals above the dangerously packed dance floor. The large bar that filled the entry area was seven-deep, and the music throbbed and the hip-hop drums made his teeth ache.

      After a moment, he decided his quarry would be on the upper level, and he threaded his way through the dancers to reach the stairs. They were guarded by two men in tight t-shirts and jeans. Their heavy boots looked like they had seen action already that night, to judge by the drops of red that glistened on them. He inclined his head toward the second floor, and the nearest guard stared at him. With a sigh, the mage slid a hand into his back pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. He trickled power into the man that made him see it as a hundred and suddenly, the path was open before him.

      As he climbed the staircase slowly, he let his senses stretch ahead to seek any anomalies or dangers that might await him. Nothing returned to him and he mounted the top step with a sense of satisfaction. The music was muted there, reflected away by suspended panels that bounced the sound waves in different directions. To the left and the right were service bars, and private booths lined the walls that led toward the front of the room. Red leather and black wood, they were filled with the club’s more affluent patrons who were served by go-go dancers awaiting their shift in the cages.

      None of that mattered to him. A search in both directions revealed his quarry at the far end of the right side. Ozahl strode to their table, which they shared with four others. An open bottle of Gray Goose and numerous shot glasses littered the surface before them. He waved as he arrived and the duo sent their guests away.

      Once they were gone, he slid into the booth beside the man. He was in his usual business casual look, with straight hair swept carefully to the side, an expensive watch, khakis, and a button-down. As long as you didn’t look into his eyes, you might even buy it. The blonde woman stared at him with the look she sometimes got as if she considered making a move on him but realized it was a bad idea. He had no interest in anyone other than Danna at the moment and couldn’t be bothered to pretend, even though Lila’s flawless good looks drew attention to one degree or another

      “So, any success?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “We broke up a couple of Atlantean drug deals but they faded rather than fought.”

      The man nodded. “It’s become boring. They’re all about the long game, apparently.”

      “Yeah, well, it turns out Grisham isn’t. We need to work on some stuff.”

      Both gazes swiveled to stare at him. Dalton said, “We’ll finally attack the Atlanteans,?”

      The mage nodded. “But not only them. Our friend Rion has decided it’s time to take on everyone, all at once.”

      The woman turned her laugh into a cough. “That’s…unsound.”

      “Yeah, but it’s what the boss wants.”

      She shook her head. “What do you need us to do?”

      “Two things, both more important than anything you have going. When this is over, I’ll cover any losses you incur and add extra.” While the Zatora crime syndicate paid its soldiers, these two were in it for the bigger scores, usually whatever was removed from a beaten or killed target. They nodded in agreement. “The first thing is that one of you needs to keep an eye on the enemy leader whenever she’s awake. Her name is Usha. Do whatever you can to make sure you track her movements. We need to put together a picture of her life.”

      “So we plan to hit her?” Dalton asked,

      Ozahl sighed. “That’s Grisham’s plan. I’m not sure it’s a great idea, even if aiming for the head holds some appeal. Eliminating her support and negotiating with her might be the better play. We’ll see how it develops. For now, though, for sixteen hours a day or so, you stick with her. Once we have a sense of her routine, we can bring in lower-level people to take over.”

      The woman laughed. “And in the wide swath of free time you’ve left us?”

      He gave her a thin grin. “Investigate the magical council. I’ll do the same and I’ll share whatever I find with you. We’re looking for the weak link, either the person whose removal will cause the most chaos or the one who’s easiest to get alone. Hell, both, actually. The more we can discover, the better.”

      Lila stared at him for a long minute. “You’re on board with this, are you?”

      The mage chuckled. “You know me too well. I’ll be honest, I’m not sure yet. There are pluses and minuses. My concerns are the same as they’ve always been—how we can get the most reward for the least risk. A big strike has the potential for the right ratio but only if we totally control the scenario. That’s why I need you both on the job.”

      With another faint smile, he stood. “Tomorrow’s soon enough, though. Enjoy your evening.” He passed the other four people as they returned laughing to the table and shook his head. The two were skilled, dependable, and entirely hedonistic in their downtime. They were as far as could be from the discipline and control he and Danna displayed.

      For the moment. Eventually, our time will come, and our new lives will make everyone around us envious.

      As he stepped onto the street, Ozahl sighed and muttered under his breath. “Now all I need to do is decide which of the boss’s helpers needs to die and how best to do it. Easy-peasy.” He strode into the darkness, deep in thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      A giant yawn escaped Cali as she stepped off the final stair that separated her second-floor bedroom from the level that held the all-important coffee maker. She padded down the hall with her arms stretched high overhead and winced at the snap from her back. “Ow.”

      A voice from the kitchen asked, “Ow, what?” and she entered with a smile for her great aunt. Emalia was seated at the rectangular table with a teapot and mug nearby. In front of her was the coded book her parents had left in their bunker. The sight of it sparked hope but she pushed it down and headed to the cupboard.

      A minute later, she sank into the chair across from the older woman and sipped from the delightfully bitter brew in her cup. With a frown, her companion suggested, “You should really drink tea. It replenishes your power.”

      She laughed. “It already feels like it might burst out of me at any moment. I don’t think I can handle any more right now.”

      “We’ll add that to the list of things to work on during our training session,” Emalia replied. “But first, we need to talk about information I’ve uncovered.”

      “Will I be happy?”

      “A little yes, a little no. Such is life, Caliste.”

      The sudden formality suggested it would likely be more no than yes. Her great aunt tended to rely on distance when forced to deliver bad news. She, on the other hand, was a rip-off-the-Band-Aid-fast kind of person.

      Fyre padded into the room and looked at them both before he chose a place under the table without speaking. He bumped her legs repeatedly, and she pictured him turning like a cat to find the right place to lay down in as if one section of the floor was somehow different from the other. The image dispatched her worry.

      As long as I have amazing friends like Emalia, Fyre, Zeb, and Tanyith in my life, everything will be fine. Her internal voice prodded her as to why Wymarc wasn’t on that list. Shut up, you. Me. Whatever.

      “So, spill it, woman.” Her grin rendered the comment playful instead of demanding.

      Emalia nodded. “The good news first. I’ve discovered the location of another shard and have a line on yet one more.”

      Instantly, her smile widened and her words tumbled out in a rush. “That’s fantastic! Where is it? How did you find it? Where’s the other piece?”

      Her great aunt chuckled. “Settle down, Caliste. The first is on Earth, in a museum.”

      Cali slapped her palms on the table. “All right. Road trip, Fyre.” The Draksa snorted from below but an enthusiasm that matched hers flowed across the connection between them.

      The older woman shook her head. “Where you’re going, you can’t use roads. Well, not all the way. It’s in France but I’m not positive where yet. That will require research I’m not able to do here.”

      Cali nodded. The Internet had not reached New Atlantis. Sometimes, technologies would work inside the city—like the coffee maker or the lanterns outside—but she generally assumed they were magicked somehow. Privately, she found the overlaps of magic and technology entirely disconcerting, probably because she didn’t fully understand either side of the equation. “I’ll ask Scoppic for an assist. I’m sure he can help me find the right location.”

      “Yes. That is a good plan. Okay…now, the bad news. The book has comments about each of the other houses in here. Certainly, there might be more that I haven’t yet decoded, but long story short, you shouldn’t trust any of them. Your parents sought alliances when their troubles began and discovered that none of the Nine could be relied upon. They had a little more confidence in some rather than others but overall, the sense is that each is solely out for themselves. A house at risk of defeat and dissolution is more likely to bring them as attackers than defenders.”

      A chill swept through her, and she forced out the words she really didn’t want to say. “Even House Jehenel?”

      Emalia offered her a sympathetic smile. “Even House Jehenel. For what it’s worth, they were not identified as enemies, only as non-allies. And there’s every possibility that things could have changed since then.”

      “But no guarantee. I get it. Not a problem. What else?”

      Her great aunt winced slightly. “The Empress also cannot be trusted.”

      Cali laughed. “That one’s easy. I already don’t trust her.”

      “It’s more than that. You should consider her your enemy until she proves not to be, according to your parents’ notes.”

      She took a large sip of her cooling coffee and sighed. “So, basically, assume everyone in New Atlantis wants to destroy me.” The woman nodded. “Got it.” Her good mood had evaporated, so the next words from her companion’s mouth were both a positive and a negative.

      “Okay. That’s done. Let’s go train.”
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        * * *

      

      The outbuilding had been recently cleaned. The room they were in had doubtless been the main chamber—probably a living room, although it was empty of furniture. It sparkled with the wood polished and any dust eliminated, and even the air held a fresh scent.

      “Did you do this?” Cali asked.

      Emalia shook her head. “I hired workers. While the people in the dome seem mostly allergic to hard work, the same is not true of those in the surrounding parts of the city. They came highly recommended.”

      “Jenkins?”

      She nodded. “Jenkins. He’s been an incredible help in numerous areas. I still can’t imagine what kind of personality would want to continue in that particular role beyond their contracted term, but we’re lucky to have him.”

      “Family,” she told the woman. “He did it for his family back then but now, we’re his family.”

      “I’m sure that’s it.”

      “If you can find any way to reward him or his descendants, please do. You know, in your spare time.”

      The older woman laughed. “Right. So, speaking of time, we should quit wasting it. Let’s work first on your control of the power inside you and see if there’s a way to stretch the bubble that holds it in.”

      The half-hour that followed was mostly meditative as Cali tried to accomplish that goal while the soft voice of her great aunt guided her along each step. More than once, it occurred to her that Emalia’s dedication to family was as substantial as Jenkins’. By the end of it, she’d managed to decrease the pressure a little to the approval of her teacher.

      “Good work. Between now and our next lesson, you should try to summon more power from within. The tea will help.”

      She nodded and stood with a groan when her muscles protested. The day after the fight had been the most painful but lingering soreness remained that remaining seated for thirty minutes had exacerbated. She bent forward and put her hands on the floor to release another series of cracks from her back. “Ow.”

      Her companion laughed. “So, do you still want to work on lightning?”

      “Yep. Ever since I fought those lightning lines, I’ve wanted some of my own. Plus, blasting a number of people at once with electricity holds appeal. That would have been good the other night.”

      “Well, then, let’s get to it. You’ll recall that it will require a great deal of mental discipline, right?”

      Cali stuck her tongue out at the grinning older woman. “Yes, and I also recall telling you I could handle it. So, how about you teach, teach?”

      Emalia pointed to the wardrobe that had been selected as a sacrificial target for their practice session. She closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them, a thin line of power extended from her finger to strike the wood and immediately scored it. Rotation drew a full circle about a foot in diameter.

      When she released the magic without any visible effort, Cali sighed. “Lightning?”

      Her mentor nodded. “Yep. Very finely controlled. You shouldn’t expect to reach this level of precision for some time, though.”

      She released another sigh. “Okay, way to destroy all the enthusiasm I had for this. Has anyone ever complimented your teaching? No? I wonder why.”

      The jibe drew a laugh. “When your mouth works, your brain doesn’t. So perhaps you should stop talking and think. Imagine the lightning as a chaotic power that you have to force into submission and confine into the narrowest channel you are able to create. It will increase the impact of the magic as well as keep you from hitting anyone you don’t intend to.”

      “Okay. I can do that.” She nodded, closed her eyes, and sought inside for the path that would let her power emerge as lightning rather than force, fire, or muscle magic. When she found it, she released it in a thin stream and imagined it stretching to the wardrobe. She opened her eyes and grimaced at the sparkles that wreathed her hand but didn’t go anywhere else.

      “You made a good start,” Emalia encouraged. “Now push. You’re throttling it too much.”

      Cali obeyed and forced the lightning out of her fist. It burst free in an unexpected surge and she corralled it frantically into something roughly cone-shaped. It struck the target, the rest of the wardrobe, and the wall above and to either side. She dispelled it in a panic when she felt even her minimal control slipping.

      Frustration swamped her and she turned her face to the ceiling and shouted, “Damn it to hell.”

      Her great aunt put a hand on her shoulder and she flinched. “It’s okay, Caliste,” the woman said soothingly. “You’re improving. I told you it would take longer than you wanted it to. This is a very challenging magic and you’re learning it at an entirely reasonable pace.”

      She laughed and managed to stifle most of her frustration. “Well, given how reasonable the rest of my life is, I guess that’ll have to be enough.” With a shake of her head, she asked, “Should I try again?”

      “No. Your brain isn’t in the right place for this. We’ll do more later.”

      “Okay.” She strode out of the room and the house, muttering curses under her breath at gangsters, nobles, and everything between.
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        * * *

      

      Her steps took her to the closet-sized room where the wingback chair, the basin, and the rack of ebony rods awaited. She chose a stick at random as she hadn’t had enough time to determine the organization the inscribed runes indicated, other than merely being numbers presumably recorded in order over time. Her father’s image materialized as she slotted it into place, the frozen frame stern and serious, and she pulled it out immediately.

      Nope, one parent speaking from beyond death is all I can take right now, thanks. She inserted another and her mother appeared. A moment later, her still form became animated and she smiled at her child.

      “Hello, love.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      The apparition tilted her head to the side. “You seem troubled. How can I help?”

      The whole experience was weird and she struggled to grasp the idea that they’d left pieces of themselves to share specific information but which were also able to interact with her like she imagined her true parents would have. “Which of the houses should I trust most?”

      Her mother’s face fell into a frown. “When I created this memory for you, none of them. We sought help when the troubles began and were refused by some, strung along by others, and betrayed by two who pretended an alliance but turned on us. In secret, of course, with smiles on their faces in public.” Her opinion of those people came through in her acerbic tone. Cali couldn’t remember the woman having been that judgmental in the time they’d shared.

      “Who were they?”

      A look of uncertainty crossed her face. “Are you sure that is an answer you want? Much has undoubtedly changed since this version of me lived. It might be erroneous information by now.”

      She shook her head. “Things don’t change that quickly and evil is always evil. Please tell me.”

      The apparition shrugged. “House Terriau was the first to reveal themselves. Fortunately, we were suspicious of them and planted false intelligence. They shared it with our enemies.”

      “Terriau. Got it. And who else?”

      Her mother sighed. “The other was the most wicked cut of all. We trusted them—trusted them all—for generations. But when the moment in which an opportunity to trade loyalty for power arrived, they abandoned us without hesitation.”

      Her blood pounded in her ears and filled her with cold anger. She realized her fists were clenched only when the ache broke through her other emotions. “Who?”

      “House Rivette.”

      A whooshing noise occupied her head as her thoughts crashed into one another. House Rivette. We were betrayed by the house that bore, nurtured, and raised Shenni to the lofty heights of Empress.
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      Tanyith had arrived before Barton and held down a corner stool in the dark bar. The space was filled with Russian propaganda posters lit by small spotlights and featured a giant red star that adorned the largest wall. He loved the atmosphere. Even more, he enjoyed the fact that despite its prime location on Decatur, the venue drew almost no one other than locals, especially this late in the evening when they were mostly focused on making fools of themselves on Bourbon Street.

      It isn’t great for the bar, but it’s perfect for me.

      The door opened to reveal gray night beyond and a silhouette he recognized instantly. Kendra Barton had initially appeared to be an opponent but somewhere along the line, they’d realized the spark between them wasn’t only conflict. While they still had significant differences of opinion, those hadn’t yet overwhelmed the feelings they shared. She was dressed in her normal date clothes—black jeans and boots, a form-fitting blue top, and a black leather biker jacket over it. He knew she’d have weapons on her as well, plus the heavy-duty cell phone her job as a detective for the NOPD required.

      She slipped onto the chair beside him and leaned in for a kiss. It was more than a greeting but less than an invitation for more. Her short hair had found its natural state, messy but still purposefully so. She wore only a trace of makeup, a little darkening around the eyes and lips. It was rare for her to go all out as the nights when she got a call outside of her alleged working hours were more frequent than not. They’d been to the bar enough that the man serving the spirits knew what they wanted, and a cherry vodka tonic appeared in front of her shortly after she sat.

      Her presence pulled a smile from him, as usual. “Did you have a tough day?”

      Kendra shrugged. “Same old, same old. There seems to be a lull in the fight between the gangs, though. Only a few isolated incidents here and there.”

      “Surely that’s a good thing?” Tanyith asked.

      Her expression somber, she shook her head. “Maybe. Maybe not. If this is the quiet before a storm, that would be bad. And we have no indication at all of what’s behind the change. So, naturally, we assume the worst.”

      “Locally or more?”

      “More. The FBI is concerned. The staties are worried. And my folks are here on the sharp end of the stick with no idea of what the hell is going on.” Her frustration rose as she spoke, and she finished with a heavy exhale as if to vent the emotions. “But that’s hardly worth discussing since we can’t do anything about it at the moment.” She drained her drink in several large gulps and gestured for a refill. “Is everything okay with you?”

      He nodded. “More or less. I’m still looking for damn Aiden Walsh. I’ll give the search another month and then let it go.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You’re such a knight, Tay. You would have fit right in at Arthur’s round table.” She sighed. “I found some things out. About the Leblancs.”

      A chill wave swept through him and made his head spin for a moment. It wasn’t only the abrupt change of topic, although that was part of it.

      It’s a police interview tactic. I should be used to it by now.

      The detective had reacted very differently to the revelation that Cali’s parents had been involved in a secret fight in New Orleans. He’d seen them as good people trying to work against the bad elements but she’d named them vigilantes. Their oppositional views had caused no small amount of stress between them.

      Tanyith nodded. “Okay. Let me have it.”

      “Aside from a couple who were picked up by the police and are serving terms in jail, every one of the people they had posted is either missing or dead.”

      A strange collection of information had covered a wall in Cali’s parents’ bunker like the work of a movie serial killer with papers, highlights, and thick string illustrating the web of connections between items. To him, it had appeared to be an effort to get a view of the big picture of crime in the city during the years they spent in New Orleans before they were killed by person or persons unknown.

      “It could be coincidence.”

      She gave him the withering look she dredged up from time to time. “No, it couldn’t. Not with the other things we found in there.” She was referring to armor, spy gadgets, healing potions, and other items that would be useful either to good people fighting bad ones or to vigilantes.

      “There were no weapons,” he countered.

      “Magicals don’t always need them, or so I’ve been told.” Left unsaid was that he was the one who had supplied that information when he described some of the ritual battles he and Cali had been involved in against the Atlantean gang.

      Tanyith sighed. “They’re dead, Kendra. Why can’t you leave this alone?”

      She growled with open irritation. “Because history seems to be repeating itself. The next generation is working outside the law, too. And while I respect—truly respect—the fact that Cali, you, and everyone else involved is trying not to drop bodies, it’ll happen, and that’s a big line to cross.”

      It had already happened. There had merely been no proof left for the police to find. They hadn’t had any other option, but that event would still meet Kendra’s criteria of wrong.

      And she might be correct. But someone has to do something, right?

      And there it was, the line she insisted he had to choose a side of. To obey the rule of law and let the police deal with everything, or fight for justice outside those boundaries. It was a tightrope with a chasm on either side, and she wanted him to jump in one direction or the other.

      He shook his head. “So what do you suggest? Until New Orleans gets an AET force, the magical problem will continue to be one you can’t get a handle on. You know it, even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      Kendra sighed. “I do. But there’s a fairly wide space between self-defense and targeting people without the blessing and the protection of the law. And I’m worried—really worried—that you’ll wind up in prison again or worse.” Her emotions were raw and as honest as he’d ever seen from her. Unfortunately, he couldn’t give her the answer she wanted.

      He raised his hands, then let them fall. “We’re doing the best we can. If you’re able to find a way to resolve things in a better way, it’s a win for all of us. Until then, Cali can’t stand idly by. Nor can I.”

      She took a deep breath and abruptly switched gears. “So, let’s shove all that in a box for now. I need help with a thing.”

      “What kind of thing? I’m quite helpful.” He added enough playfulness to it to draw a smile.

      “Not that kind of thing. I have a lead on a building that might be harboring gang activity. Unfortunately, the word came from an informant of questionable reputation so I can’t get a warrant. But I still need to check it out and do a little recon—everything the law will allow.”

      “And you’re asking me for help why?”

      “I’m told it has magical protection.”

      He raised a hand with the palm out. “Hold up, now. Maybe you should give me more information. That sounds very much like you stepping onto the line you mentioned earlier.”

      Kendra sighed. “I need a drink.” She pointed for a refill for both of them and drummed her fingers on the bar for half a minute, lost in thought. Finally, she swiveled on her chair and met his gaze.

      “It’s like this. I can’t stop you and I can’t stop Cali. I understand why, even though I don’t like it. What I can do, within the bounds of my personal and professional ethics, is to turn my attention more toward the threats you face since they’re also threats to the city as a whole. This could be one of those.”

      He reached for her hand and she let him take it. “Are you sure that’s something you’re comfortable with?”

      She laughed. “If not, you’ll be the first to hear.”

      “Okay, tell me what you know.”

      “So, with the lull between the Zatoras and the Atlanteans, it’s not a stretch to imagine that one or both is planning something. Now, we get word about strangers going in and out of this warehouse in the middle of nowhere. The informant couldn’t tell me much more, but it seems a reasonable guess that either one group or the other is bringing people or items in.”

      “Like soldiers and weapons.” He kept the alarm out of his voice, but the idea that the gangs were planning to go for broke against each other scared him deeply. “I can see why you’re concerned.”

      “Right.” She nodded. “And I don’t want to be fried by a magical defense or whatever on the way in.”

      “Doesn’t the NOPD have magical consultants?”

      “Sure. They are easily accessible by those with warrants.”

      “Gotcha. Of course I’ll help. And maybe you can do more searching for the damned enigma I’m chasing afterward.”

      Kendra laughed. “You know, I could be jealous about how far you’re willing to go for your ex-girlfriend. Fortunately for you, I’m aware that you’re merely insanely obsessive about everything.”

      He grinned. “Guilty as charged. So, when do you want to do it?”

      “I’m free now.”

      Tanyith stared at her in surprise, then shrugged. “All right. Let’s take a look.”
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      The warehouse was truly in the middle of nowhere, as Kendra had said. Tanyith walked several steps in front of her, his physical and magical senses focused on the three-story rectangular structure ahead of them. It filled half of a block in the industrial park beside an identical structure in the remaining portion.

      Signs of life showed around the closest one. A light glowed in some of the dirt-encrusted windows on the top level, a door creaked, and the bright flicker of a lighter indicated that someone had stepped outside for a cigarette.

      Their angle of approach left him feeling vulnerable. He would have preferred to go high and cross from rooftop to rooftop. His human companion was one argument against that, and the strong probability of magical wards ready to knock him from the air was another. So instead, he dashed from shadow to shadow as best he could and closed the distance steadily. Kendra’s stealth skills were more than adequate, and he felt more than sensed her presence behind him.

      An instant before he stepped onto the sidewalk that bounded the building, alarm surged through him and he froze and raised an arm to halt his partner. Cautiously, he focused his attention on the ten feet in front of him. The magical wards were exceedingly clever and would have been very easy to overlook if he hadn’t already been warned about their probable presence. He crouched to present a smaller profile as he traced the threads. What he found shocked him, and he leaned closer to whisper to Kendra, who had shuffled into place beside him.

      “These are tricky bastards, whoever they are. There’s no way I would have located the traps normally. The magical wards are extremely low power because they’re only triggers.”

      He pointed to a nearby bush, which appeared at first glance to be an innocuous part of a formerly vibrant landscaping effort. Only by staring at it for several seconds with the knowledge that something had to be there had he been able to discern it. A claymore mine faced the street, ready to unleash its payload of ball bearings to shred anyone who tripped the ward. “They’re not kidding around.”

      “Holy hell.” Her breath hitched. “That’s serious overkill.”

      Tanyith nodded. “I would say it’s more likely to be a Zatora location, given the access to military gear and if you hadn’t mentioned the sightings of magicals. Even though they clearly have some magic support, I can’t imagine they have an abundance of it.”

      “But they could import more, right?”

      For a moment, he considered the question in silence, then shook his head. “I don’t think they’d be able to find many individuals willing to fight other magicals on their behalf, no matter how much they were paid. There are less conflicted paths to wealth for people with magic.”

      She snorted softly. “You mean like endless private investigative work for no pay?”

      “Shut it. I need to concentrate here.” He stretched his magic forward in search of the weakest areas in the ward. It came as no surprise to find those he was familiar with and so expected, but he also took time to hunt for other defensive magics. What he discovered made him even more concerned. “It’s completely wrapped by a mixture of physical and magical defenses. It was a good call not to try to do this yourself.”

      “Are we able to get through it?”

      “Yeah. I can definitely stop us from getting killed by the wards, but I’m not positive I can avoid being noticed by the people and killed by them instead. My attention will have to be on the magic. Is it worth it?”

      Kendra gestured at the building. “What do you think? What do they need to ward so heavily? It has to be more than people, right?”

      Tanyith nodded. “I would say so, especially given the hardware. All right, then. Step where I step and stay directly behind me. If I stop, you stop.” His favorite mode of escape was regrettably off the table as going airborne would mean leaving her behind.

      Which means I have to get this right on the first try. Okay, Tay, don’t screw it up.

      The path that threaded through the wards showed no signs of being trampled from use and offered no indication that it was any different than the grass and dirt around it.

      They thought of everything. Whoever they are. He traveled it one cautious step at a time, although he tried to go fast enough that random chance wouldn’t get them caught. At the same time, he needed to move slowly enough that if another trap awaited them that he hadn’t seen, he might have a chance to sense it before it blew up in his face.

      No other threats emerged, fortunately, and they arrived at a side entrance without further incident. He was surprised when the knob turned, then laughed and whispered, “It figures. With all that protection, there’s no bloody need to lock up.” Two cigarette butts on the ground provided an additional explanation as to why it might be unlocked and emphasized the need for them to hurry.

      “Are we safe from magic problems?” Kendra asked. He cracked the door open and pushed his power forward but identified no wards beyond.

      “I don’t see anything obvious.”

      She slipped past him. “Okay, now you follow me.” She mimed a look of surprise. “I think I heard a shout in there like someone was hurt. Didn’t you?” She opened the door only far enough to slide through and he followed but paused long enough to ensure that its return to closure was silent.

      The inside resembled every storage warehouse he’d ever been in, with a lofty ceiling above and vast floor space to stack pallets and crates and whatever else required a temporary home. The items there were in large wooden boxes, cheaply made and unmarked. Each crate measured about three feet high by four long and was neither particularly wide nor particularly shallow. They were stacked two-high in places and three-high in others, with a smattering of single ones here and there. They crawled behind one of these and peered over it toward the center.

      Red spray paint demarcated a circular area on the floor, a wavering line about six feet in diameter. Another six feet in each direction was bare, with boxes arranged more or less at random beyond that distance.

      “It’s not exactly a logistical success,” he whispered,

      Kenda nodded and pointed at the same moment that he heard laughter. Across the warehouse, two men approached from a rough corridor between towers of crates. Their long heavy locks indicated that they were almost certainly Atlantean, but he didn’t recognize them from his time with the gang. Their words were still too soft to make out and remained that way until they reached the red circle.

      One stood and faced the middle while the other watched him with a mocking expression and said, “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

      “Bite me, loser. This isn’t anything at all. It’s easy.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you almost collapsed last time.”

      The other man growled belligerently. “Shut up. That was the rum you convinced me to drink.” Laughter was the only reply, and he turned to the center again, which gave them a perfect look at his face as he raised his hands and spoke arcane words. A small hole appeared about five feet off the floor, directly in the middle of the ring, and began to extend from there. By the time it completed the expansion, it reached the cement below and ten feet toward the ceiling.

      “It’s a portal,” Tanyith whispered. “And that looks like another warehouse on the other side.” Figures stepped through the rift in space and dragged carts with more crates on them, all identical to those already present. He shook his head. “Okay, my guess is that they’re bringing stuff from New Atlantis. We always knew the local gang had a hookup. I suppose this is it.”

      Kendra frowned. “Then why the secrecy? And why didn’t we know about it?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe there are competing elements within the gang? That wouldn’t be unheard of. And it would work to our advantage.”

      “I suppose there could be. I think the wards are enough to request surveillance, which should give us access to whatever information we need for a warrant.”

      She drifted past him toward the door, but when he moved to follow, another arrival from the portal caught his attention. He recognized the woman he’d seen at the Privateer Pub in New Atlantis. Her freckles and thin blonde hair were impossible to miss.

      If she’s here, this is a Malniet warehouse. Which means they’re planning something for the city again and I need to get the hell out of here before they see me.

      Tanyith hurried past Kendra and led the way through the wards without detection. When they were clear, they walked the couple of blocks to her car in silence. He climbed in the passenger side of the Charger, while she took the driver’s seat and eased the vehicle onto the road.

      After several minutes without conversation, she asked, “Is everything okay? Are you good?”

      He shook his head. “No. Those weren’t the Zatoras or the local Atlanteans. I recognized one of them at the end. They’re from New Atlantis and are the ones who brought the Kraken and who later attacked the city.”

      She growled and pressed on the accelerator to pass a Honda driven somewhat erratically. “Exactly what we need—another gang in town. The feds will love this.”

      “No. You can’t tell them. They’re the ones who have me on the hook, and I’m sure they know about you too. You need to keep this quiet until I find a way to free myself from them or they won’t stop until they’ve killed us both—plus Sienna and maybe Cali.”

      “Damn it.” Her words were low but clearly heartfelt. “Are there no other options? How about we arrest them all?”

      He snorted. “What’s the extradition law like with New Atlantis? Are your local jails warded against portals? And you have anti-magic emitters, do you?”

      Kendra sighed and repeated more softly, “Damn it. No, of course not.” With a shake of her head, she added, “You know this is exactly what I was talking about. Now I’m in the same damned situation.”

      “You could walk away.”

      “Yeah, right. No, they’re a threat and if we can’t deal with them publicly, we need to do what we can to stop them privately. And if you say a single word to me about lines or whatever, you don’t get to come home with me.”

      Tanyith spent the rest of the drive in silence while his mind considered the situation from every angle in search of the weakness he was sure was there. By the time the engine switched off, he had come no closer to it than when he’d started but remained certain it was there for the finding.
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      Cali stood on a bench so she would be eye to eye with the hulking Kilomea who had insulted her. He was new to the bar and deep in his cups, and she knew the routine well. It was a test and she was up to it. She stared into the dark-black orbs in his oversized face and growled a challenge.

      “Do you care to say that again, Sasquatch?”

      He chuckled and his heavy voice bounced off the walls closest to him at the rear of the tavern’s common room while the surrounding conversations halted. He’d chosen the back corner for his drinking and unlike most of his kind she’d seen in the Drunken Dragons, he had come alone. They most often arrived in groups, which provided an element of control to limit the most aggressive ones. This Kilomea, though, wasn’t limiting anything.

      “I said, get me another drink, tiny wench, and do it right this second.”

      The test was to see if she was someone to be respected or not. While she tended toward the “Respect until proven otherwise” end of the spectrum when meeting people, his species were far more on the “No respect until proven otherwise” end of the continuum. In any case, it was a moment of liveliness in a thus-far boring Thursday night. She’d come back from New Atlantis the day before in time for her shift and that had been equally unexciting.

      Either the bar’s slow or I’m less patient. I’m sure it’s the bar. I’m perfect. She snorted at herself and said, “You’re new here so I’ll let that one slide. But if you don’t rephrase it, you’ll have the embarrassing experience of being thrown out of here on your face.”

      He laughed deeply and looked past her. “By the dwarf behind the bar? I hear he doesn’t bring that ax down for anything. And he’s even smaller than you.”

      Cali shook her head. Ticking me off is one thing but getting Zeb mad is a bad, bad idea. She’d never seen her boss truly angry but imagined it would be a rough experience for whoever inspired it.

      “Nah. I don’t need help to take the trash out. The bigger it is, the farther it flies when I throw it.” She kept her gaze locked on his and a slow smile emerged on his face.

      “All right then. Another drink, please. But you’re still tiny.”

      She laughed. “Only compared to some, big guy.” She jumped down and headed to the bar, and the normal sounds of discussion and merriment resumed. When she reached the counter, she shook her head at Zeb. “Some people, am I right?”

      He grinned. “Well handled, as always. Hopefully, he’ll find friends before he gets so drunk you do have to throw him out of here.” It wasn’t really a worry. The dwarf was very good at monitoring his patrons and would slow or stop their intake as required to avoid problems. Sometimes, they had to give out a free meal of the day’s stew and bread, but watching out for his customers—even when they didn’t want to be watched out for—was a sacred part of the job for him. She admired both his dedication and his single-mindedness about it.

      I wish I could be single-minded about anything, these days. Her brain was a constant flutter of issues and worries. It was one of the reasons she wouldn’t let her shifts at the tavern slide any more than necessary. She needed relief from her thoughts and was able to easily lose herself in the work when it was busy.

      “I’m mostly sure I can juice my muscles enough to do it but I might wind up injured. He’s kind of big.”

      Zeb nodded. “And it’s better to be careful with that. I’ve seen people push beyond their limits with magic. It’s not pretty.”

      “Well, then, I certainly can’t do that because I’m so very pretty.” She laughed. “Who would want to mess up this?” She gestured at herself and the oh-so-fashionable black jeans and concert t-shirt she wore and shook her head.

      I never wanted to be a model, anyway. I like food.

      Any answer was forestalled by a series of shouts from behind her. Cali rolled her eyes and went to defuse whatever argument had broken out.
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        * * *

      

      Near the end of her shift, when only a few stragglers remained and with less than ten minutes before it was time to lock the entrance, the calm familiarity of the evening was shattered. The front door banged violently to slam against the wall, which made everyone look in that direction. A man in a hoodie and jeans walked in, followed by an attractive woman in a suit.

      Cali set her tray down and loosened her hold on her magic to make sure it was ready for instant recall. Another member of the Atlantean gang entered and closed the door quietly.

      Her boss immediately took action. “Everyone out. Go now.” The authority in his voice galvanized the patrons into compliance and a few moments later, the three Atlanteans were the only ones present besides her, Zeb, and Fyre. The Draksa was behind the bar, and while she couldn’t see him, the sense of calm alertness that flowed over their mental connection reassured her that he was as ready as she was to deal with anything that might happen.

      The proprietor turned to Danna Cudon and the men with her and offered a mild rebuke. “Try not to slam the door, please. It alarms the customers.”

      She nodded with a smile that suggested that had been her intent. “Noted, dwarf.”

      He returned the gesture. “Thank you, Atlantean. Manners never hurt. We are living in a society here, last I checked.”

      The woman laughed. Cali always wondered how the laugh could sound so friendly when Cudon herself was so…not. “Ah, but there are civilized societies and ones that are less so, aren’t there? In any case, I didn’t come here to trade clever banter with you.” She swiveled to face the young woman. “No, my purpose here is with this one. Greetings, Matriarch.”

      Her smile in response was thin and not at all friendly. “Lovely to see you as always, Ms. Cudon. Dare I hope that you’ve decided to surrender—or even better, to offer to settle this one on one between us?”

      Her visitor raised an eyebrow in amusement. “You have no idea how much I would relish that opportunity, Caliste. But no, such things are not to be. The next battle will be five on five, tomorrow night at nine at this location.” She gestured abruptly and one of the men who’d accompanied her placed an envelope on the bar.

      “Another factory? Because that worked out really well for you, I thought.”

      The smug look didn’t leave the Atlantean’s face but it stood out more as the rest of her expression became harder. “No, not another factory. I think you’ll enjoy it, though.” She turned and moved to the door. One of her people preceded her and the other followed, walking backward to keep her enemies in sight.

      Once they were gone, Zeb shook his head with a sigh.

      “Idiots. They had no reason to bring this inside my tavern. Now, I’m even more irritated with them.”

      She looked at the dwarf—who appeared no different than he had at any other moment in the evening—and laughed. “Yeah, you sure seem upset.”

      “I’ll join you for this one.”

      “Come again?” Her humor fled in an instant.

      “You heard me. I’m in. It’s time to teach these bozos they can’t mess with us in our place.”

      Cali considered it and liked it more with each passing moment. “Okay, I love that idea. I think we’ll shove it in their face a little more and go four-on-five. I’m sure that got under their skin last time.” She grinned. “Will you bring Valerie?”

      Zeb nodded. “I might not use her, but she’ll definitely come along.”

      “They won’t expect it, that’s for sure. Good. Next time, I might have to take Sensei Ikehara up on his offer—which means I need to find something that will help him defend against magic, at least. Ideally, magic weapons, although I’m not sure there’s any Oriceran in his background so that probably wouldn’t work out.”

      Her boss shrugged. “I’ve never known a non-magical who was able to use magic weapons. But you might ask Nylotte. If there’s anyone who knows more about that than I do, it’s her.”

      She nodded. “I’ll add that to the list I need to bug her about.”

      The dagger, learning lightning, the sword, and now, something magical to preserve Ikehara. She’ll get tired of dealing with me, at this rate.

      “So, what’s the plan?” he asked after a moment.

      “Do you think we need one?”

      He laughed. “No, I don’t, at that. So, we simply arrive on time and be ready to rumble?”

      “Let’s meet at the bunker an hour before and go together from there. I’ll let Tanyith know.”

      Zeb turned to look at the Draksa behind the bar. “Is that good for you, Fyre?” A snort of affirmation followed, which drew a laugh from them both. “All right then. Tomorrow will be a real learning experience for these jerks.”
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      Cali had practiced with sword and dagger against every weapon present in the dojo and mostly held her own. She was fairly sure, though, that Ikehara had gone easy on her. She slashed from the outside in with the bamboo sword, aimed at the side of his head, and shuffled forward to stab with the practice knife in her off-hand.

      The grin that appeared a moment before he countered made it clear that she’d overstepped. He spun the bo staff in his hands to block both weapons, then snaked it out and slapped it against her wrist. She dropped the dagger with a yelp and darted away as the end of his stick sought her head. Hastily, she dropped into a crouch and blocked the next downward strike with her sword, then guided the staff out of the way with it. As she paused to swing it in again, her foe dropped, spun, and cut her legs out from under her with his heel.

      She landed on her back, and it was only a second before his weapon was at her throat. Cali moaned, “I yield,” and Ikehara lowered himself beside her as she rose to a seated position.

      “What did you do wrong?”

      “I agreed to become your student.” She sighed and when he laughed, she shook her head. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I thought I had you once I pushed the staff outward.”

      He nodded. “But you had to generate the swing in the other direction, which gave me time. Is there a way to use your magic to push the staff away or to propel your sword?”

      “Perhaps, if I had the gift of telekinesis. But that’s one I can’t seem to master. So…maybe a force blast to block with. I could probably do that.”

      “Good. You’re learning fast with the sword and dagger combination. In a few more months, you’ll be as proficient with them as you are with the sticks.”

      “If only I had a few more months.” She added nothing further, reluctant to burden him, but of course, he refused to simply let her statement lie.

      “Why don’t you?”

      Cali shrugged. “Things are moving faster and it looks more and more like the only way to get ahead of the curve is to make them go faster still.”

      He nodded. “That is appropriate for an Aikido practitioner. Use your enemy’s momentum against them.”

      “That’s enemies, plural. Which makes it a little more difficult since they’re not all going in the same direction.”

      “You’ll merely have to be more agile.”

      “I feel like an elephant among gazelles, Sensei.”

      Ikehara laughed loudly and clapped his hands. “A clear sign that you are resistant to moving with the speed you need to.” He tapped a forefinger gently on her forehead, a gesture he had used often during their early training sessions. “The problem is not in your body. It is in your mind. You are a cheetah. Act like one.”

      “Right. Easy-peasy.”

      “If you let it be, it will be.” That was another one of his phrases she simultaneously loved and hated. “Now, what also will be is the group class. Prepare.”
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        * * *

      

      After the session with the other students, Ikehara had pulled her aside and recommended she spend the afternoon working on her mind rather than her body. She hadn’t mentioned the fight that night but she imagined he’d sensed it somehow. Or maybe it was coincidence. Either way, it was a good idea. She’d meditated while she lay in bed, while she stretched and swayed through basic tai chi forms, and while she showered and prepared for what was to come.

      Now, arriving at her parents’ bunker before the others, she was in a contemplative mood. Fyre moved to the lockers and lay near them, engaged in his pre-fight ritual—extreme relaxation. She snorted.

      Pre-fight, pre-sleep, pre-walk, pre-whatever. That is one creature who knows how to chill.

      Cali looked at the items on the other wall and the strings that connected them and wondered what her parents had been up to. Tanyith had shared Barton’s discovery that the people pinned there were all bad and were missing or dead. He hadn’t mentioned anything more, but it was an easy jump to assume the detective wasn’t thrilled about the discovery. She hoped it wouldn’t be a big issue between them.

      There was no way on Earth or Oriceran that she would judge her parents’ actions, whatever they were, as anything other than right and necessary, though. She might not understand the why of it all, but she held no doubts about the correctness of their intentions.

      She was dying to know what treasure the dagger referenced but had accepted Nylotte’s advice to wait and let her investigate it first. That was another thing she didn’t understand. Why was the Drow so willing to help her? Of course, at this moment in her life, she was willing to take what was offered. If she survived, she would find a way to repay every favor with interest. If not, she’d trust that Zeb and Tanyith would take care of it for her. Part of her wanted to include Fyre in that group, but she was certain that she and her Draksa life partner wouldn’t survive for long without each other.

      It wasn’t a thought she wanted to focus on so she pulled the uniform out and slipped into it, using the ritual to calm her mind as she always did. While she changed from her shorts into the black trousers, she put away the worries about New Atlantis. They were for after she took the outfit off again. The tight ebony tunic that replaced her t-shirt banished thoughts about the Zatoras and whatever they were up to. This night was only about the Atlantean gang. As she fastened the jacket, she locked away the bigger concerns with them. The ongoing rituals and their actions in the city were irrelevant. The only thing that mattered was defeating the five opponents they’d bring to the fight.

      The next step was to check to make sure her potions were in place, even though she’d put them there herself after the previous occasion—two of each on either side of her body in thigh pouches. Her heavy belt from New Atlantis went over everything, along with the glass spheres that held the sharp crystals that had proven so useful before. Invel had been willing but not exactly happy to supply more. She felt the same about using them—willing but reluctantly so.

      But I will do what I need to do. She glanced at the wall again, filled with papers and photos and string. Exactly like they did.

      Fyre sensed the portal an instant before she did, raised his head, and looked expectantly at the center of the room. She turned as the rift solidified to reveal the basement of the Drunken Dragons Tavern on the other side behind her friends. Tanyith and Zeb walked through, and the magical passage dwindled and faded. She nodded, and they returned the gesture.

      Zeb looked around and chuckled. “I love what you’ve done to the place—which is to say absolutely nothing.”

      That drew a laugh from Tanyith and eventually from her as well. Leave it to him to find something to jab her about, no matter when or where they happened to be.

      “I’ve been busy,” she countered.  “My boss is a hard taskmaster.” The man smothered a smile and headed to the lockers.

      The dwarf put his hands on his hips. She’d never seen the clothes he wore now, an all-black ensemble that included heavy boots and trousers, a thick shirt, and a vest over it. The latter item seemed extra bulky, and she wondered what might be hidden under or inside it. He also wore wide bracers that she instantly recognized as magical weapons similar to her sticks, and the broad handle of his battle-ax Valerie was visible over one shoulder. “I’ll have you know that you work only half as hard as Janice does these days.”

      Cali scowled. “That’s low. Really low. Think for a minute what a shambles the Dragons would be without me. Like, a literal shambles. You’d have to come out from behind the bar constantly to break altercations up, and you’d hate that.” She shook her head. “Janice. Please.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. But that doesn’t make this place any more attended to.”

      “Shut up or I’ll attend to you.”

      Fyre snorted, and Zeb grinned. He clapped his hands slowly. “Good one. I feel properly threatened now.”

      She sighed but couldn’t keep her smile hidden. “Shut it. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “And I am, always. That means I’m not allowed to lie to you.”

      Her retort was interrupted when Tanyith asked, “So, is there any special plan for tonight?”

      Cali turned to where he’d already changed into the trousers and tunic and now buttoned the jacket. Zeb stepped forward to complete the small circle of people around the recumbent Draksa, who seemed unconcerned with either their positioning or conversation. She sensed only a sleepy confidence from him, which she tried to pull into her mind.

      “If only I could be more like you, buddy,” she sent to him, and a thread of mirth joined the other feelings that coursed between them.

      “She’s kind of light on strategy,” the dwarf quipped, “from what I’ve seen.”

      With a sigh, she replied, “Shut it. We can’t decide on a strategy until we see the venue. But ultimately, it’s the same. Choose an opponent, overcome them however we need to, and move on to help the others.”

      “Are you not worried anymore about using magic right off the bat?” Tanyith asked.

      She shook her head. “Nah. I think I was wrong to care about that. Or maybe it made sense early on when we still had tricks to reveal but not so much now that we all know each other so well. Anyway, do what you feel you need to do.” She turned to her boss. “You’re the surprise of the day. Is there anything we need to know?”

      He shrugged. “I can take on the extra one if needed. I’m fairly good at fighting multiples and have considerable experience in that arena. Plus, out of all of us, I’ve almost definitely faced the largest number of different types of magic. You and Fyre should probably work as a team as much as possible, and Tanyith and I will try to do the same.”

      Cali nodded. “Assuming the battleground allows us to. I looked on the Internet and found some floor plans, but the abandoned hospital is essentially what you’d expect it to be—a maze of rooms and hallways, all of which are in danger of imminent collapse. I wouldn’t be shocked to find sections that already have. On the plus side, the blasted giant crab won’t fit there. And I can’t imagine there will be many spectators.”

      Tanyith looked thoughtful. “Are traps allowed within the rules?”

      “Probably not ones set in advance but we should keep our eyes open. They’ve proven any number of times that following the letter of the law is not something that concerns them overly much.”

      “It’s a good arrangement for us.” Zeb sounded happy. “We’re all adept at close-quarters battle. This will take away their big magical advantages like long-range attacks and mutated creatures.”

      “Big mutated creatures,” she clarified. “They could have smaller ones. There have been Draksa the last couple of times.”

      “Fair enough.” The dwarf didn’t sound concerned about the possibility. “But it still plays to our strengths.”

      “Which makes you wonder why they chose it, doesn’t it?” Tanyith asked suspiciously. “They have to be aware of that, too.”

      She considered his question, which made sense and was something they needed to keep in mind. “They didn’t know about Zeb. Perhaps they thought this would be effective against you and I and Fyre? It definitely cuts out the aerial advantage.”

      “I don’t know.” The man sounded skeptical. “Maybe there’s another reason, like whoever they bring are better in this environment, too.”

      Cali nodded. “And that’s why we can’t have nice things like strategy. So, how about we simply get there and get this over with?”

      They’d be a little early but she wasn’t worried about that. She wished absently that she hadn’t left her new dagger with Nylotte but she’d decided the knowledge on it was too important to risk. Any lead to her parents was more valuable than gold at the moment.

      Tanyith finished securing his jacket and summoned the first of the three portals they’d use to reach the location. “You’re right. Enough talking. Let’s do it.”
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      A few moments later, Cali was the first to step out of the portal onto the grounds of the abandoned hospital. The lower area where the emergency room had been had become a small lake full of unhealthy looking water. Ahead was a glassed-in lobby entrance, and the metal doors inside stood open. She sniffed the air and caught the odors of mildew and mold and rotting vegetation. “Eww.”

      Fyre sneezed, a clear signal of his agreement.

      Zeb’s expression evidenced his disgust. “There are no sounds—no birds or insects or anything. This is not a place for living beings.”

      Tanyith strode ahead but stopped at the entrance and gestured expansively for her to precede him. She rolled her eyes. “Always the gentleman, especially when it involves heading into danger.”

      He gave her a small smile. “You know it.”

      His nerves were showing. She hoped she did a better job of hiding hers, but they were there and tried to convince her to leave rather than cross the threshold into the facility. Cali forced herself through the doorway and into the darkness beyond. A glowing orb was positioned down the hallway to the left, so she headed in that direction and the others followed. Fyre transmitted a combination of wariness and comfort, which set her mind at ease.

      I guess I don’t need to worry about him being hampered by the venue if he’s not worried about it.

      The lamps led them along a labyrinthine path and eventually down a wide staircase. A short distance beyond that was a room that spilled light into the corridor from the doorway on the right-hand wall. She stopped and turned to the others.

      “This is your last chance to back out.” Tanyith shook his head and Zeb merely laughed. She turned, her spirits buoyed, and strode into the room with her magic pressed demandingly against her ability to restrain it.

      She’d expected a crowd and perhaps a nightmarish creature awaiting them. Instead, only six people were present in what had clearly once been a cafeteria. One was Danna Cudon, dressed as ever in a suit and tie. She looked worn in the shadows thrown by the orbs. The other five were indistinguishable from each other. They seemed like statues in the familiar black crab-shell armor with full helmets to hide their features. By their size, she could determine that they weren’t Kilomea, dwarves, or gnomes, but that was about all she could decisively commit to.

      Tanyith muttered behind her, and Zeb responded with something she didn’t hear. Her attention was focused on the Atlantean leader, who stepped forward at their arrival.

      Cudon wore the familiar smirk but it also seemed worn and drained.

      “Maybe she’s tired of losing,” Cali sent to Fyre and received a touch of mirth in return. The other woman’s voice was less triumphant than usual, as well.

      “Caliste Leblanc, do you wish to forfeit?”

      Cali shook her head. “No, but you certainly could. You started this and you could end it right now. Your people don’t have to risk their lives over this stupid ritual.”

      The gang second in command shrugged. “Those are meaningless concerns. The champions welcome the fight as a way to prove themselves. If they fail, they were never worthy, to begin with.” She expected to see some kind of reaction from the others, but they remained motionless. “It is unlikely all your friends will survive the day, even if you manage to emerge victorious. Perhaps you’d like time to say your goodbyes?”

      “Shut it, wench. Let’s do this.” Anger spiked within her and for a moment, she wondered what the consequences would be of setting the woman ablaze. Fyre’s continued confidence helped her steady herself.

      “Very well. In one minute, the combat begins.” Without any other indication, the five statues blurred into motion, separated, and raced from the room through several exits. “It ends, as always, with the incapacitation or death of the opposing force. I will be here, awaiting the return of your bodies when you have failed.”

      She grinned. “Are you sure you don’t want to make it six on four, hmm? Or are you still hiding behind the whole ‘I’m not allowed’ excuse? Who holds your puppet strings, anyway?”

      With a dismissive wave, the woman moved to a darkened corner of the room and vaulted onto a table where she sat cross-legged and closed her eyes.

      Cali had no doubt that she was nonetheless keenly aware of them and ready to defend herself if need be. She turned to her teammates.

      Zeb said, “They’ll rely on darkness but my people come from underground and I can see better than most. Tanyith and I will be fine.”

      “As can I, and as will we,” Fyre replied. He sounded eager to get into the battle, and she wondered if it was her emotions rolling onto him or if his were influencing her desire for a fight. Either way, the result’s the same.

      She willed her bracelets to transform into sticks and nodded. “All right, then. Let’s go clean up.” She tapped her earpiece to turn it on and Tanyith and Zeb did the same. “Remember, no dying. I don’t have that many friends and I don’t want to lose you.”

      She turned and headed to the door where two of their enemies had vanished a few moments before, Fyre at her side.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith trailed behind Zeb and felt entirely uncomfortable in the dark environment which left him only able to detect obstacles in the corridor when he bumped into them. He hadn’t realized how much the orbs had pushed away the ominous sense of blindness until they’d moved beyond the dim lights.

      “Maybe we should create some light of our own?” he whispered.

      Zeb replied at the same volume. “We’d make ourselves easy targets if we did that.” The comm system allowed them to speak softly enough that their words wouldn’t reveal them to their enemies.

      “Not if they’re able to see in the dark already.”

      The dwarf paused as if to think it over. Finally, he said, “It’s a fair point. But we have to assume there are limitations on that ability. Using a light would make us too visible. That’s doubtless what they expect us to do, so we shouldn’t do it.”

      He wanted to argue but couldn’t fault the summary of the tactical situation. In the larger game, revealing themselves would be bad despite how much better it would make him feel at the moment. He muttered, “Fine, but I’ll hide behind you.”

      His partner chuckled. “Best of luck with that, tall person.” He hissed softly and stopped. “There’s an intersection ahead. It looks like a nice position for an ambush with doors on the other side of it from us. It might be impassable but I can’t tell.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’ll run through and stop at the doors. If they attack me, you can jump into the fight.”

      Tanyith frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      The dwarf’s voice carried a certainty he envied. “Yep. The chances are they’ll aim high if they’re waiting and if they don’t, my axes will stop whatever they throw.”

      “Even magic?”

      “Yep.”

      “Well. Okay then.” He drew his Sai with a twirl and wished they were magical. Maybe there will be something in the treasure vault or whatever it is that Cali’s parents left her the clue about. He focused his mind, brought his magic to a ready state, and exhaled to set his nerves. “I’m good to go.”

      Zeb barreled through the intersection, invisible in the darkness. No attack came and after a moment, he said. “The door’s jammed. It looks like we have to turn back.”

      Tanyith sighed. “Awesome. Something tells me this will suck.”
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        * * *

      

      As she crept along the corridor behind Fyre, Cali had to grin at Tanyith’s complaints in her earpiece. “Tay says this will suck,” she sent to the Draksa and he returned a sense of amusement to her across their mental connection. Her words wouldn’t reach them unless she toggled her microphone, but she’d asked the others to leave theirs active so she’d know what was going on.

      Unexpectedly, he said, “I wish I could share my eyesight with you for this.”

      She frowned. “Is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know. But it would be helpful.”

      Cali chuckled. “You might as well wish for me to be able to change into a Draksa.”

      He chuffed a laugh. “That would be very useful. You should work on that.”

      “It’s exactly what I need. Curse of the Were-Draksa. No thanks.”

      “Corner ahead,” he hissed and she immediately stopped. They’d agreed he would be the scout, so she waited while he moved ahead. “Clear,” he said a moment later.

      She stepped forward to follow him again, sensed the space widening around her, and asked, “What do you see?”

      “Big room. Center desk area. Smaller rooms on the outside.”

      “It sounds like an intensive care setup or specialized ward or something. And it sounds dangerous. Can you see them if they’re in one of the side rooms?”

      His reply sounded irritated. “No. I’m not able to see through walls any more than you are.”

      “Well, what good are you, then?” She snorted softly in playful mockery.

      The quality of his voice changed as the volume dropped. “Good enough to know there’s at least one hiding in the back.”

      While she knew it wasn’t wise, she couldn’t help herself. The dread the darkness invoked had begun to fill her and she had to act against it. With a shout, she channeled her magic through her sticks, a skill she’d fought hard to master after Nylotte gave her the key to it. A small, controlled ball of flame erupted from the left one and made its way slowly across the room. Shadows skittered in all directions and she located the enemy Fyre had identified. Immediately, she launched a force blast through the other stick and the hospital bed near him lurched up and into the wall as he dodged.

      Cali raced ahead and only the sudden motion out of the corner of her eye gave her the chance to dodge the line of shadow that sliced through where her head had just been. Neither of them had seen the other enemy, who had waited for her to reveal herself. Fyre veered in that direction as she dove behind the central desk to avoid the second beam of coherent darkness. She tapped her earpiece and said, “We have two here.”
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        * * *

      

      “None here yet,” Zeb replied. While his vision was better than average, he still had difficulty making out all the shapes that appeared in his sight. Some were familiar like the wheelchairs and mobile cabinets he carefully avoided. Tanyith had gotten smart and put a hand on his shoulder after he’d banged into one of the latter—once he’d finished cursing about it.

      But he wasn’t able to recognize others at all such as the large cylindrical machines that resembled some kind of science fiction movie pods in the rooms they passed.

      It’s probably good the power’s not on. Who knows what kinds of trouble these idiots might be able to cause if it was. He grew more antsy with each passing moment that didn’t reveal a foe because that was one more moment in which a trap could be set for them.

      He had no warning that the floor would collapse beneath him, but the way no debris fell told him instantly it was because he’d stepped onto an illusion. He curled and protected his head as he landed, then uncoiled and darted to his feet in time to identify the glow of magic from three places in the room.

      “I have the other three,” he told Cali through the commlink and raised his axes to deal with the imminent ambush.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The dwarf skittered to the left to avoid the blast from the first enemy to respond. A crackling beam of lightning struck a wooden cabinet full of fabric and set it ablaze. He caught the second and third beams on his axes, which drew the magic in and absorbed the power easily. His movements calm and deliberate, he continued to circle to put the nearest adversary in the way of the others before he attacked, glad to be done with the stalking portion of the challenge.

      He pointed the axes as he ran and returned the lightning to his foe. It wreathed him in blue and yellow energy that sparked and dissipated much more quickly than expected. The outline of the armor pieces glowed brightly before they faded to darkness again. He growled.

      “They have magic absorption of some kind in their armor,” he told his teammates. Which is fine by me.

      Zeb vaulted upward to avoid another bolt of electricity that was aimed too low—a common mistake that those who fought dwarves for the first time often made—and brought both axes in from the sides. They swung on a downward angle, aimed at the gap in the armor between helmet and shoulder. His adversary managed to spin away and draw a sword before he landed, which required him to dive forward to evade the slice the man dispatched a second later.

      His roll carried him to the next man, and he caught that one’s sword on crossed axes above his head, mere inches before the blade would have connected. He lashed out with a heavy boot and found his foe’s armored knee but couldn’t follow up on the man’s loss of balance as the first one struck from behind.

      The dwarf made his own pirouette, doubtless more agile than the armored man or woman expected, and delivered a wicked backhand. The ax caught the plate that covered his opponent’s thigh, which cracked with a loud snap. He fired lightning into the newly created seam and the piece shattered. Once again, he was forced to evade when the second assailant launched another onslaught.

      A heavy crash sounded and he dashed sideways to avoid it. He turned to where Tanyith battled the third and realized that the sound had apparently been his leap from the upper floor.

      He has more bravery than sense, that one. He grinned at the improved odds and darted in the direction of the nearest foe.
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        * * *

      

      The second line of shadow seared through the desk Cali hid behind like it was nothing more than paper. She’d had the sense to stay low, which was all that kept her head attached to her body. The emotions she associated with Fyre being in combat flowed to her, and she decided she could safely emerge as he’d engaged her attacker. She used a low-power force blast to launch up and over the counter and landed in a run toward where she’d seen the first enemy.

      He darted out from cover and launched lightning at her. She threw her left-hand stick at his head and summoned a force shield in a single motion to catch the attack. Her foe batted the stick aside with a hastily drawn sword and knocked it into the small room he’d occupied before he stepped out to swing the weapon at her.

      She circled her remaining stick from high to low, arrested his blade, and shoved it away. The move opened his ribs, and she was halfway through delivering a reflexive kick before her brain shouted that he wore armor and she was being stupid. Instead, she planted the leg, used it to jump away from him, and barely avoided his backhand swipe.

      “Damn it,” Cali muttered and pointed her stick. She channeled fire into the weapon again and this time, launched a wide cone of flame at her opponent. It coated him, covered him, and vanished when the outlines of his armor glowed. “Double damn.”

      Zeb had just told her that and she’d already forgotten the warning in the heat of the moment. Get your head in the fight, Cali.

      While she couldn’t spare a glance to see how Fyre was doing, she trusted he was holding his own. The dance wouldn’t last, though, for either of them. There wasn’t enough room for proper evasion, and they’d be caught off balance eventually. The only way out was through. She pumped magic into her muscles to increase her speed, yelled, “Aspida,” to activate her shield charm, and surged toward the figure in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith had planned his leap to fell the armored challenger, but the bastard had moved at the right moment to avoid the attack. Still, he’d managed to stab him in the armor plates that covered both shoulders, and the one on the right had allowed his blade through. His opponent now favored that arm but seemed adequately adept at wielding his sword one-handed.

      There’s not much chance to hit the shoulder with magic, so I guess it’s melee. Too bad Fyre’s not here. Claws from above would be perfect right now.

      He deflected the descending sword with his Sai and locked the weapon with a deft twist, which opened his foe to an attack. Lacking a better idea, he thrust forward and kicked with both heels, and his heavy boots smacked the chest plate. His enemy was forced back as Tanyith landed on his back and immediately rolled to his feet.

      A crack showed in the armor he’d struck, and an idea came to him. He lunged, stabbed his blade into the fracture, and accepted a strike on the head from the pommel of his foe’s sword as he was suddenly inside its effective range. With the blade planted securely, he darted away and raised both hands to deliver electricity into it.

      His foe’s armor bled some of it off but the vulnerability allowed the rest to penetrate and the figure staggered and fell. He rushed forward in a fury, unable to control his anger, and yanked the helmet off his adversary to reveal a woman’s face contorted in agony. In his rage, he barely registered that he’d been wrong about his opponent’s gender. He put one hand on the dagger, ready to release a second charge into the weapon to end her.

      A small voice tried to caution him but he could barely hear it through the raging blood that pounded in his ears.

      Zeb’s words broke through the interference. “Tanyith, there’s another one. Get back in the fight—now.” He shook his head, stood, and turned in time to be struck by a force bolt and hurled across the room. Thankfully, he managed to raise a force shield to absorb most of the impact with the wall that stopped his flight before he staggered forward to find the one who’d hit him.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre didn’t fare well against the armored opponent. His breath weapon was unable to get past whatever magical absorption his foe used, his claws had been insufficient to pierce the armor plates on the couple of times he’d connected, and the confined space hindered his ability to put his natural agility into use. Basically, he merely kept his enemy busy, which was not a situation he enjoyed at all.

      The only positive part was that his adversary was similarly unable to manage a decisive strike against him. His clumsy swings—he could sense it was a male under the armor based on smell alone—had little chance of connecting, and while a kick had landed, the blow had failed to even damage his scales, much less the flesh beneath. They were engaged in a classic standoff, and he could only hope the man found it as frustrating as he did.

      Cali’s thoughts escaped her control, as they often did in battle, which allowed him to experience the fight from her perspective as well. He wished he could share senses better, but despite his attempts to broaden and deepen the connection between them, he hadn’t been able to do so as yet. Somewhere deep in his memory, he knew more was possible but didn’t know the correct route to get there. It was something to investigate once the battle was over.

      He dodged another swipe of the man’s sword, bit his forearm, and closed his teeth on the armor there. It gave a little and he yanked at the shell with a growl. He was surprised when the piece came free. There was a pause as they both realized what had happened before he breathed frost at his foe. Most of it was absorbed, but the man’s hand and lower arm became trapped. With a hiss of pleasure at the discovery of his enemy’s weakness, Fyre darted in to attack the armor on his legs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cali drove powerfully into her opponent and the magical momentum and the solidity of her arcane shield hurled the armored figure off its feet. She battered its helmet with her stick, then continued to do so until he stopped his attempts to recover. Quickly, she knelt beside her fallen opponent, pulled the helm off, and studied the young-looking man within. He was clearly unconscious. To be sure, she grasped his nose and yanked it, but he didn’t react.

      Okay, he’s really out. Good.

      She scrambled to her feet and took stock of the situation. Across the room, Fyre darted in to bite his opponent’s legs while he avoided both sword and magical attacks with apparent ease. She stepped into the room where her stick had flown and called it to her hand, then crept along the wall toward her partner, out of the enemy’s line of sight. The canny Draksa waited until she was close before he dodged with a small and deliberate stumble out of the small room he was in to entice the enemy to pursue him.

      When the armored figure emerged, she repeated the process she’d used with the first one and hammered the helmeted head with her sticks until he fell. She yanked the helmet off to reveal another man and tested his awareness in the same way.

      Together, she and Fyre removed the armor on the men’s arms and legs and it took only a moment to bind the limbs with ice and render their foes formally incapacitated. She shook her head in annoyance.

      “Buddy, I am so tired of this nonsense.” The Draksa nodded but didn’t offer any additional reply.  With a sigh, she jogged in the direction from which they’d come to find the others as she announced, “Two down,” over the comm.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith rushed to Zeb’s side as he sheathed one Sai and replaced the weapon with a small force buckler to deflect any potential attacks. The dwarf still whirled his hand axes to absorb incoming magic, while he used his magic to fling objects from around the room at their foes. A cabinet ripped free from the wall and careened into the one on the right. The man staggered and Tanyith darted forward and thrust to full extension to pierce his armor with the Sai. It didn’t go far enough to repeat the electrical trick, so he withdrew it and blocked the fire attack his enemy sent with the force buckler, which stretched and elongated to cover both him and his partner.

      The dwarf stepped out from behind the shield for an instant and threw both of his axes. They streaked fast and hard on a line toward the left one’s helmet, and his target’s frantic efforts at dodge and deflection only managed to negate one of them. The other thunked into it and lodged there, and he fell. The remaining figure launched another blast of fire and turned to run, but neither of them was interested in a footrace. Tanyith’s thrown Sai sank into the back of the runner’s knee, and the examination bed his teammate hurled crushed the fleeing enemy between it and the wall.

      Zeb wrenched his ax from the fallen man’s helmet and held the weapon up to the light. The blade was clean. He made a satisfied sound. “Hard enough to ring his bell but not hard enough to kill him. Let’s go find Cali.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She arrived moments before her two teammates and she nodded at them with a wide grin. Fyre sat on the floor and stared unblinkingly at Danna Cudon. She turned to the Atlantean leader and said, “A boon.”

      The woman slid from the table with a sigh. “Ask.”

      “A sit-down with you and your boss in neutral territory.”

      She shook her head. “That is not mine to grant.”

      “I understand. Take it back and find out. If not, I’ll ask something else. But this is a waste of time and effort for both of us, and there are much bigger matters to worry about.”

      Cudon gave a sharp laugh. “Perhaps all we really want is to see you dead.”

      The girl shrugged. “If so, I suppose it will be a very short conversation. But my guess is that there are other things you desire and maybe we can find a way to put this garbage behind us.”

      The woman stared at her for several seconds and her gaze bored into Cali’s. Then, she turned and walked away. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Zeb stepped beside Cali and observed, “Cold one, her.”

      “Only on the surface. I bet there’s a lot going on under there.”

      He leaned closer and replied, “The same could be said for your friend over there.” Her gaze followed his small gesture to where Tanyith crouched in the corner of the room. “He seemed very keen to take things a little further than necessarily required.”

      She nodded because she’d noticed similar behavior. “We all have so many challenges at the moment, I think. But we’ve won again, and that means a respite. Maybe longer than usual if it takes them extra time to fulfill my request. So hopefully, we’ll have time to figure it out.”

      And if the stress of the Malniet situation is what’s causing Tanyith’s angst, I’ll do what I have to do to get him out from under it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali deliberately slowed her pace as she descended the long staircase into the basin of the Kemana, knowing that Fyre and Tanyith would both marvel at the surrounding sights. The Lady’s palace glittered white at the far end of the enormous cavern, and the spoke-like streets stretched out from it like a child’s drawing of the sun. The purple light from above filtered over everything, less intense than the last time she’d been there. Twilight, maybe? Regardless of the reason, it lent a sleepy look to the city, and the reduced traffic in the thoroughfares reinforced the image.

      She pointed out the features she knew, the shops, the houses, the streets and sidewalks, and the location of Nylotte’s shop. The others didn’t speak as they followed her. After the final stair, she led them along the street that held Alessand’s business, hoping it might be open so she could show them his amazing work. The locked door prohibited entrance, so she turned to head through an alley that connected to the lane the Drow’s building was on.

      “It’s not quite what I described, except for the tunnel,” Tanyith observed.

      She shrugged. “I guess I’ve always been here in the daytime or something. I’m not sure Stonesreach follows the same clock that we do since there’s no sun to divide the day.” Fyre made a sound she took to be agreement, and she turned left as they reached the next road. A couple of dozen feet later, she grasped the handle of Nylotte’s shop door, pulled it open, and preceded the others inside.

      The main floor was empty, as she’d been told it would be. Stairs descending to the basement loomed before her, and she forced herself not to freeze in place.

      I wouldn’t want them to know how intimidated I am at the idea of Nylotte training me. No, never that. Even her internal laughter at herself was tinged with nervousness.

      The staircase turned ninety degrees before it deposited her in a spacious room. A circle of metal set into the floor demarcated most of the area, with a small rectangle apparently reserved for storage at the side nearest the street.

      The Drow sat in the lotus position slightly back from the center of the ring and looked at them with a smile. She gestured at the area in front of her. “Sit. Let’s talk first.”

      She sat opposite the woman and tried not to stare as the others joined her, Fyre on her right and Tanyith on the left. The Dark Elf’s white hair was bound into a high ponytail, and she wore all black—tall boots, leather pants, a tight tunic, and a thin leather jacket. Cali unconsciously tapped the silver rings on her thumbs and index fingers together at the sight of the five rings on Nylotte’s hands.

      The ring signifying leadership of House Leblanc was stored in New Atlantis, which left her one short of the other woman’s count. She couldn’t help but imagine it was deliberate, given the sense of control that radiated from her new mentor. The idea that the Drow might play mental games with those she chose to teach was not a huge leap beyond what she’d already experienced from her.

      Cali grinned. “Thank you in advance for the lesson and for clearing the way for Fyre and Tay to join me.”

      The woman nodded. “Of course.” She looked at the Draksa and then at Tanyith as if peering into their brains in search of secrets. Her attention returned to the girl after a few moments. “So, first, I have completed an initial reconnaissance of the area the dagger describes. It’s an abandoned village deep in an Oriceran forest. I can’t imagine how your parents found it. The engravings offered no greater clue as to where the supposed treasure lies within it.”

      She nodded and excitement surged inside. “Will you take me there?”

      Nylotte chuckled. “Ah, your impulsiveness reminds me of my other student. Diana would have reacted the same way in your position. No, not yet. I mistrust the situation and have asked a friend to look into it. Remember that the blade was intended to be bait for you and although you may have avoided that trap, another might await.”

      Tanyith interrupted with a small frown. “Is it Chadrousse?”

      “Of course.”

      Their exchange confused her until he turned to her and said, “Watch out for that one. He’s very focused on racking up favors.”

      “Got it.” She chuckled. “But if we need to know, we need to know.”

      Nylotte nodded. “That’s how it starts. He is a master of what he does. Before you’re aware of it, you’re stuck performing an annoying task for him that merely leads to more trouble.” She finished with a smile and a matching one appeared on Tanyith’s face.

      “Will you let me know as soon as you hear something?” she asked and let the worry go when she received a nod. “Okay. I can wait for a little longer, I guess, since I don’t have a choice. Is there any news on the other blade fragments?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Alessand believes your parents must have collected any engraved shards of metal they could find. He’s sure there are fragments of another house sword included among them and quite likely a dagger identical to the one he’s already reassembled. There’s nothing incredibly useful at this time, however. Only acquiring more pieces will provide more insight.”

      “That’s high on my list of priorities.” Cali rummaged through the thoughts banging around her head and found nothing else in need of instant attention. “I think that’s it.”

      The Drow rose gracefully to her feet, and she did the same, albeit with less style and agility. But at least I’m better than Tanyith. Her friend moved as if he was still sore from the battle the day before. Fyre, naturally, flowed like water as he stood.

      “Anyone who doesn’t wish to experience Caliste’s efforts at controlling lightning should move outside the circle,” her teacher warned. Her alleged allies were quick to find the opposite side of the metal ring.

      “Traitors,” she muttered and felt a wave of amusement from Fyre. She shifted her focus to the dark eyes of the woman in front of her. “You’re not wrong, though. Emalia explained what I have to do—weave the lightning together into a tightly controlled line—but every time I try, it goes everywhere.”

      The Drow clasped her hands behind her back and nodded. “That is indeed one method but it’s not the only possibility. Diana and I have had endless discussions about the fact that there are probably as many ways to use magic as there are people, and that a metaphor or understanding that works perfectly for one might be utterly insufficient for another.” She looked a little startled and her teacher smiled. “It’s entirely possible that you and your great aunt have different understandings of power, which makes her approach inappropriate for you.”

      The reflexive urge to defend Emalia summoned a snippy comment to her tongue despite the fact that her great aunt had said more or less the same thing, but she kept her mouth closed until it passed. “I can understand how that might be the case. How do you see it?”

      The wide grin on the other woman’s face suggested she had noted her restraint.

      I wonder if Diana also always feels like she’s being laughed at when she’s around Nylotte. Maybe I’ll ask next time I see her.

      The Dark Elf’s tone was crisp and teacherly, though. “For me, lightning isn’t a thing to be controlled but rather coaxed and persuaded. I cannot make it do what I want but I can convince it to.”  She raised a hand and electricity surged from it in all directions before it coalesced into a ball that floated slightly above her palm.

      Cali frowned. “How?”

      Her teacher summoned another sphere of lightning and rotated them both above her palm. “For me, it is a matter of setting the power free with a clear vision of what I want it to become, then trusting it will do so.”

      “That’s, like…the opposite of what Emalia said.”

      She nodded. “And she is not wrong. Neither am I. What works for her wouldn’t work for me, and vice versa. If you want simple and predictable, you could always limit yourself to force magic.” The condescension in her voice conveyed her opinion about that option.

      “Right. Okay.” Cali sighed. “Set it free and convince it to be what I want. Got it. How should I start?” She rolled her shoulders to ready herself for the attempt.

      “By relaxing.”

      Her gaze snapped up to meet the other woman’s. “What?”

      “Relax, Caliste. This is not a battle. The magic is part of you, and the mindset of fighting yourself is not a useful one where power is concerned.”

      She muttered, “But I’m so good at it,” as she forced herself to clench and release her muscles. When her body was calmer, she examined her thoughts and locked the troublesome ones away in their alcoves for later. When she felt she was ready, she nodded.

      “Visualize what you want the lightning to become,” Nylotte instructed. “Let’s try for a sphere about the size of your hand. It’s vital that you can see it before you release the magic.”

      Cali closed her eyes until the image appeared, then opened them and concentrated until her mental picture was superimposed over her palm like her teacher had done.

      “Now, set your power free and concentrate on the ball.”

      She released it and lightning erupted to fill the entire area bounded by the metal. A shield shimmered around the Drow, and she called, “Now, envision it receding into the shape you’ve chosen.”

      Her mind had to make a sharp mental shift because she had waited to be called upon to dispel the magic and the unexpected instructions caught her by surprise. She tried pushing it into a sphere, then pulling, and when neither worked, remembered what Nylotte had said. Entirely focused, she imagined the power simply coming together as if by gravitational pull and condensing into the form she wanted. Around her, the tumult lessened, but she kept her concentration pure.

      A sphere, about the size of my palm, made of electricity.

      “An excellent first try.” Her teacher clapped softly. Cali looked and grinned when she realized that, while it wasn’t smooth or orderly like the Drow’s had been, the power had more or less confined itself to the appropriate size and shape. She dispelled it and exhaled the breath she’d been holding.

      “Okay, I think I understand.”

      “You’ve taken your first steps, anyway. It will require dozens more attempts before you’re truly ready. So, you’d better get started.” She groaned, and the other woman grinned. “You didn’t think it would be easy, did you? Once you have the sphere mastered, the move to lightning whips will be a simple one. But you’ll need to bifurcate your mind to keep them active while also using them to fight.”

      She nodded. “I’ve done that for other things. It should be the easier part.”

      “Good.” She looked at Fyre and said, “Would you be so kind as to watch her and alert me if anything goes wrong? I’ll leave the shield up to protect my store.” The Draksa nodded and she turned to Tanyith. “You and I need to have a conversation. Come upstairs with me.”

      Cali watched them climb the stairs, wondered what the hell was going on, then packed that worry away with the others and focused on the task she’d been given.

      Okay, lightning. Let’s find a way to work together properly, shall we?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nylotte followed Tanyith to the main floor, confident that the girl below wouldn’t hurt herself. Her new student had learned fast and had significant potential to become quite proficient. She’d not worked with many Atlanteans in the past but had no reason to think Caliste’s ancestry would be any hindrance to her accomplishment or to their ability to work together.

      The ex-convict, however, was another issue. He seemed to be having challenges from what she’d been told and what she’d seen herself. Times had become too dangerous to let that situation continue. She had hoped it would be fixed without her involvement but waiting any longer for a resolution would be a bad idea.

      At the top of the stairs, she brushed past him, pulled two stools from behind the counter, and gestured for him to take the one closer to the door. After her shop had been attacked, she’d sworn never to be caught even slightly off guard in it again, and that extended to not having her back to the entrance. She watched and waited for him to speak, a tactic that normally worked, but he seemed unable to do so. He shifted uncomfortably in the chair and didn’t meet her gaze.

      Finally, with a sigh, she asked, “What’s the deal?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      The Drow rolled her eyes. “Okay, let’s dispense with the nonsense, shall we? I’m neither your therapist nor your doctor but clearly, something is the matter with you. I’d usually be content to let you work it out on your own, but there are bigger issues at play in which you hold a pivotal role. So. Speak and leave nothing out.”

      With a sigh, he raised his gaze from the floor. “Something’s wrong with me.” She resisted the urge to confirm it. “I endure low-level pain all the time and I have difficulty controlling my emotions.”

      She frowned. “Have you seen a doctor?”

      The man shook his head. “I think it’s simply stress. Ever since I met the damned Malniets and they put their hooks into me, that pressure is always present. I hate it.” He all but snarled the last statement as if to emphasize his feelings.

      “Uh-huh. Tell me more about the emotional part.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “I get angry faster, and I get angrier than I used to. Rage isn’t something I really felt before, except for when I was sent to Trevilsom. Now, it’s like an old friend.”

      “It seems logical that being falsely imprisoned could create that situation.”

      He gave a single dark laugh. “But it didn’t manifest until we went to New Atlantis. If it had appeared before that, I’d believe it might be the cause. But no, I don’t think so.”

      “So, if it’s not physical and it’s not emotional, there are only a few options left.”

      “Yeah. I’m losing my mind.”

      Nylotte shook her head. “That is doubtful, although I could question your choice of companions.” She gave a small mocking smile and almost drew a matching one from him. “There’s an unlikely possibility. Have you ever heard of a geas?”

      He nodded. “In fantasy novels and ancient legends. Never for real.”

      “It’s funny how what’s real in one age passes for fiction in the next, and vice versa. But it’s easy enough to find out. It might hurt a little, though.”

      Without waiting for permission, she spiraled her power toward him with the intention to read his. Barriers snapped up, doubtless by unconscious reflex, but it was a simple matter to envelop them while seeking a way inside. She’d practiced mental magic for decades, and this was not a particularly different process.

      Absently, she noted the way his muscles locked as he fell off his seat, but it was a background happening and she didn’t allow it to distract her. Finally, cleverly hidden within his magic, she found the parasitic spell. Tagging it so she could find it again easily, she released him.

      He used the stool to pull himself from the floor and wiped the blood from where he’d split his lip. “A little, huh? That felt like being pounded with an electrified fireplace poker that had come out of the flames.”

      She laughed. “Very dramatic. You’ll live. So the good news is that it’s not physical or mental, although I can’t claim you’re wholly sound in either of those areas.” The hopefulness that spread across his face was a pleasant sight.

      “You’re saying the bastards spelled me.”

      “Yes. Exactly.” He rattled off a string of curses that demonstrated his problems with impulse control. While he did so, she saw the spell at work on him to push and hurt him in equal measure and drive his anger higher. She held a palm up and injected a tone of command into her voice. “Stop.”

      He obeyed reflexively, then realized what he’d been doing. He sat again, raised his hands, and let them drop. “Do you see what I mean?”

      “I do. The bad news is that getting rid of it without giving the game away won’t be easy. Dispelling it would be simple. However, eliminating most of the magic while ensuring your enemies don’t know it’s gone will require leaving some effects in place, although diminished.”

      “I understand.” He nodded, his expression grim. “At this point, I’ll take whatever I can get.”

      Nylotte grinned. “Excellent. You might want to lie on the floor for this, however.” While Tanyith complied, she marshaled the magics she would require. It was a complicated task.

      First, she would interrogate the existing spell to its most basic level to fully understand every part of it. Second, she’d need to craft her replica of the magic that would seem the same to those who had created it but have less of an effect on him, while incorporating enough of the original to fool its creator. Finally, she’d have to wipe away the first and put its replacement in more effectively than the man with the hat and the whip had in the movie Diana’s life-partner-troll Rath had insisted she watch with him.

      Fortunately, she was the best user of magic she’d ever met. She cast a modified telekinesis spell to lock his limbs in place so he wouldn’t hurt himself, then went to work on the important details.

      It took her fifteen minutes to replace the enemy magic, then another five to rouse him to consciousness and get healing and energy potions into him. By the time he was ready to head down the stairs, the relief he felt was visible on his face.

      “So, it’s really gone?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Mostly. Only a little was left to remind you to act hurt and upset and to fool those who put it on you. Definitely don’t let them get close enough to examine you deeply, though.”

      Tanyith stretched and looked relieved. “I’ll use Cali as my go-between. I could claim I’m hurting too much to come myself or something.”

      “That is a good plan. Speaking of which, go downstairs and make sure she hasn’t killed herself or her mini-dragon.” He obeyed, and she straightened the stools and put the potion vials back where they belonged to be cleaned and refilled. When she’d finished, she turned to find the Draksa watching her. She frowned at him. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      He nodded and spoke in an unexpectedly precise tone. “I kind of hope so.”

      With a sigh, she lowered herself to the floor so she could meet his gaze without straining her neck. He approached and sat again about two feet away from her. “Okay, what do you need?” she asked.

      Uncertainty flickered across his expression and increased frustration colored his words. “To remember, I suppose. Or to know more about myself in whatever way I can. I have these feelings I can’t quite take hold of but they tell me I should be able to forge a deeper connection with Cali and that we should be able to fight more effectively as a team. I don’t know if I’m not able to do it because my memory is broken, or if my feelings are wrong, or if it’s some other problem.”

      The Drow nodded. “I’ve refreshed my knowledge of Draksa since I first heard about you and researched more after I realized that you weren’t an ordinary member of your species. Most of your kind can’t talk in a way that non-Draksa can understand, for instance.”

      “It seems natural to me. It was only in New Atlantis that I discovered the others couldn’t.”

      “It’s certainly reasonable to assume that whatever makes you able to do the one might be involved in preventing you from doing the other. Or, if not so immediate a cause and effect, at least that they both stem from the same root. The problem is that it seems unlikely that we can dig into your memory to find out what that was.”

      His snout moved from side to side in an almost entrancing way as he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what it was. I’m happy with how things are now except that I want to be able to contribute more.”

      She frowned. “So. In order to help you with this, I have to know more. And since you can’t tell me more, I’ll need to use magic to investigate you. May I have your permission to do so?” He nodded, and she grinned. “And you’re not worried about whether it will hurt or not? My last victim had issues in that area.”

      Fyre snorted. “Whatever it takes, that’s what I’ll do. Cali trusts you. Diana and Rath clearly trust you. I see no reason not to do the same.”

      The Dark Elf nodded. “I’ll be as gentle as I can be. If you need me to stop, say so.” He immediately curled on the floor and tucked his tail around his snout. It gave the impression that there was no chance he’d tell her to quit before she’d accomplished what he wanted. Her respect for the creature increased.

      She stretched her magic out, enveloped him in it, and began to examine him without a particular goal in mind. Nylotte had learned over time that often, it was best to let the power flow with only the vaguest of intentions and trust that it would accomplish what was required—much the same approach she’d recommended to Cali for controlling lightning.

      A distinct second energy radiated in him, like a strong memory that was too big to grasp. She would have thought it a geas, except it was ludicrous to think she’d run up against that twice in an hour and it also didn’t quite taste the same. It was less a command than a subtle prompt. Not a spell, she realized, but something that was completely internalized. It was unlike anything she’d come across before.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m helpless in the face of it. She sought for the cracks in his mind to gain entry but found none. In the timeless place in which the magical experiment was conducted, she paused and considered her options. Finally, with a mental shrug, she tried to merge her magic with his at the outermost layer. It seemed to recognize her and permitted her access.

      The problem was immediately obvious. The Draksa’s mind was locked in conflict as the additional energy struggled with his native self. She didn’t sense any antipathy or violence, only a mismatch of effort like rowers working against one another instead of in tandem. She couldn’t identify the source of the extra magic and had no idea how to banish it.

      What she could do, though, was to help him strengthen certain barriers and loosen others, essentially relegating his passenger to a different and less vital part of his mind. She did so, little by little, and coaxed his magic gently to assist. When she was finished, the powers were more in balance, although not perfectly so. She backed out slowly and made sure she left solidity in her wake.

      When she finally returned fully to her body and opened her eyes, he was seated across from her, staring. “What did you do?” he asked. “I can feel a change already but I can’t remember anything more.”

      She shrugged, unexpectedly tired from her efforts. “You have more than one magical essence inside you. They were combining in unbalanced ways, so I helped you to create a less conflicted arrangement. I don’t promise it will last and I can’t say we’ve found the full solution, but it’s something.”

      Fyre smiled, and enthusiasm radiated from him. “That’s what I felt. That makes sense now. And, yes, I think you’ve made things much better. Thank you. Thank you so much.” He turned, raced to the stairs, and plunged down them at high speed.

      Nylotte forced herself upright. To no one in particular, she muttered, “Your friendly neighborhood Drow amateur doctor and veterinarian, now open for business.”

      With a shake of her head, she followed the Draksa toward the basement. Hopefully, Cali hasn’t killed herself or Tanyith with the lightning. That would be a definite black mark on my teaching record.
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      Empress Shenni, in the deep blue formal robes more appropriate to the throne room she’d just left, smiled across the desk at her seneschal. The woman was many years older but still strong and attractive, clad in the palace’s basic black with a wide stripe of blue down the left side of her long, martial-cut dress.

      “So, what’s this I hear about an altercation in the outer city?”

      The other woman gave an answering grin. “It seems that a gang of mercenaries attacked the matriarch of House Leblanc and the patriarch of House Jehenel. It was most unexpected.”

      She nodded. “Indeed so. I presume the outcome was positive?”

      Gwyn shrugged. “It depends on your perspective, Empress. For those rumored to have engaged them—House Cormier—it was likely not the result they hoped for. The hired soldiers were defeated very effectively. I’m told the matriarch’s Draksa companion played a key role.”

      “That is an odd twist,” Shenni replied and considered the creature that had bonded to the girl. “Has there ever been another occasion where the leader of one of the Nine had such a pet?”

      The older woman chuckled. “More than a pet, certainly, Empress. But no, I found no record of such a pairing among the noble houses. Or in the palace.” The way she raised her eyebrow at the end suggested she’d once again seen into her ruler’s thoughts.

      “Fine, yes, I might be a little jealous. It would be good to have such a companion as your responsibilities frequently take you from me. Plus, you’re hardly obedient.”

      Gwyn laughed. “I obey to the degree my role requires, Empress. You could change my occupation, of course. I hear the consort position has yet to be filled.”

      The Empress snorted and chuckled. “Although I do treasure you, that would be a choice made for politics, not for pleasure.” They both knew the other woman was only teasing but it was an amusing game. “Besides, you are too effective at what you do for me to even consider parting with your skills.”

      “Then you are doomed to be alone until you choose another, Empress.” They both knew as well that she was only as lonely as she chose to be. She had no end of suitors to select from, all willing to serve for a night in hopes of gaining the prized plum of official recognition as her favorite.

      She shook her head and frowned theatrically. “Woe, woe is me. So, what else do you hear?” The woman before her held the public role of seneschal, in charge of all things in the palace and responsible for making her ruler’s will manifest, but also quietly served as her spymaster.

      Gwyn leaned forward conspiratorially, despite the fact that no one else was present in the room. Shenni trusted her so completely that even her guards were not in position within those walls. “Action between the Malniets and Leblanc, of course. Devaux and Surette are quiet. Some whispers about what might happen if Malniet is weakened enough, either inside or outside the rules. The same for Leblanc.”

      “How many scions are left to House Malniet?”

      “Three in the direct line. Some cousins who could be used as battle fodder.”

      Shenni leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers as she considered the ramifications. “So, we can expect at least a few more rounds of conflict unless young Caliste is defeated.”

      Her seneschal nodded. “That’s my understanding of the situation.”

      “And after that?”

      “It is inconclusive.”

      The Empress grinned. “Indulge me.”

      The older woman straightened and paused before she spoke. “If either house should fall, the most likely outcome is that one of the other Nine will install a secondary family line in its place. Most have been building toward such a possibility since the failed attempt to destroy Leblanc years ago, so I would expect conflict among them for the opportunity.”

      She nodded. “Which works to my benefit. As long as they squabble with one another, they aren’t acting against me. But having two houses with shared blood could prove to be a future problem. What are the options there?”

      Gwyn frowned, the question clearly not one she’d prepared an answer for. “The only option to avoid that would be to support a third-party effort to join the nobility. However, such a thing has not happened since we set foot in New Atlantis.”

      Shenni waved a hand to dismiss that concern. “The Nine have been stagnant that whole time. Perhaps this is the right moment for new blood. Let’s say that was something we wanted to promote. How might we do so?”

      “The first step would certainly be to discover if there are any likely candidates. I shall start that process immediately.”

      The Empress leaned forward again. “But do so quietly—ever so quietly. We can’t risk losing the support of the houses we trust, nor pushing away the ones whose loyalties are as yet unclear. I have no wish to see this fracas endanger my former house, nor see it threaten the monarchy.” She chuckled. “I quite like it here, and there’s so much left to do.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow. “You know you could sway loyalty in an instant by choosing a consort. Or, perhaps, even two.”

      With a wry grin, she echoed the other woman. “Such a thing has not happened since we set foot in New Atlantis.”

      Gwyn grinned and boldly imitated her ruler. “Perhaps this is the right moment, Empress.”

      With a laugh, she made a shooing motion with her hands. “Off with you. Summon the guards and give me a half-hour to finish here, then you may admit the patriarch of House Jehenel.”

      As she stood, the older woman said, “Speaking of excellent consort choices.”

      Shenni shook her head. “We already own his loyalty.”

      “You could always choose to bind him more closely.”

      “Away with you, matchmaker.” Her seneschal departed and her laugh faded as she closed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      To receive the representative of one of the nine noble houses of New Atlantis, the Empress chose to change from her less formal working robe into something more appropriate. The layers were rendered in her royal colors, a sheer black dress under a heavier and more luxurious scarlet gown. Her thick crimson locks were swept away from her face but hung freely down her back. She had cleared the desk of most nonessentials, and its empty wooden surface was bare except for a decanter, two glasses, and a small pile of paperwork on the right-hand side.

      I don’t want to appear too focused on my guest, after all, lest he get ideas.

      It was a difficult line to walk, keeping her many admirers—or, to be more specific, those wishing to influence her in matters of power and treasure—on a leash short enough to maintain their interest but long enough to not provide them sure footing. Fortunately, she’d had years of practice and had developed keen instincts. Also, she was almost certain Gwyn used one of her guards as an information source to keep her updated on potential problems.

      When he entered, Wymarc Jehenel appeared none the worse for wear. His sharp features and gorgeous eyes drew attention to his face immediately. His clothing choices had a certain tightness in common as if he wanted to display what was beneath in a not particularly subtle way. Black trousers that looked as if they’d be very soft to the touch clung to the outlines of his leg muscles until they vanished into supple leather boots, and a pale yellow tunic wrapped him like a second skin. His arms were bare and stood out so much that he might have lifted weights in the hallway before he entered. All in all, he made a fetching display but a rather obvious one.

      She extended her hand, and he knelt beside her to kiss it, then took the chair on the opposite side of the desk at her gesture. His gaze was locked on her face with an intensity she might have found threatening in one she didn’t share secrets with.

      He smiled widely. “Empress Shenni, thank you for agreeing to meet with me yet again. I am surely the most fortunate of your subjects.”

      Her first instinct was to roll her eyes at him but she lowered her gaze and covered her mockery by reaching for the decanter. “But of course, Patriarch Wymarc.” She poured for them both, a notable honor for her guest, and nudged the glass of dark rum toward him. He waited while she sipped hers and sighed in pleasure at the sharp taste and the warm burn that followed.

      Wymarc mirrored her actions, then set the tumbler on the table. “So, what shall we discuss?”

      Shenni smiled at the weak gambit. “How about you tell me about your adventure the other evening?”

      The young patriarch nodded and returned his head to the perfect angle for admiring. I bet he practices in the mirror. She couldn’t be too scathing about it as she did the same thing. One’s body was as much a communication device as one’s voice in the circles she frequented.

      “I was having a lovely night out with Matriarch Leblanc when we were set upon by ruffians. Fortunately, we were able to defeat them without lasting injury.”

      She chuckled. “You are a master of understatement. From what I hear, it was a more significant fight than you suggest and the girl’s Draksa proved pivotal.”

      He shrugged, and his soft smile didn’t change. “All battles are significant, Empress. But I don’t believe we were in any true danger. It felt more like a focused warning than an earnest attempt on our lives.”

      “House Devaux, was it?”

      “No, according to the mercenary leader, it was Cormier.”

      “Odd.” Shenni tilted her head. “Cormier seems to gain little from doing such a thing, at least where the Leblanc family is concerned. Does House Jehenel have issues with Cormier?”

      “None that I know of, Empress.” The way he said it confirmed her suspicion.

      “Then you were behind it and blamed it on them.” It was a statement, not a question, and he nodded in reply. “To what end?”

      “Multiple positive outcomes, Empress. First, Cormier is implicated. For a house that supports you to appear to take action against Caliste will confuse her. It may also offer you an opportunity to further secure their loyalty in the face of this false accusation by the mercenary captain.” His tone became more noble and prissy as he spoke, and she laughed as he finished.

      “Indeed so. They have already requested an audience. What else?”

      He took a sip of his drink before he replied. “Second, I am cemented in her eyes as an ally. We’ve fought together and defended one another. This can only increase her trust and thus my influence upon her as matters progress.”

      “That seems logical.” She was careful to neither approve nor disapprove.

      “Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it will build her perceived sense of danger while in the city. That, in turn, may cause her to act more quickly or with less consideration of all the consequences of her actions, or both. Regardless, the level of uncertainty and chaos inherent in her interactions here is increased.”

      The Empress smiled. “I can only agree with you on all these points. It was well done, Wymarc.” He nodded and looked satisfied, and she added. “So, have you managed to find your way into the girl’s bed yet?”

      His fixed stare was the only sign that her question had surprised him. “I was unaware that was part of what you wished from me, Empress.”

      She laughed. “Oh, it’s not. I merely assumed you would avail yourself of the opportunity provided to become one of the girl’s trusted inner circle.”

      He shook his head. “Honestly, she doesn’t interest me in that way. While she’s attractive enough, I prefer my partners a little more sophisticated.”

      “That’s not what I hear, Wymarc. Quite the opposite, in fact. I have been told you are…um, shall we say less than discerning?”

      The young man grinned and laughed to display perfect teeth. “Ah, Empress Shenni, you speak of another man. One who was younger and stupider. But now that I have had the opportunity to spend time with you and we have found a common cause, I find myself changed. My interests are much more focused.”

      Well said, courtier. She smiled. “Well. That is good to hear, Patriarch Jehenel.” She raised her glass. “To remaining focused on that which is important.”

      In your case, the girl and making sure that whatever she’s up to doesn’t blow back on your ruler.
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      Ozahl, formerly Aiden Walsh, wore the disguise of a businessman today. His illusory body was heavier than his own and strained at the seams of the boring brown suit he had chosen. His hair was brown, as was the ludicrous mustache he’d added. When he took the seat across from Danna Cudon, she stifled a laugh.

      “I will have numerous people questioning why I would date this person.”

      He grinned. “Tell them I possess a sparkling personality.” The woman looked as beautiful as always in her sharp-lined charcoal pinstripe suit and red power tie over a white shirt. She’d added light makeup, and her hair was slicked back in kind of an Annie Lennox from the eighties style. He appreciated the effort but it was never necessary. His love for her and his attraction to her never wavered even a centimeter.

      “It would have to be. Although I like the facial hair a little.”

      The mage held his reply when the waiter arrived. He decided the person he impersonated would be a gin and tonic guy and a chicken eater, so he ordered those. Danna selected a martini with extra olives and a steak, medium-rare. The server departed with a prim, “Very good.”

      “Did you have a positive day today?” Ozahl asked.

      She shrugged. “Mondays are always a little slow. The demand over the weekend means a smaller supply, so we only take care of the most important customers today. Of course, they all want one-on-one time, so I must be attentive and oh-so-interested.” She made a face like the one he assumed she wore to give that impression, and he laughed because it so wasn’t her.

      “It’s all in the game, my love, and you play it well.”

      Danna nodded. “We play it well.” She leaned forward and spoke softly so her voice wouldn’t carry. “Speaking of which, have you come up with a final plan?” They’d discussed options during every moment together over the weekend, but the ultimate decisions were still his since they involved the Zatoras more than they did the Atlanteans. Such was their agreement at the outset, and it had served them well thus far.

      The arrival of their drinks and a basket of hot bread interrupted the conversation until they had been sampled and appreciated. He decided the body he wore was the kind to have a second roll and he spread butter on it while he answered the question. “I have. I think it’s solid—definitely ready for you to rip it apart.” He said the last with a smile. It was another part of their process to try to find flaws in the other’s plans.

      “Hit me.”

      “So, we want two things out of this. Well, three really, but the third is a product of the others. First, we need to fire one of the man’s lieutenants.” The man was Rion Grisham, leader of the Zatora syndicate, but it would be bad form to say that out loud. Equally bad would have been saying “kill” instead of “fire,” which was far more accurate.

      Danna sipped her drink and he lost himself for a moment in her red lips. “Agreed,” she said. “And the second thing?”

      He grinned. “To pin it on our favorite person.” Their efforts needed to stay hidden so if they could contrive to put Caliste Leblanc into the situation, it would provide cover as everyone involved was already inclined to distrust her. “Those things will conceal our involvement and sow chaos among our competitors. All our competitors.” Above the surface and below.

      She detached an olive from its toothpick with perfect teeth and chewed it in silence for a moment. He busied himself with the remains of his second roll. Finally, she said, “Okay. To the first point. Have you chosen?”

      Ozahl nodded. “The accountant, if possible. Either will work, but the other is far more easily replaced.” Colin Todd was the smarter of Grisham’s lieutenants. He was also the one who he often caught sending strange looks his way as if he sensed that the Zatora’s pet mage wasn’t nearly as obedient or dedicated as he seemed. “Plus, he’s kind of a smug jerk.”

      Her smile appeared in an instant. “And that’s a perfect rationale, right?”

      “I can think of worse ones.”

      Danna grew serious. “And do you think our favorite person will handle the firing?”

      He shook his head. “If we get lucky, we get lucky, but it’s far too risky to leave that to chance. I’ll be there to take care of it if needed.” He’d considered impersonating her and doing the whole thing himself, but it would be much better if clear and unmistakable evidence of her involvement existed. Having her there in person would strengthen the case substantially.

      “Okay. I guess the only problem I see with that is how you get her to attend the meeting. I presume you have something in mind?”

      “The best bait. She’s searched for pieces of the…uh, family heirloom that was broken, right?” She nodded. They’d discussed how Caliste had avoided the trap set around the delivery of the dagger piece and how her actions showed it was useful bait. “Well, the boss man has one. He’s a collector and all. It should be simple to create a scenario to draw her in.”

      The mage paused as the waiter placed a chicken breast covered in mushrooms and dark sauce accompanied by a mound of mashed potatoes in front of him. Danna’s steak followed, and he gave them each a sharp knife before he departed. He tasted his and grinned. “This is a great choice of restaurant. It’s delicious.”

      She tried her steak and nodded. “This is good too. Definitely a win. I’ll have to come here again with someone else sometime if this date doesn’t work out.”

      He laughed. “I don’t think we’ll be long term, I’m afraid. My suit is too tight.”

      “So, back to the important details. How do you think you’ll get our favorite person to accept the gig in the timeframe we need? It’s not exactly local and she probably has misgivings about the company.”

      To say that Caliste had issues with the Zatoras was likely the understatement of the year  and he suppressed a laugh. “Scarcity rules. We’ll let her know that the item will be off the market in short order so she has to act now.”

      She sighed and tapped the edge of her martini glass with a nail. “Okay, I don’t see problems with those. However, on my side of things, my boss needs to believe that I took care of this, right? So, how do you plan to make that happen? Surely you haven’t forgotten about my career?” Danna’s grin was teasing.

      “Of course not. I thought perhaps simultaneous action to create even more chaos. We bring your company in to add pressure to the situation at the same time we have her there. It would probably work better if they arrive a little later. If we’re lucky, the fallout might solve all kinds of problems for us.”

      The woman chewed thoughtfully, then shook her head. “It won’t work. It would give up the next phase of the rollout if my company was seen to be involved. We need a different idea.”

      Now it was his turn to think, and he ate most of his chicken while he worked on the problem. They’d collaborated enough that she knew how he dealt with things and didn’t interrupt his mind while it reviewed and discarded possible solutions. Finally, he had it, and set his utensils down with a grin.

      “Okay, how about this, then? Tell your boss you have a source on the inside who revealed that they will leave their current location for a new one. Then, suggest that our favorite person might care about that and with the right words, she might even take care of the setup for the second part for you.”

      Her eyes lit with approval. “And we can use the sit-down to either share that outright or let it slip. That’s a great idea. It seems like everyone wins.”

      Ozahl chuckled. “Well, almost everyone. But we’ll need a backup plan in case you can’t get the word to her. Maybe the council. The man has an issue with them anyway so we might be able to plant it there somehow.”

      She shrugged. “One doesn’t preclude the other. We can do both.”

      They ordered coffee and desserts and traded mouthfuls of their selections exactly like folks on a date would. When they were finished, they left together and walked onto the main street in New Orleans’ Garden District.

      “Do you feel like a wander?” he asked. She nodded and fell into step beside him as he walked slowly farther into the commercial area. After a couple of minutes of silence, he leaned toward her. “Are you okay?”

      Danna nodded. “Fine. I still wish we could resolve this quickly and go home but I understand that’s not in the cards. So, this is good. And if it heads off an effort to remove my boss, even better.”

      He’d told her about Grisham’s intention to eliminate Usha, and while he personally didn’t care too much, she had strong positive feelings for the woman. His helpers had already fulfilled their assignments, one of which involved putting together a plan to assassinate her based on watching her movements for several days. Ozahl held it back from Grisham until he had to reveal it. He’d handled the other task to identify a target on the magical council himself but had been reinforced by their efforts.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t let that happen, at least not anytime soon. And it’s not something he’d try without me, I’m sure.” Dalton and Lila were keeping an eye on that situation as well and would alert him if any action was planned. Even though he thrived on the plots and the chaos, he also longed to move into the next phase of their plan where they took control of a noble house and made it their own. “Soon, love. Soon, we will have what we’ve worked toward for so long.”

      She nodded. “I believe you. Now, how about we split up so no one thinks we’re going home together and meet in your apartment in an hour?”

      The mage grinned. “It’s the best offer I’ve had all day. Should I keep the mustache?”

      Laughter was the only reply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      His irritation exceeded normal bounds when he was summoned by Colin Todd to attend a meeting with Grisham at the mansion. He decided the big man was sending him a message by having his lieutenant communicate for him.

      One more reason to kill him. One more reason to kill them both. With the vicious thought suppressed, he slipped his normal disguise on and portaled obediently to his boss’s home.

      The building’s security remained impressive and he was noticed immediately when he stepped out of the bedroom he used as his access point. The room was inaccessible by anyone other than him as he locked it whenever he entered or left and no key existed. Only his telekinesis permitted access. Of course, they could remove the door, but that would trip the wards he’d placed on it and alert him to their efforts.

      The guards stepped forward but returned to their positions once they recognized him. No one in the organization knew how easily he could impersonate any of them and it amused him to imagine doing so. Strolling through the hallways as Grisham would have its benefits.

      And I might wind up having to do that before we’re done with these people, who knows? He shook his head and headed down the stairs to the first floor.

      The Zatora leader was in the dining room with Jack Strang and Todd. Dark curtains covered the windows to block out the late afternoon sun, and the trio stared at a laptop screen. On it was displayed an aerial view of a street he didn’t recognize.

      “Is this a Google maps party?” he asked. The three men scowled at him, which immediately pushed up his annoyance level with all of them.

      Strang responded, his tone belligerent. “It’s a drone. Over the target’s house.”

      He stepped forward for a closer look. The buildings on the monitor were all similar enough to be essentially the same and minimal activity showed nearby. “Which one did you choose?”

      Grisham laughed. “Always start at the top, that’s my motto.”

      Ozahl nodded. He would have made the same selection, which was simultaneously reassuring and annoying. “Do you see anything of concern?”

      Todd shook his head. “It’s a boring location, honestly. There aren’t many cars or many pedestrians, and not even people walking dogs. If there’s a less interesting place in all New Orleans, I can’t imagine what it looks like.”

      The other humans chuckled, and the mage shrugged. When you can portal, where you live isn’t all that relevant. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Strang grinned. “You’re the plan, buddy.”

      Grisham added, “Yep. Get whoever you need and go in and take him out. Ten o’clock tonight. We’ll be watching. Hell, maybe we’ll make popcorn and put it on a big screen.” The three men laughed together and he again resisted the urge to drop a fireball on them. His plans were too important to let himself indulge random desires, however.

      He grinned. “I’d be happy to.”
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        * * *

      

      His first stop was his home. He changed into pants with numerous pockets and filled them with useful items—extra potions, large zip-ties, cloth to use as a gag or blindfold, and a burner phone in case. He’d have to wear his Zatora disguise during the op, unfortunately, but it couldn’t be avoided.

      Unless I did it alone but I don’t want them to know I’m that powerful. And besides, giving the enemy someone else to aim at is always an advantage.

      His associates weren’t in the first two venues he tried, but enough Zatoras were that he acquired directions to find them. He found them at a public firing range, working their way through a series of weapons he didn’t recognize. On surfaces around them lay extra-large pistols, rifles, and unexpectedly tiny guns that looked like the kind of thing a rich woman might hide in a clutch purse. He waited until they had fired their weapons dry, then tapped them both on the shoulder. They turned, looking amusing in their heavy sound-protection earphones, and he pointed at the door and touched his watch. Each nodded, and he went outside to wait.

      They joined him in less than five minutes, as responsive to his orders as they always were. Lila wore jeans and a leather jacket, and the black material contrasted perfectly with the light blonde hair that fell loosely around her face. “What’s up, boss?” she asked.

      “We have a job. The council member we’ve been preparing for.”

      Dalton, looking as always like a stockbroker heading to happy hour, grinned. “Excellent. Do we have time to stop for gear?”

      “Yep,” Ozahl replied. “We strike at ten sharp so we have an hour to get into place.”

      Lila’s smile matched her partner’s. “You always bring us the best jobs. The car’s this way.”
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        * * *

      

      Eight minutes shy of an hour later, they were in position at the end of the block that the council leader, one Vizidus, lived on. The neighborhood was as uniform and dull as it had appeared from the drone. The camera platform was barely visible in the high distance, still roughly positioned over the house.

      Way to give him advance warning, assuming he notices. Idiots. The mage shook his head and opened the car door.

      The others followed him down the street. Each had gone into their apartment dressed casually and returned outfitted for a fight. They had made identical choices—black trousers with extra pockets, heavy boots, dark t-shirts, and black leather jackets. He’d noticed guns in shoulder holsters and presumed they carried any number of other weapons as well.

      Hopefully, they wouldn’t be needed. In truth, there was no reason to think the man would be able to offer any substantial defense against his magic. Even if he somehow proved to be equal in magical ability, Ozahl knew so many more tricks than anyone he’d ever met that it should make defeating the other wizard easy.

      They turned together to march up the short walk to the house and he raised a hand. A blast of force streaked out to strike the front door, but it did not fly off its hinges or splinter into pieces as he’d expected. Instead, wards activated to dissipate his attack. He shrugged. “You’re up.” He focused his attention on identifying and deactivating the house’s arcane protections as his people stepped forward.

      By the time they reached the door, he’d done away with the magical defenses. The heavy shotgun that Lila drew from under her jacket removed the handle and the lock above it and Dalton kicked the flimsy wooden barrier open. In the next moment, he catapulted back. Ozahl slipped calmly out of his path, used telekinesis to cushion his landing, and ran toward the entrance. He managed to raise a shield in front of Lila seconds before the lightning struck and protected her from the cascade of burning energy.

      Vizidus stood in the doorway that connected the living room to the dining room, his hair askew and wearing what looked like striped pajamas of a style that hadn’t been popular in decades, if not centuries. He held a wand in a steady hand, although the rest of his body trembled in either fear or outrage. The younger man decided it was more likely the second. He launched an attack of his own, and the wizard created a large circle of force that intercepted his shadow bolts and rebounded them toward Lila. His shield again proved adequate to protect her from the assault.

      “Give it up, old man,” he shouted, and whispered to the woman beside him, “Go left and try to get behind him.” His subordinate darted out of the room as Dalton reentered it and fired his pistol at the aged wizard. The defender’s barrier didn’t waver and the force disc prevented each of the rounds from reaching him. Motion from his left drew Ozahl’s attention and a woman he didn’t recognize raised a wand. He called a pair of shields and positioned them to face each of the opposing magicals to absorb their coordinated attack without difficulty.

      Vizidus snapped, “Get out of my house, bastard, or we’ll take the gloves off.”

      He laughed. “Please. I could kill you both and not break a sweat. But I’m only here for you, councilman, to deliver a farewell from Rion Grisham. Your friend here can leave safely if you give up.”

      She responded by blasting the floor under his feet and the mage dropped into a basement and landed with a hard crash. Such a move hadn’t even entered his mind, and a part of him applauded her effort. Too bad it won’t change the outcome. Already, he heard shouts and gunfire from above, and as long as Lila and Dalton kept them occupied, he should be able to strike from an unexpected direction and eliminate them.

      The stairs were easy to find, and he climbed them quickly and reached a kitchen filled with appliances as old as the wizard’s pajamas. He crouched and made his way quietly toward the dining room, where the witch stood back to back with the wizard. Their eyes met, and as she snarled and extended her wand, he abandoned the initial plan to let her live to plant the clue about Grisham leaving the mansion. He reached out with his power and yanked the ceiling down on them both.

      A cascade of wood, drywall, and furniture buried them. Each managed a shout of surprise, but anything more was lost in the sound of the avalanche. When it finished, he expected to see body parts in the rubble, but none were visible. He frowned and gestured, and the material began to unstack itself. The notion that they might not be under there pressed at the edge of his mind, but he wasn’t prepared to acknowledge it yet. If they weren’t and he had to listen to Grisham whine about it, he would find it very difficult to not kill the man.
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        * * *

      

      Zeb had barely begun to clean when he sensed the emergency portal location downstairs activate. As events in New Orleans had accelerated, he’d decided to make one more area of the Drunken Dragons Tavern accessible to others, but only on a limited basis. The council members could transport themselves to the corner of the basement but would be hemmed in by his magics until he arrived to release them. Its use was not a good sign.

      He raced down the stairs as fast as his legs would carry him. Vizidus and his wife waited within the transparent magical walls, both covered in dust and the prone wizard also smeared with blood. He dispelled the wards and ran to them, retrieved his healing potions, and handed them to Tracia. She dribbled it into her husband’s mouth, then helped him to sit and drink more. By the time the vial had been emptied, he had a glass of water for each of them. He escorted them up the stairs and seated the couple at a table, then sat across from them. Even though the potion had done its work, they both looked weary.

      “What happened?” he asked,

      Vizidus coughed. “No good deed goes unpunished, my friend. Apparently, the Zatoras have an issue with the council.”

      The dwarf frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “The magical that dropped our house on us said so,” Tracia replied acidly. “‘A farewell from Rion Grisham.’ I suppose it’s too much to hope he meant the bastard is leaving town.”

      The wizard laughed. “That is doubtful. It’s more likely that he’s concluded we’re an impediment to his plans and decided it was time to do something about it.”

      Zeb shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense. The council hasn’t done anything to him directly. I wonder why?”

      The old man snorted. “He’s gone crazy with power, is what it is. What more is there to say? He’s afraid of anyone who won’t do what he says so he lashes out. Well, he made a mistake when he didn’t finish the job. We need to bring the others together. It’s time to take action.”

      The dwarf sat with the couple until they were ready to walk to a hotel. All of them agreed that it would be a bad idea to return to the house with anything other than a full force. As he left them at the entrance to the Sheraton and turned to stroll back through the Quarter, he shook his head.

      There’s something more going on here and I don’t think it bodes well for any of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The text message summoning him to The Otter had been unexpected but welcome. Most of Tanyith’s efforts to find Aiden Walsh had so far been unsuccessful, but he’d also dropped a few lines into the water to see what would bite, as his father used to say. That Karam had reached out to ask for a meet to share information gave him hope that at least one of his rods had snagged a fish.

      He had to pause at the landing to let a drunken couple pass and grinned inwardly. They hung on to one another and it seemed to indicate the seemingly uncomplicated pleasure they took in the other’s company. No doubt there’s a world of challenges an inch below the surface like there are for all of us. Still, it’s nice to see romance flourish, if only for a moment. He made it the rest of the way up the narrow staircase without challenge.

      The bar had a solid crowd for ten on a Wednesday night with even more people around than he remembered from the days when it had been one of the Atlantean gang’s secondary hangouts. For a minute, he wondered what Zeb would make of it as it seemed a polar opposite to the tavern. Individuals and small groups shared drinks in huddles as opposed to the air of celebration that usually filled the Drunken Dragons’ common area. Unless Cali was fighting with someone, of course.

      He grinned at the thought of his partner in…well, certainly not crime, regardless of Barton’s opinion. Justice, maybe. He chuckled inwardly. It would take a better poet than me to find the answers to that. An arm waved from the far corner of the room opposite the entrance, the last table along the big windows that looked out over the street below. He snatched the drink Otto set on the bar for him as he neared and headed over and took the chair across from his oldest friend and mentor.

      Karam nodded. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Well, when you use the words ‘meet’ and ‘information’ in the same text message, how could I resist?”

      The older man lifted his glass to his lips. Like last time, he was richly dressed in a shirt that shimmered in blue and black trousers and shoes that sucked in the light. His dreads were pulled away from his face. “I thought that would catch your attention. But before I tell you what I discovered, I might suggest that you should let this whole thing go right now. You won’t get any more money out of it, true?”

      Tanyith chuckled. “No, that well is dry and besides, I already have what I was promised. The lack is on my end since I haven’t delivered the answers yet.”

      The other man shook his head. “You know, answers sometimes aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Especially where it concerns the past. It might be better to let things that are buried stay buried.”

      “Sorry. I can’t do it. I had this role model once who wouldn’t let anything go once he’d committed to it. He kind of resembled you around the face and eyes, now that I think of it, and he taught me well.”

      Karam laughed and his deep voice attracted the attention of those nearby, who stared for a moment before they returned to their conversations. The older man nodded. “Yeah, I guess that sounds like me, doesn’t it? Okay, here’s what I know—and mind you, this is sixth- or seventh-hand information. There is all kinds of ‘I know a guy’ happening in this chain of knowledge.”

      He shrugged. “I won’t hold you accountable for its accuracy. And really, anything is better than the nothing I have right now.”

      “Okay. The word is there’s a warehouse.”

      “What the hell is it with warehouses?” he interrupted, then laughed. “Sorry, that’s a long story. Let me get refills.” He crossed to the bar and took the new glasses in exchange for the empties and sat again. “So, you were saying?”

      “Right. There is apparently a warehouse, up to the north. Someone from the old days said they’d overheard a conversation that sounded like how Aiden talked, even though the person didn’t look anything like him. They managed to trail him, probably looking to skim off whatever he was up to. Walsh was always good at finding money.”

      Tanyith chuckled softly. “Yeah, and constantly so secretive about how he did it. The bastard.”

      Karam nodded. “Anyway, they followed him to this warehouse and discovered more than they expected. Now I’m not really up on the players these days, but the source said they were Zatoras.”

      He frowned. “First, don’t give me that. You know everything that’s happening around here—always have and always will. But second, let me make sure I have this straight. You’re suggesting our old friend is tied up with a gang of anti-magical humans?”

      His mentor spread his hands wide and leaned back in his chair. “Exactly that. And it was my reaction too. Like, seriously, what the hell?” He shook his head. “But it’s a crazy world and getting crazier. It’s not out of the question. And like you said, there’s always something hidden with our friend Aiden Walsh.” He fumbled in his shirt pocket for a pen, found a napkin, and wrote an address on it. “Here’s the location. But I’m telling you, if this was my search, I’d give it up and find myself a new girlfriend.”

      Tanyith picked it up, looked at it once, and folded it and slid it into the back pocket of his jeans. “She’s not my girlfriend anymore and won’t be again. But I still need to do what I said I’d do.”

      Karam stared at him hard for a minute before he broke into a grin. “No, you simply need to know because you’re damned curious about everything and can’t let a secret exist without trying to find out what it is. Same as always.”

      He pointed at the older man. “That’s unfair and entirely probable.” They shared a laugh and he swallowed the rest of his drink. “Okay. I guess I have some investigating to do. Thanks, man.”

      His oldest friend nodded and they exchanged fist bumps. Tanyith threw two twenties on the bar and headed to the door.

      Maybe once I put this to rest, I can get myself some investigative work that actually pays me money, rather than costing me.

      For the first time in weeks, he had the feeling he was finally on the right track.
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        * * *

      

      He’d made the trek to the particular part of town in an Uber and had suffered through a long diatribe from the driver about how the New Orleans Saints needed to move on from their quarterback. His knowledge of football was far from encyclopedic, but he was fairly sure that wasn’t the issue with the team, given the other chatter he’d heard.

      Once he’d escaped from that particular discomfort, he’d proceeded the last several blocks on foot and waited to be sure the car would have ample time to clear the area in case anyone tried to back-trace his movements.

      Not that I’ll get caught but it doesn’t hurt to cover all the bases.

      Tanyith selected his favorite option and took to the roofs when he was close and made his way undetected to the building parallel to the warehouse. He crouched and scuttled carefully across it until he approached the side that looked onto his target. The roof had no wall, so he zipped his leather coat and lay on the gravel surface to wiggle forward until he could see the structure he was interested in.

      It rose three stories high, the same as the one he was on. Signs of activity abounded, with several trucks pulled up to the loading docks and the sounds of workers unloading them. It seemed rather less than secretive and completely the opposite of what he’d expected. As far as he knew, the Zatora syndicate had no public-face cover business that would justify what happened below.

      Well, it’s not like I know everything about them. And it’s so deserted around here that maybe they simply don’t care.

      He watched for fifteen minutes to get a sense of the ebb and flow of the people inside. Like the roof he was on, skylights dotted the top of the other building, which he assumed would offer the safest route to get a decent look inside. He extended his magical senses to search for traps or wards but found none. With a frown, he tried again but the result was the same.

      Okay, I’d better be on the lookout for physical defenses. He spent another fifteen minutes scanning his target carefully, half-afraid that he’d already been detected by an electronic device he couldn’t see. But that also came up empty—no cameras, no obvious tripwires, and no blocks that looked like they could be laser beam sensors.

      Maybe they rely on secrecy? He shrugged, having considered all the possibilities he could think of. There isn’t much more I can do.

      Tanyith waited until the workers below had all entered the building once more and launched himself across the street. He used a combination of telekinesis and force magic to land lightly and immediately dropped to his stomach again, ready to summon a portal and vanish at any sign that he’d been noticed. After several minutes, he low-crawled to a skylight and peered into the warehouse.

      It appeared to be a typical storage area, much like what he’d seen at the local big-box hardware store, with rows of shelves separated by barely enough space to drive a forklift between them. It was only a quarter filled, and he couldn’t discern any labels on the crates. They looked as if they’d been there for a long time, though. He crabbed a little to get a better angle on the loading dock, and things finally started to make a little sense.

      A different storage arrangement was present there where crates were stacked atop one another in a grid pattern, sized for hand jacks rather than motorized forklifts. The workers removed boxes from pallets and placed them on separate stacks. Many had stenciled letters in army green, while others were unmarked. Some of the former were labeled MRE and others marked as ammunition.

      So they are either stealing from the nearby bases or working a black-market scam. That’s consistent. Heavy plastic cases stood in the far section and as he turned his attention to them, three men walked into view, headed to that area. The first looked like a lawyer or accountant with mousey brown hair and a stylish tan suit. He was in conversation with a second and much larger man dressed in a less expensive suit that didn’t fit nearly as well as his friend’s. His status as a gym rat was apparent even from a distance. The two stopped walking but continued to talk and gestured toward the boxes in front of them.

      The third man seized his attention the instant he strode into view. He could get lost in a crowd even faster than the first. Everything about him was ordinary, from the sandy hair to the ill-fitting shirt, pants, and sweater vest he wore. But none of those had arrested his senses. It was, instead, the way he moved and the slight quirk at the end of the smile plastered on his face. Those were as familiar to Tanyith as Kendra’s grin or Zeb’s scowl. He’d spent hours at a time with the guy back in the day, and those characteristics were clear identification, regardless of the clothes and skin he wore.

      “Aiden Walsh, you damn bastard,” he muttered. “What the hell are you doing hanging out with these scumbags?”

      He couldn’t get inside without notice, not with a magical of Walsh’s skill present. Hell, I’m lucky I haven’t been noticed yet. His mind spun plans to follow the man, but he was in no way ready for that. It would require preparation but now, he finally knew something. Not only that, but he also had an idea of how to put a crimp in the gang’s plans, or at least a small one.

      Quickly and quietly, he moved away from the skylight, launched himself to the other rooftop, and called Kendra. “There’ll be a report of a fire in a few minutes.” He gave her the address. “You’ll want to roll on it. The building has some interesting contents.” She replied in the affirmative and hung up. Her penchant for quick action was one of the many things he liked about her.

      Tanyith retrieved the burner phone he always carried and turned it on. He dialed nine-one-one and made an effort to disguise his voice with something close to low and growly. “Yah, there’s a fire here.” He shared the location and clicked off, yanked the sim chip out of the device, and incinerated it with a brief burst of fire magic. Then, with a smile for the chaos he hoped he’d caused, he delivered a fireball into the corner of the building farthest from the workers. It had little chance of spreading but a great chance that the fire department and police would arrive in time to find the illicit goods.

      When the shouting began, he portaled away, satisfied with his night’s work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Scoppic had been able to narrow down the location of the museum Emalia had identified. It was in the Latin quarter of Paris, home to the Sorbonne and other national treasures. The gallery that allegedly contained the shard was part of the National Museum of Natural History. Dasante had scoured the web and downloaded floor plans and maps for her and had even offered to come.

      She felt no small regret about the way the events of her life had pulled her apart from her older friends and pursuits and seriously missed busking in Jackson Square with her neighbor. But she’d forced herself to pack those thoughts away for later, with the distinct hope that there would be a later in which to unpack them.

      Although the magical council could have gotten her to Paris, Nylotte deemed the situation worthy of reaching out to her other students. Cali, Tanyith, Fyre, and Zeb now waited in the tavern for their arrival, far earlier in the morning than any of them likely would have wished. Tay looked pleased about something and seemed to carry less stress than he had in the recent past. She wanted to push him to talk but experience had taught her that he’d share in his own time or not at all, and trying to change that would merely make him grumpy. Instead, she contented herself with stew, cider, and waiting.

      Finally, a noise emanated from below and they all turned expectantly toward the stairs, except for Fyre who barreled out from behind the bar to sit at the top. Rath appeared first, his purple hair a blur as his three-foot form hurtled through the air to wrap the Draksa in a hug. Fyre fell back and while the two wrestled, the troll’s laughter filled the room and summoned smiles to every face.

      Next up the stairs was Diana Sheen, the leader of the agents. She was dressed in casual black jeans, boots, and a t-shirt under a thin leather jacket, and carried a black backpack. Now clipped almost to the scalp at the sides, her hair was shorter than when they had last seen her. Her strong features were arranged in a grin as she shook her head at her partner’s antics and stepped past the tangle of friends at play to approach the bar.

      The final one to ascend was Cara, who Cali had met on the night of the battle at the docks against the Kraken. Diana’s second in command seemed as capable as her boss. She wore an almost identical outfit and held a matching carryall. Their prowess made her feel self-conscious like she was an amateur playing at a sport they were pros at.

      But they’re not matriarchs of a noble house, I bet, so that’s something. She rolled her eyes inwardly at her nonsense. “Hi, Diana, Cara. Thank you for coming.”

      Diana dropped her heavy bag on the floor and slid onto the chair beside her with a relaxed laugh. “Well, when Nylotte tells you to do something, it’s generally best to do it, I’ve discovered.”

      “Right?” She had arrived independently at the same conclusion. “She’s like a force of nature.”

      The other agent took the seat next to her boss. “Most definitely. But she has more knowledge than anyone else I’ve ever met. We’re lucky she’s willing to teach us.”

      “So,” Diana said briskly, “she said you need a lift to Paris and maybe support once we get there but wouldn’t say more. Because, you know, Nylotte.” The emphasis on the last word perfectly encapsulated the Drow’s often maddening games and made all three of them laugh again.

      Cali nodded. “There’s a museum, and somewhere inside it is a piece of a sword. It’s most likely one of the shards of my family’s heirloom weapon, which I need to reconstruct.” She didn’t feel ready to share the situation about Atreo so she didn’t explain the reason behind the search. “So, getting us there and helping me make sure nothing nasty is waiting would be awesome. My enemies tried to trap me with another blade fragment recently, and while I don’t think they have anything to do with this one, it would be better to be safe rather than sorry.”

      The agent tapped her finger on the table. “How did the sword wind up broken?”

      She shrugged. “That’s unclear. All I know is that it’s in several pieces and my parents were looking for them. I can only assume an opposing house either broke it or took advantage of the situation to scatter the parts as a way to make life difficult for my family.”

      “How many do you have?” Cara asked.

      “A couple, at least, with a line on a couple more. My parents apparently collected extra fragments, and a friend of Nylotte’s is working on finding out exactly what’s there and what’s still needed. He thinks we’re missing four plus the pommel.”

      Tanyith entered the conversation abruptly. “But we have the location of two and have a fairly solid hope that we’ll be able to find the rest. The last one was in a cave on Oriceran.” He sounded more hopeful and positive than he had in weeks.

      Diana nodded. “So, tell me about your enemies.”

      Cali laughed. “Where do I begin? Up here, the Zatoras—a human crime syndicate—don’t particularly like us. Or anyone, for that matter. They recently attacked the leader of the magical council for no apparent reason. On the other side are the Atlanteans, who have a well-established gang, multiple street drugs that are in heavy demand, and try to kill me repeatedly by means of Atlantean ritual combat.”

      Zeb growled his annoyance. “Fortunately, they’ve not proven adequate to that task. Far from it, really.”

      She nodded. “Then we have the New Atlantis folks. The Malniets are the ones who were responsible for the Kraken and were behind the attack that forced my parents to flee. I have them wrapped up in a ritual challenge too, but it won’t solve the problem because the process moves too slowly. I’m looking for another option. Plus, I’ve been told I can’t trust any of the remaining seven noble houses either, although only one—Cormier—has taken any clear steps.”

      Tanyith added, “Don’t forget the Empress.”

      Cali chuckled. “Oh, and yeah, Empress Shenni claims to be my friend but her family betrayed mine. I don’t have even a smidgeon of trust for her in my heart.”

      Cara shook her head. “We’re well acquainted with untrustworthy folks too. Sometimes, the only way to deal with them is to put them into the ground.”

      Rath yelled, “Yippee Kai Yay,” and leapt upward. He was briefly visible above the bar before he plummeted out of sight again.

      Both Cara and Diana laughed at his antics, and the latter explained, “He’s been a little cooped up at our base. He’s used to having an active social life. Maybe we should send him to hang out with your companion more often.”

      The girl laughed. “Fyre would love that, I’m sure of it.”

      Like someone had flipped a switch, the agent became businesslike. “Okay, with the time difference, we have five hours or so before nightfall in Paris. We should start to plan for this adventure.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the morning and early afternoon was spent studying floor plans, looking at the pictures Diana’s techs had managed to dig up, and watching a feed on a heavy-duty laptop Cara had brought. It was from the building’s security systems as they closed for the night. The agents had unpacked their bags and donned their tactical gear, which made them look like warriors. Even Rath had his smaller-sized version of the gear. Cali was amused to see that his weapon of choice seemed to be combat batons, very similar to her sticks.

      We’re kindred spirits.

      She and Tanyith had portaled to the bunker to equip and returned to find Diana deep in conversation with someone. Cara handed them comm units and after she’d snugged it into her ear, she heard the discussion. The lead agent asked, “What do you mean, they’re tagged?”

      A woman’s voice, simultaneously businesslike and sarcastic, replied, “Tagged. You know. Wearing a tag. Honestly, why are you such a Luddite?”

      “Right, Glam,” Diana countered, “you’re smarter than everyone. Let’s pretend you’ve already proven that yet again and get to the part where you explain what the hell you mean, shall we?”

      Cali heard the amusement in both the voices on the channel and thought that if she was ever in charge of people, she’d want that kind of relationship with them. Cara leaned closer and whispered, “Glam is our head tech.”

      “Right, boss, sure.” The sound of keyboarding was faintly audible behind the tech’s words. “So, the museum has impressive security systems but it appears they’re all keyed to ID tags. If you’re wearing one, the systems more or less ignore you. What this means is that there might be a number of people inside, but if we can’t see them on cameras, none of the other sensors will report them because of the tags.”

      Diana frowned. “Can we spoof them?”

      “Not without one to use as a template. Copying wouldn’t be tough, although you don’t have the right gear for it.”

      The agent turned to face her. “So, do we need to be subtle here? Or is this basically a smash and grab?”

      “It’s totally a smash and grab.”

      She grinned. “Good, I like it simple.” Her eyes defocused as she spoke to the tech. “So, the plan is to get in, get what we need, and get out. In that case, the only reason to worry about the tags is that they might be hiding op forces, correct?”

      “You got it, boss.”

      “Okay. We can deal with that. Is your co-troublemaker ready to handle alarms and stuff?”

      A male voice entered the conversation. “Hey. I resent that remark. I am the main troublemaker. She’s the co-troublemaker.”

      Glam snorted. “Please, Deacon. You don’t even approach my level of proficiency.”

      Diana rolled her eyes at Cali and replied, “Okay. Good. Talk to you from France.” She studied both Cali and Tanyith and said, “Nice gear but kind of basic. We probably have toys you could use.”

      They exchanged glances and shook their heads. Cali replied, “At this point, we’d only be confused. I wouldn’t say no to the chance to train with you sometime, though. I’m fundamentally a fan of toys to use against criminals.”

      The agents both chuckled. “Consider it done. You’re both invited— Fyre and Zeb too if he’s willing to leave the bar for a while. Does he actually live here?”

      She laughed. “No, it only seems like it.”

      “Good, then. Bring him along.” She turned to Cara. “Are you ready?” The other woman nodded. Diana called, “Rath, knock it off and get the rest of your gear on.” The troll raced to the basement, where the agents had left their equipment, with the Draksa nipping at his heels.

      Cali shook her head. “This will be interesting.”

      The woman laughed. “My friend, you have no idea. Every day with Rath is an adventure, and I can only assume your buddy Fyre will make him worse.”
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      The portal deposited them a few blocks away from their target, and the agents immediately led the way to the rooftops. Diana was in constant communication with the techs, and to judge by the conversation, the glasses she, Cara, and Rath wore were somehow computerized and displayed data. She was instantly envious and thought how handy such a tool would have been in the dark hospital.

      Well, maybe when this is over, I can ask for one. Since they work for the government, they’re probably only a billion dollars each or something.

      She crouched beside the others at the edge of the building and peered over an ornamental wall that ran around the perimeter. This part of Paris was beautiful, with glittering lights everywhere and a surprising number of people out on the streets. The area in front of the museum was grassy and separated from the sidewalk by a set of high hedges, which she thought would give them the opportunity to get over the street and down to ground level without being seen. Security personnel were in evidence, but they didn’t look particularly concerned about anything other than the conversations they were engaged in.

      “It seems like a nice vacation spot,” she whispered to Tanyith. “You know, if vacations were possible for any of us.”

      He nodded and laughed. “Someday, maybe. Although you’ll probably have to spend all yours in New Atlantis.”

      Cali groaned. “Which is so not a vacation paradise. What with the random attacks and the endless politicking, no thanks.”

      Diana’s voice jerked them away from their conversation. “Wait, Deacon. I have eyes on some type of motion inside the building. It shows on thermal. Do you see it on the security system?”

      His response came back almost instantly and sounded distinctly irritated. “No. And what’s worse, I don’t have it on the sensors or the cameras.”

      “So. They’re hiding behind illusion and they have one of Glam’s all-powerful tags?”

      “That would be my assessment.”

      She was silent for a couple of moments, then said, “I only see one. But that doesn’t make much sense.”

      “It could be that someone screwed their illusion up,” Cara suggested. “It might simply be dumb luck.”

      Diana turned to face Cali. “This is almost certainly a trap. There are probably people in there with access to magic, at least. For all we know, there are others in cool suits that hide them from our thermals and with tags that keep them off the sensors positioned outside the range of the cameras. That’s not a reason for us not to go, but if you think there’s an option to reach your goal that might be safer, now’s the time to say so.”

      The girl shook her head. “I need the pieces and this reinforces the likelihood that one is inside.”

      “How do you think they knew we were coming tonight?” Tanyith asked. “Or are they camping out waiting for us?”

      She shrugged. “They could have someone in the library, I guess, and heard me talking to Scoppic. But if it’s one of the Nine, they surely have the resources to have guarded it since the moment I came onto the scene. I don’t think there’s a way to be sure.”

      “You should probably do a full security audit when you get home, though,” Cara added. “We can help. Rath is particularly good at that.” The troll nodded. He looked very serious in his earphones, body armor, goggles, and weapons, with a strange rectangular box on his back. The smile showed that it was still him beneath, however.

      Diana had made final plans with the techs and finally fell silent. “Okay, last gear check.” She and Cara made sure the other’s straps were tightened before each checked to be sure their pistols and blades were ready to be drawn. The handle of a sword protruded over the leader’s shoulder and her second in command carried long daggers in thigh sheaths. Both had thinner than usual bulletproof vests with magazines for their weapons slotted into small pockets, a few of them with blue stripes on them. Potions and more magazines were located in other places as well.

      Basically, they’re walking arsenals. Even Rath, with his batons and potions, looked entirely ready to rumble.

      Tanyith leaned closer and whispered loudly, “We need better stuff.”

      She laughed. “Right?”

      Diana chuckled and added, “We can help you there. But now, it’s time to put your game faces on. Let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      The two agents went first and launched themselves high with bursts of magic to land cleanly on the grass in front of the museum. They paused and waited to see if the guards near the entrance would react, but the men continued to talk and smoke, oblivious to the action around them.

      Tanyith followed, and he touched down cleanly as well. Fyre and Rath leapt off the building together and the Draksa spread his wings wide to glide across the distance. A set of mechanical wings snapped out of the box on the troll’s back, and he flew in formation with Fyre. Cali had volunteered to go last since her landings weren’t usually as clean as those who could use telekinesis to assist them. Diana had promised to assist but they’d all concurred it would be best if everyone else was in position first.

      She blasted herself off the roof and the other woman’s magic wound around her and guided her cleanly to the ground. Cali shook her head. “Damn, I have to figure out how to do that for myself.” It was by far the least dramatic landing she’d ever managed. The two other women and the troll had already begun to advance toward the entrance, and she and her partners followed a few steps behind.

      When they were close, Diana whispered, “Everyone, hold. Cara, you have the one on the left. The other’s mine.” Both women drew the pistols on their left hips, which Cali only belatedly realized were different than the ones in their shoulder holsters.

      Simultaneous snapping sounds broke the quiet, and both guards fell. The agents ran forward and trussed them quickly with black zip-ties, tossed their weapons away, and hid their still forms between the greenery and the wide stone porch they’d stood on.

      “What did you do to them?” Cali asked.

      Cara grinned as she returned to their side. “Stun guns. Kind of like a taser but better.”

      “Oh, damn, I need one of those.”

      The agents laughed, and Rath said, “Where does he get all those wonderful toys?”

      She turned to him and asked, “The Joker?”

      He smiled and did a backflip. “I’m Batman.”

      Diana sighed. “Save the movie quotes for later, Rath. We’ll go in the main doors here. Remember, there is a balcony above us. Fyre, Rath, that’s yours. When we change rooms, if there’s no access, you come down and head up again.” Both magical creatures nodded. “Tanyith, Cali, you’re our rear guard. We’ll advance two by two. If we get into a tussle, any newcomers from the back belong to you and any reinforcements from the front are ours. The techs say our target is most likely in the basement, so keep your eyes open while we move through but try not to get distracted. We go fast, and once we have it, we portal out. Got it?”

      They both nodded and Cali said, “Thank you for this.”

      The agent grinned. “Hell, we’re glad for the opportunity. It’s been too damn slow lately.”

      Cara snorted. “Amen to that. So, let’s go kick ass, shall we?”

      They advanced out of the entry chamber with its admissions desk in the center and arched accesses on both sides and stepped into the first room. The skeletons of smaller dinosaurs filled it to create an oval shape with a straight corridor down the middle and a curved path on either side. Deacon spoke calmly over the comms. “There are no visible enemies in this room. One guard is in the next and walking away from you.”

      Rath fired a hook of some kind from a launcher attached to his forearm and was winched up to the balcony on the left, and Fyre flew up to the one on the opposite side. Even though everything appeared peaceful, a shiver of anticipation ran down her back.

      “Clear up here,” the troll said.

      Fyre sent confidence to her, and she announced, “Fyre says the same.”

      “Forward, then,” Diana replied. Ahead of them was an entry into what seemed to be a room three times as long as the one they were in. The two on the balconies descended and they all crossed the threshold together. Cali gazed in appreciation at the huge Tyrannosaurus Rex skeleton that towered above her. The head was several times the size of the Draksa, and the rest of the body was equally impressive.

      Cara announced, “Clear left,” from the side of the room she was on, and the young woman expected to hear the agents’ leader say the same.

      Instead, she froze. “Illusions present. My detection bracelet is freezing.”

      Cali had no idea what the second part of the statement meant but the first part was obvious. It became even more so when huge steel doors dropped to cut off their escape from the back.

      “Cover—now,” Diana snapped, and everyone blurred into motion.

      The reaction was not an instant too soon, as a ball of fire flashed through the space where they had stood and pounded against the far wall. It spent its force on the metal of the barrier and the marble of the walls but fortunately didn’t set anything alight

      “What do we have?” Cara yelled,

      Rath replied quickly. “Two here, heading in now.” Fyre roared and belched frost at a target on the upper level of the other side of the room.

      Diana said, “I see six thermals on ground level in this room. Two on your side, four over here.” She must have heard something Cali didn’t, because she responded authoritatively. “I don’t give a damn if they’ve cut access off from outside. Get back into the system and make sure the doors to our objective are clear.”

      Cara darted out from her position on the left and charged toward the two at that side of the room. Cali located another taking aim at her and fired a force blast across the span between them to knock them down and out of sight. She raced to the left to support Cara, and her mouth dropped open in fear as one of the people the other woman had targeted launched a line of shadow that the agent made no attempt to dodge. Instinctively, she poured magic into her muscles. She knew she couldn’t get there in time to stop the bolt but hoped she could at least make sure a second didn’t follow.

      When the bolt arrived, she was two feet behind Cara, close enough to hear a loud snap followed by a cracking sound. The impact didn’t stop the other woman, who ran forward and vaulted into a kick that pistoned the side of her foot into the magical’s jaw. The power of the blow combined with the momentum of her run shattered bone and hurled her target away. She landed perfectly in balance and delivered a spinning kick to the other one as Cali’s force bolt struck him. He spun wildly to impact with a tall column and fell bonelessly to the floor.

      The agent grinned at her. “Nice one.”

      Sounds of fighting to her right made her turn quickly, but the three enemies who were still up summoned a wall of force and fled deeper into the museum. Another sprawled awkwardly and looked severely injured.

      Holy hell. One fight, and the body count is higher than in my whole life. These people don’t kid around.
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      “Let’s get after them,” Diana ordered. “Cara, switch to the expensive stuff.” The second in command drew her pistol, ejected the magazine, and swapped it for one with blue stripes from her vest.

      Cali stepped beside her and asked, “What’s that about?”

      The woman grinned. “Anti-magic bullets. They cost entirely too much money but are perfect against magicals, at least until they realize what they’re up against and adapt their tactics.”

      A shiver went through her at the thought of the wicked rounds the Zatoras sometimes carried. “I’m glad you all are on our side.”

      Cara nodded. “The enemies we face are powerful. We need every edge we can get.”

      Diana interrupted their conversation. “Cara, since you have a cracked deflector, I’ll take point. You’re second, followed by Cali and Tanyith. Rath and Fyre, you stay in the middle on the flanks. Trust physical cover first, then magical protection. You never know what they’re packing.” She strode forward to the lead position and everyone followed as ordered. Cali obeyed without thought, such was the authority the woman radiated.

      In their earpieces, Deacon said, “I have surveillance up. Cameras show magicals and armored troops in the next room. The stairs to the basement are after that.”

      A new voice Cali didn’t recognize added, “Boss, you should be alert for explosives. There are suspicious-looking boxes on the video. They could be nothing or could be something. I’d double-box and crush them to be sure.”

      Diana paused in her advance and the others stopped. “Where?”

      “At the head of the stairs—both sets—and at the landing.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Khan. Glam, Deacon, find us another way in case their plan is to collapse the whole staircase. Even if we have to blow a hole in the floor or something.” The agent moved forward and they all fell into step again. When they reached the far side of the chamber, she stopped and pointed. “Two thermals left and two right. There might be troops in chill suits above us or anywhere else in the room.” None were in their line of sight but it made sense that they’d wait until they had the element of surprise. Of course, whoever it was hadn’t anticipated the agents’ tech.

      That thought sent Cali’s mind off on a tangent. That’s a good question, actually. Who’s doing this? It seems a little big to be the Atlantean gang.

      “If we can capture one to learn who they are,” she whispered, “that would probably be useful.”

      “That’s standard procedure,” Cara replied, “but only if it’s possible to do it safely.”

      Diana cut them off. “Going in three, two, one, go.” She raced forward into the room, her pistol extended in front of her, and swept the weapon to cover the right-hand side. Cara did the same on the other side, while Cali summoned a shield in place of her left stick and held the other ready. Tanyith had chosen only magic and had a shield in his off hand. Rath’s batons were already drawn and Fyre stalked low to the ground, ready to make a serpentine charge when an enemy was sighted.

      The next chamber was modeled after a prehistoric forest and trees covered most of the floor. Paths snaked through them and more skeletons of every size were dotted around. If Cali had planned an ambush, she would have held off until her quarry had reached this room.

      I guess it’s good they were overexcited. Gunshots sounded, seemingly from everywhere in front of them, and she dove for cover behind one of the trunks. Tanyith did the same in the other direction. The agents all reacted differently.

      Rath shouted, “I am the law,” and barreled toward the far-left corner of the room. He grew larger with each step and by the time he reached his destination, he topped seven feet. His equipment was scattered on the ground along his path, apparently designed to fall free.

      Fyre will be full of envy over that ability. She imagined a seven-foot Draksa fighting her for the blankets on her bed and was thankful he couldn’t do it.

      Cara and Diana had holstered their pistols and drew the stun guns. They fired almost simultaneously but their targets didn’t drop. The second in command growled with irritation. “Electrical dispersion tech. They must have cost a pretty penny.”

      The leader drew her pistol with a curse. “Bryant is gonna be ticked that we wasted anti-magic bullets on humans.” She squeezed several rounds off and one of the troopers fell.

      Amusement was evident in Cara’s teasing tone, which seemed like a mismatch to the situation. “Well, I’m sure you can find a way to distract him, boss. Take one for the team. Hell, take two.” More pistol fire punctuated the words and another enemy collapsed.

      “I’m cheap, but not that cheap,” Diana replied. Her voice reverted to all business as she commanded, “Hold fire.” The Draksa swooped across the line of enemy troops and blasted them with frost to ice the entire group. The enemies didn’t react to him, which was both a sign of his prowess and a benefit of having two sharpshooters for them to focus on.

      Cali climbed carefully out of cover. “So, this is simply a normal day for you all, is it?”

      Cara laughed. “Basically, yeah.” She and Diana both ejected the used magazines and slotted in new ones as if it was an automatic action once the room was clear.

      “So, we’ll stay back here and provide emotional support.” Tanyith sounded impressed. “I think y’all have this covered.”

      Diana waved everyone forward and walked toward the staircases in the room beyond. “We have better tech than most mercenaries—which is no doubt what these are—plus magic. It’s an uneven fight unless they have anti-magic bullets or magical assistance. We won’t have nearly as great an advantage when we get to the real resistance.”

      The younger woman frowned. “Wait, that wasn’t real?”

      “They’re testing. While they’d surely have been happy if these had eliminated us, there’s no way they would have counted on it. No, we’ll face a mixed force at some point and that will be the real battle.”

      “I am so glad you decided to come along.”

      The agents laughed and Rath stepped beside them at his normal size again. He finished putting his equipment on, and Cara checked it to be sure everything was right before she gave him a thumbs-up.

      “I can do this all day,” he observed, and Diana shook her head and replied, “No more Marvel movies for you, buddy.”

      They strode into the room with the staircases. A statue stood between them—some kind of Neanderthal humanoid, Cali guessed—and marble stairs descended on both sides. As the Khan person had warned, small boxes were placed at the ends of each, four of them in the room.

      “Claymores, you think?” Cara asked.

      Diana shrugged. “Maybe. Or something to turn stone into shrapnel. Either way, it sucks.” She turned to face them. “Okay, New Orleans people, it’s time to earn your pay.” Her smile ensured they knew it was a joke. “Cara will create an inner box around the one on the left, and I’ll do an outer box. When those are in place, she’ll crush it with hers and mine will contain whatever surprise waits within. At least, that’s the plan.”

      Her teammate took advantage of the pause. “And the boss’s plans always, always work out exactly as she intends them to.”

      The other woman extended a single finger at her subordinate and continued to speak. “Tanyith, put a wall up to separate it from us and from the other boxes. Cali, wrap the closest box in its own shield in case everything else fails. We don’t want these things to chain-trigger one another. Rath and Fyre, find cover.”

      No one argued. Cali released her magic and imagined a square of force twice as large as the suspicious box and wrapped it. Tension filled her as she slipped the magic between the bottom and the floor, but the device didn’t detonate and she exhaled a long, relieved breath.

      Heh. They’re probably not explosives at all and this is a waste of time.

      “Is everyone ready?” Cara asked. Affirmative replies followed. “Okay, here we go.”

      She made no visible effort, but the effect was dramatic. A loud muffled bang was immediately followed by fire and smoke that filled Diana’s shield. It died quickly without the oxygen to burn. The lead agent said, “Ow. That was some pushback.”

      Cara nodded. “It’s powerful stuff. They definitely wanted to collapse the stairs and us, preferably in pieces.”

      “You have some troublesome enemies, Matriarch,” Diana stated.

      “That I do.” Cali shook her head. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to repay this particular favor anytime soon.”

      The woman pointed at the next box. “Same plan, people.” As they applied their magics, she added, “No compensation is necessary other than being our intel source on New Atlantis. With your connections and influence there, that will benefit our work considerably.”

      She snorted and whispered theatrically, “Did you hear that, Tanyith? I have connections and influence. And here I thought I was little more than comic relief with a target painted on my back.”

      “Why not both?” he replied and soft laughter filtered across the channel.

      They detonated the remaining explosives at the top of the stairs and those on the landing without incident. The delay was frustrating, but there was no question that it was the only way to handle the situation. Finally, they reached the bottom floor.

      Deacon’s voice came as a sudden intrusion over the comm. “They’re waiting for you two rooms ahead so there are probably more surprises between here and there. We haven’t been able to identify any as the cameras and sensors have been physically disassociated.”

      Cali frowned. “What now?”

      Cara laughed. “Ripped out. Deacon likes fancy words.”

      “I like accurate words,” he countered. “Unlike you uncivilized cretins.”

      The second in command laughed. “Glam, smack him for me, please.”

      Diana shook her head but a smile spread across her face. “Okay, Rath, Cara. Let’s do flash-bangs and go in and mop up. Cara left, me center, and short stuff, you have right.” The trio moved into position near the archway that led to the next room. “Grenade out.”

      Each threw two grenades quickly before Rath’s batons snicked open and the women drew pistols. Loud crashes sounded ahead, along with shouts and at least one scream of pain. The agents surged into the room and the others followed. Pistols barked, and figures fell. A fireball careened toward Cali. She conjured a shield, blocked it, and summoned her sticks. Without slowing, she caught a force bolt on one and grounded a lightning attack with the other as she sprinted forward in the direction of the two magicals in the front left corner of the room.

      Shadow bolts streaked over her shoulders as Tanyith followed, and her foes were forced to drop their attacks in order to defend themselves. She targeted the one closest to the wall and fired force blasts to keep him on the defensive until she moved within range. He had created a full-body shield similar to the ones she favored, so she drove a force bolt into the wall behind him. Shards erupted from the impact, sliced him, and distracted him enough that he moved the shield and provided an opening. She hammered his forearm with her stick and shattered it, and when he lost his focus from the shock, she felled him with a quick triple-strike to his head.

      Tanyith had borrowed a page from her book and bulldozed bodily into the other one, who currently slid down the wall and left a trail of scarlet from where her head had struck it. Cali dimly realized that there were conversations going on and tuned in to hear Cara say, “Clear here,” and Rath reply, “Here, too.”

      “Uh, clear here,” she stammered. “Two magicals down.”

      Gunfire sounded from the chamber beyond and a concerted barrage of bullets flew through the arched doorway. Diana yelled, “Cover,” and everyone obeyed. She asked, “Deacon, confirm that our objective is in the next room?”

      He replied instantly. “As far as we know, boss. It seems likely. There are several safes in there, bigger than those we use for rifles. If I secured something valuable, that’s where I’d put it.”

      “Okay, it’s time to wrap this up. Everyone, reload and get ready. We go on the count of ten.”
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      The agents repeated the process they had used in the previous room and lobbed grenades prior to their advance. Like Diana had said, though, the enemy had gathered information as they made their way through the museum and had shielded against the barrage of light and sound.

      Gunfire greeted Cali as she raced into the chamber and she cringed under the cover of her force shield and said a small prayer that the mercenaries didn’t have anti-magic bullets. When the rounds rebounded harmlessly, she sent thanks to the universe and chose one of the rifle wielders. A blast of force flung him into the wall behind him and he fell senseless.

      Fyre flashed in front of her and took the brunt of a lightning attack she hadn’t detected. He screamed in anger but she felt no sensations of pain coming from him. She turned to the new opponent but he was engulfed in the swirl of smoke and action. Tanyith traded punches with a mercenary a few feet away from her, and she skipped in and caught the woman with a sidekick in the ribs. His uppercut took her out of the fight, and her helmet made a sharp sound as it thumped against the floor.

      They separated to seek new enemies. She crossed behind Diana, who calmly fired bullets into magicals and non-magicals alike while her second in command protected her from counterattacks. The two operated almost as a single individual in the way they moved and attacked. When Cali stepped through a waft of smoke, she discovered Rath delivering a wicked series of blows with his batons to a magical who’d obviously failed to stop him from closing. She noticed the dark crystals on the front of his vest and realized that they were almost certainly magic protection based on what Diana had said earlier. It made sense, and she filed the knowledge away to ask about later. Perhaps the stones might provide the edge Ikehara needed to even the odds in a magical battle.

      Instinctively, she raised her sticks in an X to catch the huge overlapping cones of fire two mages unleashed at her. She threw one stick at the enemy on the right to distract him, then lunged toward the one on the left and made sure to position him in the other one’s line of sight. Her mind reached to Fyre’s with a request that he take the second one, and affirmation bounced back.

      Meanwhile, the one in front of her had cast lightning and when she blocked it, launched a punch at her. The unexpected attack was too fast for her hasty shield to catch it and landed on her right shoulder. The arm felt nothing but pain for a long instant before it became numb and refused to respond. She realized her foe’s fist was wreathed in lightning as it swung again.

      That’s new. A corner of her mind considered how she might use such a physical-magical combo while the rest reacted to the attack. She stepped with her right foot and he made the mistake of overextending to try to reach her. Instantly, she dropped her left-hand stick and stretched to grasp his wrist to use it as a lever to pull him in a different direction. Faced with the choice of letting it break or throwing himself down, her foe chose the latter and she powered a boot into his temple. He moaned and rocked his head so she kicked him in the ribs to keep him out of the fight. While it was tempting, she didn’t want to risk another blow to his brain.

      Something drove into her from behind and hurled her forward and down. She barely managed to position her uninjured arm to protect herself, then twisted with a curse at her dysfunctional limb when it failed to assist. Rath was on top of her, and the wall to her right was on fire.

      He grinned. “Remember the five rules of dodgeball. Dodge, duck, dip, dive, and dodge.” In the next moment, he was up and running again and she stared after him and shook her head.

      Suddenly, the surrounding noise ceased and everyone called, “Clear,” in turn. She groaned as she scrambled to her feet and joined the others in the center of the room.

      Diana looked at her hanging arm and grinned. “Not bad for that fight. Lightning punch?” She nodded. “I thought that’s what I saw. It should come back in a few minutes or you can take a healing potion. The magic overloads the nerves.” The others had scrapes and cuts, and Cara had a bruise on her cheek that had already begun to darken.

      “I’ll watch the stairs,” Tanyith said and walked to that side of the room.

      The lead agent nodded. “Cara, you deal with the safe. I’ll keep an eye on the other side. Rath, Fyre, you’re the second line of defense.” They spread out and Cali walked to Cara.

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      The other woman held up a rectangular box with flickering lights on the front. “We let our techs take care of it.” She placed it on one of the giant old-fashioned safes above the combination wheel. The container was seven feet tall and about half that wide and deep. Several of them were present in the room. She spun the knob slowly and talked to the techs, who told her when to stop and move in the opposite direction. The first and second safes didn’t hold the shard, but when the third one opened, it was immediately visible. The agent stepped aside and Cali retrieved the heavy fabric she’d brought and wrapped it securely.

      “Are we good?” Diana asked.

      She breathed deeply. “We’re good.”

      “Cool. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

      Cara muttered something that resulted in her boss backhanding her across the chest, and they both laughed. Cali opened a portal to the basement of the Dragons and they all stepped through together.
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        * * *

      

      They changed into civilian clothes before they ascended to the main room of the tavern. The place was incredibly busy and Zeb shooed the people seated at the bar to make space for them. In short order, they had ciders of varying potency, bread, and bowls of stew in front of them, except for Fyre. The Draksa had his stew behind the bar but with water to drink. They ate and chatted about random things before everyone accepted another helping and continued to do the same.

      Finally, when she was stuffed and could eat no more, Cali withdrew the fabric-covered shard and set it on the wooden surface in front of her. Zeb inclined his chin toward it. “Is it what you thought it was?”

      She shrugged. “Only Alessand will know for sure.” She unwrapped it carefully to reveal the silver metal with its deep engravings. “But it looks right.”

      “So what’s your next move?” Diana asked.

      “First, I’ll deliver this to Stonesreach. But after that, once it’s safe, I need to find out who set the trap so I can be sure to reward them appropriately.”

      Cara laughed. “Now that is a good attitude.”

      Rath stood on his stool and began to pull items out of a pouch he wore on his belt. “Always another way.”

      Diana frowned. “No out of context Matrix quotes. Especially from the sequels.”

      The troll stuck his tongue out at her and continued to unpack things onto the bar. When he was finished, he pushed the stack toward her and the two agents nudged it the rest of the way.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Found it.”

      Diana laughed. “Rath is rather like a crow. He likes shiny things and likes them even more when they belonged to criminals.” He nodded with a grin and turned to his food again.

      Cali rifled through the items until she noticed something notable. “Hey, Tay, does that look like what I think it does?”

      He nodded. “It sure does.”

      She grinned and held the badge up, which had probably been attached to a necklace or a belt buckle. “This is the symbol of one of the nine noble houses of New Atlantis.” She pulled her necklace out. “This compass is the sigil of House Leblanc, for instance. Each of them has one.”

      Tanyith continued, “And this nasty looking hook is the marker for the family that tried to destroy Cali’s house before and who she has to defeat in order to…uh, resolve issues in New Atlantis.”

      She was glad he hadn’t mentioned her brother. Even though she didn’t think anything bad would come from it, she also didn’t want the agents to look at her with sympathy. “House Malniet. Bastards one and all.”

      Diana nodded. “Well, good. That’s one question solved. So what will you do about it?”

      Cali grinned. “I’ll return it, of course. In the most painful way I can think of.”

      Cara laughed. “Right on, sister.” She turned to Diana. “Boss, I think we should head back. There’s no telling what trouble Glam and Deacon will get up to without your wise leadership.”

      The other woman rolled her eyes but rose to her feet. “You’re not wrong.” She extended a fist and bumped with Cali and Tanyith, and both Cara and Rath did the same. “I’ll be in touch to arrange some training together.” Each stopped to give Fyre a pat before they wandered down the stairs.

      Zeb shook his head. “Interesting friends you have.”

      She laughed. “Starting with you.”

      “That’s no way to talk to your boss.”

      She raised an eyebrow and folded her arms. “Based on the way Cara talks to Diana, I think it’s fair to say I’ve been way too easy on you.”

      “Or that Diana’s too easy on her,” he retorted. “A mistake I surely won’t make.”

      Tanyith shook his head and laughed. “Anyway, it’s good to win. Relationship work and plotting against the other houses can wait until tomorrow.” He yawned and stretched. “I’m off to bed.”

      Cali nodded. “Rest up. Tomorrow, we’ll travel to New Atlantis and decide out how best to shove this down Styrris Malniet’s throat.”
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      The request from Diana to join her in New Atlantis had been a welcome surprise. Cali, Tanyith, Fyre, and the agent all stepped through from the basement of the tavern to her home in the underwater city in the early afternoon of the next day.

      Jenkins welcomed them instantly, and Emalia appeared a few moments later, descending from the second floor in a set of formal robes her great niece hadn't seen before. They were in the colors of House Leblanc, a deep red sheath under a turquoise wrap that extended almost to her feet on her left side. "Do you have a date?" she asked the older woman.

      Her great aunt laughed. "Yes. With the Empress."

      Diana whistled and Cali made the appropriate introductions before they headed to the big table in the kitchen and the nearby coffeemaker. The agent again carried a heavy pack and placed it beside her chair as she sat. They shared small talk while the coffee brewed, and Emalia busied herself gathering crackers and cheese, plus fruit from Oriceran she'd bought from a local market. The berries tasted like a blend of pineapple and orange, with a sour finish that made Cali’s jaw hurt. She loved them instantly.

      "So, why are you visiting the Empress?" Diana asked.

      Emalia shrugged and took a sip of her coffee. Cali considered the fact that she'd enticed the woman to occasionally switch from tea a personal victory.  "It's time we were reacquainted. I knew her when she was young but not since she became monarch."

      Her niece hurried to add, “She's my spy in New Atlantis. It's an information-gathering effort. We don’t have any sources in the palace so our approach needs to be a little bolder.”

      Diana nodded. “It makes sense. And on that topic, I brought presents.” She unzipped the pack and retrieved a rectangular gray plastic box. Once she’d spun it to face Cali, she pulled the top back to reveal a set of eight tiny wires with buds on the end and sixteen small black boxes.

      “Oooh, gifts. I love gifts.” Fyre snorted his agreement from under the table, and she rubbed him with her foot. “What are they?”

      “Listening devices, recorders, and receivers. The entire network is self-contained and self-powered, so it should work here without a problem. Put the wire in the place where you want to listen and the recorder somewhere nearby. It doesn’t need to be too close. The microphone stays inactive until it hears something, then streams the data to the recorder in short, unpredictable bursts. Glam tells me there’s no way anyone would detect a pattern. The connection between the recorder and receiver works the same. It’s useless for real-time information but perfect for avoiding detection over a long-term surveillance period.”

      Tanyith grinned. “Nice,” he said and picked one of the wires up. It was no longer than the top joint of his index finger, and the bud was barely larger than the thin line that trailed from it.

      “Is there a way to detect these magically?” Emalia frowned.

      Diana shrugged. “Anything’s possible, of course, but we haven’t managed it—and we have very skilled magicals working for us. Even Nylotte wasn’t able to find the one I hid in her shop.”

      Cali laughed. “You’re braver than I thought.”

      The other woman nodded. “Sometimes, I need to win one with her.”

      I totally feel that. “Thank you. I think one in the palace, one in Jehenel, and one in the Malniet mansion to start with if we can get one in there.”

      Emalia and Tanyith nodded, and Diana closed the box and pushed it to her. “Next, Cara guessed you might be able to use these.” She slid two holsters across the table. Each held one of the strangely shaped stun guns the agents had used the day before. Cali pulled one out and examined it.

      “It looks like a Phaser from Star Trek or a blaster from Star Wars or another Star something.”

      The agent laughed. “It really does. Our techs are science fiction fans so I’m sure it’s deliberate. But they work well.” She produced another two small rectangles and a box. “Here are spare cartridges and a charger. The stun pistols should give you an edge if you’re being sneaky.”

      Cali nodded. Even though she wasn’t all that comfortable with guns for anything other than stealing them from the enemy and selling them, the nonlethal ones appealed to her. “Again, thank you.”

      Diana dipped into the bag and retrieved another case, this one about a foot wide and three-quarters of that long, but shallow. She opened it to display the crystals Rath had worn the day before. “These are magic deflectors, although absorbers might be a better word. They create a field that defeats magic. They’re essentially flawless but they can only absorb a certain amount before they crack. We all have them woven into our gear. These are for you to use as you see fit.”

      Cali nodded slowly. “I think I’ve heard of these before.”

      “You have,” Tanyith interjected, “from Kendra, if nowhere else. AET forces use them. They’re hard to come by, though.”

      The agent chuckled. “They are. But we have a hookup. Even so, it’s not an unlimited supply. Use them wisely.”

      “I literally can’t thank you enough.”

      “You don’t need to. You’re fighting the same fight we are, only in a different arena. That makes us teammates.”

      She grinned. “Okay. But I owe you.”

      Diana nodded. “That is exactly how I like it. I’m sure I’ll have occasion to cash the voucher in sometime.” She stood. “Now, how about you send me home? Rath and I have a knife-throwing competition later, and I need to find out how to cheat. I’m tired of losing to him.”

      After her visitor had left, Cali rejoined the others at the kitchen table. “She is a very nice person,” Emalia commented.

      “They’re all nice.”

      “As long as you’re on their side, anyway,” Tanyith added. “I wouldn’t want to go up against them.”

      She shook her head. “Me neither.” The fight the day before had left no one conscious to interrogate and they hadn’t been able to wait. It was only luck that the troll had snagged a clue. The agents were definitely more deadly than she ever wanted to be. With an effort, she dismissed those thoughts and turned her mind to the future.

      “So, I think we let the Malniets stew for a while. The longer we don’t respond, the longer they’ll wonder if we know. Maybe it will keep them distracted and out of trouble for now.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “Sure. And when you do decide to brace them, you can finagle a way to get into the mansion to plant the bug.”

      Emalia nodded. “It’s as good a plan as any. I agree, though, that you can’t finish the ritual with them. They’ll cheat and kill you before you’re able to like they tried to yesterday. Because you have to retrieve the sword pieces, you’re exposed.”

      “I know. So you need to find the rest, which means you need to play it safe at the palace. No bugs today.” Cali had thought it through while she sent Diana on to her base, and as much as she wanted to get one in there, it didn’t make sense for her great aunt to do it. “I’ll come up with a way to get one in there. You do what you planned to do. Wrap her in words and steal all her secrets.”

      The older woman laughed. “You give me too much credit. This is only to ensure she knows I’m part of the game. It’ll provide her something to focus on other than you when she thinks about House Leblanc.”

      Cali sighed. “Okay, it sounds like a plan. I’ll go practice lightning. Good luck.” She rose and gave Emalia a kiss on the cheek, then regarded her with a grin. “We’re all counting on you in this matter of life and death. No pressure, though.”

      Her great aunt rolled her eyes, and the girl wandered toward the back door, laughing and with Fyre at her side.
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        * * *

      

      Emalia was met in the entryway of the palace by the Empress’s seneschal, who introduced herself as Gwyn. She was simply attired in a black dress with a large scarlet stripe covering the right-hand side. Her name and face conjured a memory, and she asked, “Gwyn Rivette?”

      The other woman nodded with a smile and almost seemed pleased to be recognized. “Indeed. Outside the main bloodline, of course. Distant cousins. But we share the noble name if nothing else.” The woman gestured and they walked deeper into the palace.

      Absently, the visitor noted the rooms through which they passed and filed the information away for later. A lifetime of magical practice and instruction had given her a strong ability to attend to multiple things at once, which was invaluable at moments like these. She filled their progress with small talk and tried to plant seeds of common interest she could use later to connect with the woman.

      By her deflections and subject changes, it was clear that Gwyn was familiar with the tactic and on guard against it. That didn’t bother Emalia. She’d continue to prepare the ground and if nothing grew, nothing was lost. Finally, they reached an unremarkable door.

      “Please remember to show the proper respect to the Empress,” the seneschal told her. “And be aware that if you should try anything inappropriate, you will be dead before you have the chance to finish it.”

      Emalia inclined her head and spoke with a hint of amusement. “Noted.” She’d been under no illusions on that subject, in any case. One didn’t become a monarch by trusting those one didn’t fully control.

      Gwyn opened the door and gestured for her to enter, and she stepped inside. Empress Shenni was seated behind an ornate wooden desk. The woman’s clothes were gorgeous and the ruler even more so. She wore a black dress with a scarlet cape, and thick bands of hair that looked like tentacles ready to strike at her were piled atop her head, bound with a strand of pearls. Emalia walked slowly to her side and knelt to kiss her hand, then took the seat across from her at the regal gesture to do so.

      A servant bustled in and filled the glasses, added one cube of ice to each, and departed. She waited until the Empress sipped, then tasted her own. It was delicious, spicy and dark. She preferred whiskey to rum but quality was quality. “It’s wonderful, Empress. Thank you for the drink and for agreeing to meet me.”

      The woman waved an elegant hand that had rings on every finger and bracelets down her wrist. “It is nothing. I heard of your return to New Atlantis and looked forward to the chance to visit with you. I would have extended an invitation but there never seemed to be an opportunity. There is so much going on with the noble houses right now, you know.”

      Emalia nodded. “Indeed. Chaos and conflict are everywhere you turn.”

      Shenni grinned. “Exactly how I like it.”

      The comment made her laugh. “Well, at least you’re honest.”

      The ruler shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be? I have my enemies, as anyone does. But while they are occupied with one another, I am free to focus my energies on the things that benefit all Atlanteans.”

      “Such as permitting the destruction of House Leblanc?”

      Again, the Empress waved a hand dismissively. “That is distant history and very early in my reign. I had no part in that.”

      “But neither did you stop it.”

      She nodded. “Correct. That is not the role of the monarch.”

      Emalia smiled. “So you have no interest in the disposition of the Nine?”

      Shenni grinned and revealed perfect teeth. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Rather, I am willing to see how events play out without being directly involved.”

      “Are you not? Directly involved, that is? Rumors swirl about Patriarch Jehenel calling on you.”

      The Empress lifted her glass to her painted lips and took a sip, then set it down thoughtfully. “Come now, Emalia. We are both experienced in the ways of politics. This month it is Wymarc and next month, it will be someone else. The only way to prevent them all from turning against me is to keep them jealous of one another. Surely you too have had suitors?”

      “One or two, certainly, Empress. So, let me ask plainly. Do you wish to see House Leblanc fall?”

      The question appeared to catch her by surprise. Exactly as I intended. The woman blinked a couple of times, then answered in a neutral tone. “I have no wish to see Leblanc fall any more than I do any other of the nine houses.”

      Emalia nodded. You’re not as good a liar as you think, Shenni Rivette. “Very well. Thank you for your honesty.”

      The Empress smiled and in it was the recognition that whatever their relationship might have been when she’d entered the room, they now occupied opposite sides of the game board.
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      Ozahl had just finished the arduous work of replenishing his magical supplies—which involved portaling to several cities—when his Zatora phone buzzed. With a frown, he pulled it out of his pocket to see who demanded his attention, already prepared to be annoyed at Grisham for disturbing his allegedly free time.

      It was Lila’s number, however, and in the innocuous message were embedded code words that meant “Immediate,” “Meeting,” and “Club.” He’d warned both of his favorite associates about contacting him for anything less than an emergency and he trusted they wouldn’t act against his wishes.

      So, something big is up.

      He portaled to the correct street, entered the nightclub, and pushed his way through the crowd and the bouncers to ascend to the second level. When the latter objected, he gave them both a glare that sent them scurrying to their posts. He found Dalton and Lila in the same seats they’d been in the last time he’d visited, but on this occasion, they were alone with only sodas in front of them.

      Another sign of trouble.

      “You’ve checked for watchers?” he asked as he slid into the booth beside them. Lila nodded. “Both sides?”

      Dalton replied in the affirmative and added, “No one from any organization is on us right now. We made sure of it.”

      “Okay. What’s up?”

      Lila answered, “Grisham plans to move tonight.” She looked at her watch. “In about four hours when the Atlantean leader goes home for the night. She always takes one of three cars and one of four routes, and he plans to set up on all of them and hit any car that looks like hers.”

      The statement was so unlikely that it took him several seconds to process. “What the hell? Has he lost his mind? What caused this?”

      The man shook his head. “We don’t know and no one we trust knows. He came out of his bedroom in a frenzy and gave the orders. Everyone is scrambling now. They’ll have anti-magic bullets and whatever heavy weapons he’s been hiding. I think he hopes to blast the car away and be done with it. We didn’t tell him or anyone other than you anything about her.”

      Ozahl frowned. It’s not a bad plan, a part of his brain observed. The other parts raced through options. “Is there any reason to believe this is a one-time opportunity?”

      Lila shrugged. “When we’ve watched her, she’s been fairly consistent. I don’t see any reason why it couldn’t wait a day, a week—hell a month. Unless he knows something we don’t.”

      Yeah, like his marbles are rolling away faster than he can gather them.

      He shook his head. “Okay, then I guess the next question is whether this is good for the Zatoras or bad for them, and good for us or bad for us.” He paused to consider the angles. While he had no desire to see Usha hurt and would do what he could to make sure that didn’t occur, he didn’t have an issue with Grisham making a move. In fact, it would set up what came next very well with the proper evidence planted and the appropriate story told. “I can’t see a reason not to other than the fact that it’s sudden. Can you?”

      They exchanged glances and Dalton shrugged. “We couldn’t think of one either, except that we thought you might not want it to happen.”

      In the most neutral voice possible, he asked, “What do you mean?”

      She sighed. “Let’s put our cards on the table here. You’re with the Zatoras, but you’re not with them any more than we are. Not like we are with you. They’re only…a means to an end. And to be clear, we have no problem with that. We’ve made our choice and think you’ll bring us the most success.”

      Dalton nodded. “Yep. What you say, goes. We don’t need to know why if you don’t want to share, although you’re always welcome to bounce ideas off us. Working with you provides everything we want. And Grisham…well, he’s clearly unpredictable.”

      “We don’t like unpredictable,” his partner added. “Unpredictable gets people killed. There’s nothing wrong with seizing the moment, but this is something else entirely.” She shrugged. “Tell us what you want us to do and we’ll do it. Kill the woman, kill the Zatoras trying to kill the woman, whatever.”

      Ozahl considered them thoughtfully. Aside from Danna, he’d never had such a clear pledge of loyalty from anyone before and he discovered that he liked it.

      Maybe this is what it will be like when we’re a noble house. One can hope. He nodded. “We’ll let it play out. Try to think of a way to get yourself assigned to one of the least likely ones, though. Grisham underestimates our enemy time and time again. Whoever does draw the short straw will find themselves with a tiger by the tail.”

      I’ll make sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      He kept the clock running in his mind. It was down to three hours, which was more than enough time to accomplish what he needed to do. He portaled to his apartment and hurried to the walk-in closet. It would require either a magician of far greater skill than his or a truly accomplished architect to detect the hidden panel at the rear of the space. He deactivated the wards and used his telekinesis to slide it aside on its concealed tracks. Behind the false wall was what he thought of as his costume shop, an array of outfits for almost any occasion.

      His skill with illusion would be adequate to impersonate clothing but he liked to use what the movies called practical effects wherever possible so he could limit his use of magic to the essentials. It was less to control in his brain, which allowed him more space to deal with unexpected events. He transformed into the woman who had dined with Danna before and donned a blue suit, blouse, stockings, and heels. It was like putting on another skin as the items helped him remember to change his walk and his posture—all the things that simple illusion wouldn’t take care of.

      He could have sent a text to Danna but he wanted to be there in person to tell her and to give her a plausible excuse for leaving. They feared electronic interception more than the discovery of his ability to appear as several of her former partners. She’d provided him with her planned movements for the day, exactly as she always did and as he always did for her. They did their best to leave nothing to chance.

      But here comes Rion Damn Bastard Bloody Grisham to mess that up royally. He shook his head in annoyance and checked his appearance in the mirror. He snagged a pair of obnoxious hoop earrings, stuck them in his earlobes, and portaled to where he guessed she’d be.

      After searching the first club with growing irritation, he decided it was more likely she’d been and gone than that she’d not been there yet, so he headed to the next. It was an upscale bar that catered to the magical community and while nonmagicals were technically allowed, it was rare to see them in significant numbers. The venue had a vibe that tended to make them uncomfortable, an aura of power that set their teeth on edge as he’d heard it described.

      Ozahl had been there before on several occasions, and while the bouncer didn’t recognize him, the hundred-dollar bill he produced from his clutch purse and handed over was enough to get him in. The Atlantean contingent was immediately obvious—two young toughs in business suits with long, wild hair that no businessperson would ever wear. He made his way slowly across the room and made sure his stride was appropriate to his gender and his alleged status as a club-goer.

      A quick stop at the bar for a drink added a cosmopolitan to go with the image, and he carried it toward the group. When he moved closer, he located Danna in a booth, chatting up one of the wealthiest wizards in town—one who felt no need to bother with politics, the council, or anything other than his own pleasure. She’d mentioned that the man was trying to get her into bed with him and also that it would never, ever happen.

      The nearest guard, to his credit, tried to stop him as she approached. “Sorry, miss, this is a private gathering.”

      He shook his head and grinned. “I think once your boss sees me, she’ll decide that she and I should have a private gathering.” He added volume and flirtation to the last words, and those at the table turned to look at him. With a smile, he met Danna’s gaze and extended his arms. “Darling, so good to see you again.”

      She stood with a broad smile and hugged him. “And you. Would you care to join us? I could introduce you to my friend here.” She gestured toward the wizard.

      Ozahl shook his head. “I’m afraid I only have a few minutes to spend with you before I need to be off. Perhaps your handsome companion would let me borrow you for a moment?” They’d trapped him well, and the wizard nodded magnanimously. He drew Danna to a corner and whispered, “It’s tonight. Two and a half hours. In the car.”

      She laughed as if he’d made a joke, but her eyes were cold and hard. “Any change in plan?” They’d agreed that they would do whatever they could to keep Usha safe, as long as it didn’t endanger their larger goal. He was reasonably sure that Danna would ignore the last part of the agreement if push came to shove, and it was likely that he would too.

      Burning it all down by force is always an option but not a preferable one.

      He nodded. “Of course not, darling.” He offered her a sip of the drink, and she took it to cover his next words. “I’ll need to be visible elsewhere to avoid suspicion. And she has to be in the car or we’ll be outed. Have her take route three.”

      Danna smiled. “I have it covered. Now, come over and let me introduce you.” He followed her and marveled at the way she turned the interruption into a bonus for her client, the opportunity to meet one more person he could try unsuccessfully to convince to share his bed. He waved his goodbyes a few moments later and portaled home to change again. It would require a few conversations to ensure that neither he nor his dedicated followers were present for the fight that was about to break out between the Zatoras and the Atlantean gang.
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      In order to avoid revealing her inside knowledge, Danna had been forced to move less quickly than she would have liked once she extracted herself from the club. She feigned exhaustion and ordered her driver to take them to the Shark Nightclub, closed her eyes, and reclined in the leather back seat to consider how best to respond to the Zatora leader’s gambit.

      Avoiding it entirely wasn’t an option. That would betray the existence of a source near Grisham, which absolutely needed to remain a secret until the very last moments of the game. With that off the table, precious few additional choices remained that would keep Usha safe but also give the impression that they’d been taken by surprise.

      It was up to her to choose the right one and if she screwed it up, she and Usha would both likely lose their lives before the end of the night. That Ozahl would destroy Grisham and all his people immediately after provided little consolation.

      By the time they pulled into the garage next door to the club, she thought she had found a solution. The hardest part would be lying to Usha, something she’d never been all that good at. The woman had an uncanny ability to read her—and, in fact, to read anyone. It was one of the things that had made her so formidable during her rise to champion. That and her complete unwillingness to give up.

      Her escorts activated the staircase that led to the underground tunnel and a few moments later, she was in the office waiting for her boss to arrive. She busied herself at the bar cart mixing two strong drinks of dark rum and pineapple juice and counted off the seconds it would take for the man she’d sent to reach the main room and convince the Atlantean leader to join her. The clock ticked in her head beneath the louder countdown to the time that Usha usually left the club.

      Everything has to seem normal, even though it is anything but. She took a seat on the couch, perched on the edge of the cushion with her spine straight and her mind racing, and waited.

      The other woman arrived more quickly than she’d expected. She sat across from her and took the drink, and Danna ordered, “Out,” to the helper who had lingered. He shut the door softly behind him as he exited.

      “Okay, what?” Usha asked. “You look like you’re ready to snap.”

      She nodded. “Grisham’s planning to kill you tonight.”

      The news had a visible impact. The leader lifted her drink to her lips with a slightly trembling grasp and drank half of it. After a moment, she mastered herself and dispatched whatever weakness had momentarily influenced her. “Okay. I presume we have time to plan since there’s no running and screaming going on.” She managed a wry smile.

      Danna laughed. “Leave it to you to make a joke out of something so important. Yes, there’s time to plan.”

      Usha shrugged. “Sometimes, things need to be put in the proper perspective. Humor helps.” She frowned. “First question—when and how?”

      Her leader’s tone made her feel like a new recruit called upon to report. “On your drive home. They intend to hit you in the car on the way. I don’t know any more than that.”

      “Second question—how do you know any of this?”

      This was the tricky part. She needed to sell the answer so the woman would believe her. This was the only way the information would be trusted and proper precautions could be taken. She’d rehearsed it several times, but it still sounded rough in her ears. “I’ve cultivated a source inside their gang. I didn’t want to mention it until I was sure about him and honestly, I’m still not completely positive. But acting on this material doesn’t hurt us if he’s wrong.”

      She stopped and took a sip, then gave an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I know I’m all over the place. This has me a little shaken up. Anyway, he’s an addict, and it was a simple matter to have one of the girls get him hooked on Shine.” The Atlanteans had several women and men willing to pretend romantic interest if it helped the gang compromise a target. “So we have him both ways—we can either cut off his supply or burn him to his boss.” She cringed inwardly at so many lies but they were reasonable ones. She waited as the other woman considered her words.

      Finally, Usha nodded. “Okay. You’re right. Whether the intel is correct or not doesn’t matter. We should plan as if it is. But if it turns out to be good, you need to protect this source. Having someone on the inside would be invaluable.”

      Successfully deceiving her friend cut Danna deeply but far less than watching her die would. She exhaled in relief. “Great. Yes. Okay, so I thought we could handle it this way…”
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        * * *

      

      They’d selected the most heavily armored car they owned for the run, an old Crown Victoria that had been gutted and rebuilt for strength. It guzzled gas like a drunk downed whiskey, but it was still one of the three Usha commonly used for the trip home. Each of them had tinted windows, which would work in their favor tonight.

      Three guards entered the car with them. One drove while another rode shotgun, and the third sat between her and Usha in the back. Each was a proficient caster but also adept with mundane weapons. They carried rifles, which were the heaviest weapons Usha had thought they could have inside and still maintain deniability. Danna would have preferred that someone already be holding the grenade launcher stored in the trunk, but she’d had to agree it would look wrong.

      Since she didn’t normally ride home with Usha, a disguise was required. Her ever-present suit was gone, replaced by the standard jeans and hoodie uniform of the gang. Spikes crowned her head, her short hair arranged in a style she’d never before worn. A little makeup changed the lines of her face and made her seem heavier than her true weight, an illusion reinforced by the baggy clothes. Unless someone got close, her identity should remain undetected.

      And if they do get that close, they’ll have to die. It was a simple deduction and she had no problem with it. They’d known there would be casualties on the way to their goals. The only hard and fast rule was that she, Ozahl, and Usha wouldn’t be among them.

      The guard between them appeared nervous. He grasped and released the barrel of his rifle with his off-hand as they neared the place where the ambush would most likely occur. She hadn’t received word of the final positions of the enemy forces but it didn’t matter. When it came, they would be ready for it. They’d judged the likelihood highest that it would happen during the longest straight stretch of buildings on the drive since it would prevent them from being able to turn off.

      “Thirty seconds until we’re in the tube,” the driver said,

      Usha nodded. “Good. Keep your eyes open, and if you see anything at all, you gun it.” After much discussion, they’d decided that their foes would expect them to stop in surprise or try to flee in reverse. The heavy body of the Crown Vic would win a collision with most other vehicles, especially if it was something that rode high like an SUV. That would be their foes’ first shock. The second would be far more surprising for an opponent expecting a quick victory.

      They made a turn and the driver warned them, “It could be any time now.” In the next moment, they lurched forward and a loud crash behind them indicated that whatever explosive device the enemy had launched at the car had missed. Danna twisted to look over her shoulder and saw a black Escalade pull into the street behind them.

      The guard in the passenger seat yelled, “Trouble,” and she whipped her head around to see a matching vehicle ahead.

      Her boss’s voice was calm. “Okay. Stop and bail.” The Crown Vic had reached the position they’d selected, where walkways into the recessed entries of the surrounding buildings would give them cover on either side. Tires squealed as they came to a halt, thrust the doors open, and sprinted into safety.

      As planned, Usha and Danna turned as soon as they’d found something to hide behind and hurled fireballs at the enemies in the rear. The SUV swerved to the side to evade the magic but wasn’t fast enough. The enemy vehicle caught fire and the Zatora soldiers fled. Their guard cut them down methodically with his rifle, while Usha hurled more magic at those who had launched the failed attack on the car.

      Danna turned to check the front, where Zatoras fired from behind the SUV that had stopped sideways across the road. A bullet ripped through the magical shield the driver held and spun him to land heavily on the hood. The rounds that followed felled him completely.

      “Anti-magic bullets,” she yelled. They’d assumed the enemies would have them and had planned accordingly. The guard who’d been in the rear with them raced to the trunk, retrieved the launcher, and distributed smoke grenades in a circle around the Atlantean position. Usha, Danna, and the remaining guards flung fireballs in every direction and fell back to Usha’s side. Under cover of the drifting fog and the protection of the flames, she summoned a portal and everyone else stepped through.

      Danna’s last act before she left was to discharge a fireball into the Crown Vic and it exploded magnificently.

      Let’s see how you like that, Rion Grisham, you scumbag. No evidence that we were aware in advance, only proof we’re better than your people. With a wide grin, she followed the others into the portal to safety.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      When the Empress had refused to commune with her magically, Usha had immediately set out for New Atlantis. The docks at midday were filled with a bustle of activity. She surveyed the area automatically and searched for threats and for those who might want to take a shot at the champion even now, years after she’d last been in the city’s limelight.

      With a shake of her head, she ascended the stairs to the city. Empress Shenni’s choice to meet in person wasn’t unusual but it was inconvenient. It was impossible to know what Grisham was up to on the surface while she was down there. On the plus side, arguably, she’d be safe from any follow-up attacks.

      From the Zatoras, anyway. She searched constantly for Caliste Leblanc, who might have discovered cause to throw the rulebook away and attack her. There was no way to tell when the information that the girl’s parents had died at her hand would come out and no way to predict the result when it did. Usha had been equal parts amused and distrustful when their newest enemy had requested a meeting.

      One challenge at a time. Save that for later. She crossed into the part of the city that held the noble houses but didn’t spare them any of her attention. Her eyes were on the palace and on the people who might be a threat. She’d never be one of the Nine and had no family line to offer. Only herself, and her loyalty, which was owned by the Empress she served.

      The guards at the outer circle of the royal grounds permitted her to pass without challenge, as did those closer in. Clearly, word of her impending arrival had spread. Thus, she wasn’t surprised to see Gwyn waiting for her at the entrance. The Empress’s seneschal was in formal clothes, robes that reached the floor and hid her shoes in a black and scarlet wave pattern.

      There must have been a formal reception earlier.

      The woman offered her a warm smile. “Hello, Champion.”

      Usha grinned. “It’s been too long since I’ve been called that.”

      Her guide gestured for her to join her and turned to walk down the long corridor toward the interior of the palace. “Perhaps we are nearing the time when you will return to the city?”

      She shrugged. “That, as always, is up to our ruler. How is she doing?”

      “Perfectly, as ever.” Something in the woman’s tone caught her ear, and she stopped walking and touched her arm. Gwyn halted as well.

      Usha looked around to be sure no one was present to overhear and asked, “Really?”

      The seneschal nodded. “There are challenges, as there always are. The houses are squabbling.”

      She smiled. “To the Empress’s distinct pleasure, no doubt.”

      The older woman laughed and started to walk again. “But of course. Anything that pulls problems away from her strengthens us all. Which, as I understand it, is why you’re still living on the surface.”

      “Indeed. We are about to take a pivotal step in securing the city. That’s the main reason I’m here.”

      “Do tell.” Her voice was neutral but Usha heard the demand behind it. Shenni had told her more than once to trust Gwyn completely and she’d had no reason yet to doubt that command.

      “I hope the Empress will provide us with Enforcers to strike a fatal blow at the heart of our enemy.”

      “Caliste Leblanc?”

      “No, the girl is a tangential issue at the moment.” She laughed. “I refer to the gang that opposes our expansion.”

      “Ahh. Well. You may find that our ruler does not agree with your assessment of Matriarch Leblanc.”

      She frowned as they turned the corner that led to the Empress’s secluded work area away from the throne room and the other public areas of the palace. Once the guards who protected the section were out of earshot, she asked, “Why is that?”

      Gwyn shrugged. “She is making herself known in New Atlantis. Firstly, she declared against the Malniets. Since then, she has fraternized with the Jehenel patriarch. Finally, she soundly defeated an attack from Cormier. The girl appears to be as troublesome as her parents were.”

      Usha shook her head. “I handled that situation. If needed, I’ll handle this one as well.”

      They reached the door and the seneschal opened it for her. “The Empress will be with you in a moment.”

      She stepped inside the office and the other woman closed the door behind her. While she could never conclusively identify how the seneschal knew what Shenni wanted, she assumed it was probably mind-to-mind contact of some kind.

      Or other magic. Our ruler has access to all our records so who knows what she’s discovered? Most of her believed that if secrets were found, they would be shared with her in order to increase her effectiveness. One smaller part doubted, though, and that portion of her consciousness grew more vocal with each passing day.

      Her musings were interrupted by the arrival of the Empress. Shenni wore light robes in a rich shade of blue that varied like shadows in the deep ocean and she had eschewed makeup. Her ropy locks were piled atop her head and bound in cords with shells adorning them. She looked less calm than usual and less in command of herself. As she lowered herself into her chair, she pointed to the decanter on her desk and Usha poured two glasses. Her ruler drank and she did the same.

      Shenni sighed. “Sword training.” She shook her head. “This job is too sedentary and the captain of my guard seems to relish the opportunity to strike me. Damnable woman.”

      The gang leader laughed. “Now that sounds like a great way to spend your day, Empress. Far more useful than sitting on the throne and dealing with matters of state.”

      The woman grinned. “I couldn’t agree more. I realized I needed the exhaustion that a good daily workout would supply. Plus, although regaining my skills will take time, it has been a pleasure to feel the weight of a blade in my hand, even a practice one.”

      “Perhaps we should have a bout sometime?”

      “Against a champion of New Atlantis?” The Empress laughed. “Hardly. I’m not in your league at the moment. I probably never was.” She wasn’t wrong. Where Usha’s skills tended toward the martial end of the spectrum, Shenni’s occupied the other side, the subtle knife rather than the drawn sword. “Anyway, what can I do for you today, Usha?”

      “My Empress, I have come with good news. We are about to deliver two blows to decimate our rival gang in New Orleans. Once we have done so, the city will be yours for the taking as I promised.”

      The ruler frowned. “Indeed? Is that the most pressing issue at the moment?”

      Usha stilled her features to avoid displaying the surprise that rippled through her. “I believe so—unless there has been a change of priority that I am unaware of?”

      “What of Caliste Leblanc?” she asked and abruptly changed the subject.

      “She has won another battle and has requested a meeting with us to discuss ending the ritual.”

      Empress Shenni leaned forward and tipped more rum into her glass. “Has she now? That is interesting. Very interesting. What are your intentions?”

      Usha shrugged. “I had planned to speak to her, nothing more. I assumed you wished for us to keep her busy so that has been our objective. Well, and killing her, of course, within the rules—which has, admittedly, proven problematic.”

      Her ruler sighed and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. “I feel we are on the cusp of a moment of change but I can’t identify what will happen. It’s vexing. The girl is a part of it, without question. But so is House Malniet and possibly Jehenel.”

      The gang leader ventured a smile. “I have heard that the patriarch of that house has been seen at the palace now and then, Empress.”

      Shenni chuckled as she straightened again. “Rumors are useful, sometimes. He is connected to both Matriarch Leblanc and I, which is sure to confuse those who might consider action.” She shook her head. “But something more is going on. I can’t determine what it is but I know it’s there. My spymaster feels the same.”

      “What would you have me do, Empress? I am, as ever, your devoted servant.”

      “That is the question, isn’t it? Unfortunately, I don’t yet have an answer. But when I do, you should be prepared to act without delay.”

      Usha nodded. “Of course.” Inwardly, her concern that she’d done something to offend her ruler reached a higher level.

      “So, what do you need for your grand effort against your rivals?” Shenni asked. Her tone was neither fully dismissive nor sarcastic, but she heard hints of both in her ruler’s words.

      “The usual, Empress. People—fighters, specifically. The first part of our plan will be easily accomplished with those I already have. But when we make our final strike, I would like to ensure that we have overwhelming force at our disposal.”

      The slow shake of Shenni’s head was a spike of ice in her stomach. “No, I don’t believe I can do that at this pivotal moment. My people are needed here to defend against whatever situation may be about to break. I’m afraid you’ll need to handle this one on your own, Usha. That shouldn’t be hard for the Champion of New Atlantis.” When Gwyn had used the title, it had sounded like a compliment. Now, it made her feel small.

      “Yes, Empress,” she muttered.

      Seemingly oblivious to the reaction she’d inspired, the woman waved her hand. “Go and return with word of your success.” She had reclined to stare at the ceiling again and stayed in that position as Usha backed out of the room. Once the door had closed, she released the breath she’d held to keep herself from speaking.

      “Champion, are you well?” Gwyn asked.

      “Don’t call me that.” She turned and walked toward the exit.

      Fine. If I have to bring the whole damn gang down with my own two hands, that’s what I’ll do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Danna drummed her fingers on the table while she waited for the others to arrive. The lightweight suit she’d selected for the meeting was warmer than she’d prefer but she resisted the urge to pull at the collar of her shirt. It had been her decision to arrive at Cafe du Monde first to check the surroundings, and several members of her gang held position around the site. Across the street, Caliste Leblanc’s friend did his magic routine. She was still upset that the gang member tasked with hurting him had managed to kill someone else. Neither the death nor the mistarget had been in her plans. The trap had almost caught the girl though.

      And that was the key where she was concerned. Almost, almost, and almost again. But we change and adapt.

      Today, she thought they’d get things going on the right track. When she’d shared the information about the blade that her alleged informant had provided with Usha, the other woman had been almost gleeful at the opportunity to ensnare the matriarch into the first move against the Zatoras. Now, it was merely a matter of selling the idea to Caliste.

      She wore an earbud with a channel to her sentries and was far from shocked when one reported that the Draksa had been located atop the Cathedral. That had been expected, and it was better for everyone if all the players were out in the open. The girl appeared from around the corner in her customary jean shorts, boots, and t-shirt. Danna grinned at the sight of the last item, as she was also a fan of The Pretty Reckless and eagerly awaited their new album.

      That’s something we have in common. We might as well become friends. She snorted and muttered a command into the wire that connected the earbud to her phone.

      Caliste took the seat across from her and she offered her a grin. “Welcome, Matriarch. There’s no need to dress up for us or anything.”

      The girl nodded. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Where’s your boss?”

      “On her way. Where’s your dragon?”

      She chuckled. “Nearby, and I’m sure you already had the answer to that question, exactly like I know the last member of our party is walking down the street right now.” She twisted and pulled her red hair back to reveal the earpiece she wore.

      Danna laughed and lifted her iced coffee to her lips. Locals would consider it sacrilege but she simply couldn’t do hot drinks in the sun. Not now and not ever. Usha rounded the corner in a multicolored dress that showed a fair amount of skin but nonetheless conveyed an air of power and mastery. Her boss sat in the chair beside her and kept the table as a separator between opposing sides.

      Cali nodded. “Usha.”

      “Matriarch Leblanc.”

      The girl rolled her eyes. “Must we?”

      The Atlantean leader chuckled. “No, I suppose we mustn’t. Cali.”

      “So, how about we let this whole ritual combat process slide, hmm?”

      Usha shook her head. “I can’t do it. But I have a counteroffer that might interest you in place of that request.”

      Caliste sighed and looked tired for an instant before she assumed a blank expression. “And what would that be?”

      “We know where another fragment of your house sword is,” Danna replied. “And we have important information. It’ll soon disappear.”

      She straightened in her chair. “Are you threatening to make it disappear?”

      Usha lifted a hand with the palm out. “No, nothing of the sort. In this, we have a common enemy. Rion Grisham has the sword at his mansion.”

      The girl frowned and folded her arms. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “We will, but it counts as your boon,” the second in command answered. “Otherwise, ask something else and we’ll certainly consider the request.” She gave an appropriately condescending grin, merely to play with her.

      Leblanc growled with undisguised irritation. “This is so stupid. Fine. Tell me, and we’ll call the last battle even.”

      Usha smiled and in the expression, Danna saw the pleasure she took in the pieces of her plan falling together so neatly. “We have a source—one who saved my life the other night from a Zatora attack. Grisham plans to go underground and leave the mansion for more secure territory. You’re about to lose your chance to get the blade.”

      She couldn’t hide the alarm in her eyes, although she did a decent job of keeping her feelings out of her expression. “When?”

      “Tomorrow. If you don’t take it tonight, you probably never will.”
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        * * *

      

      She and Fyre sprinted from the tavern basement into the common room and startled Janice, who was finishing with the Tuesday lunch crowd. The girl almost dropped her tray but managed to catch it, and Cali was pretty sure she saw Zeb’s fingers move.

      I bet he can do telekinesis too, dammit.

      Cali climbed on the stool, and he delivered a cider to her and leaned on the bar. “What’s going on?”

      After a sip, she shook her head. “Wait for Tanyith. He’ll be here soon and I’ll only have to tell the story once.”

      He clapped briskly. “Oh, this is a good one, then. I can’t wait.” His voice was such that she couldn’t identify if it was kidding or mocking, which was something she always appreciated in him. Both she and the Draksa enjoyed a meal of stew until finally, her partner entered through the main door.

      She spun in the chair. “What took you so long?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I was across town and sleeping when you texted. I had to shower to wake up.”

      “Slacker.”

      He sat beside her. “Okay, what’s so urgent?”

      “Grisham is moving out of the mansion tonight and going underground. I guess he might leave someone else in charge of the day to day?” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what it means for the gang as a whole, but it means a whole lot for my ability to get the shard I need.”

      Tanyith frowned. “And how do you know this?”

      She sighed. “From the Atlanteans. We had our sit-down.” He looked like he intended to chide her and she added, “Fyre was close. It was fine. But there’s no reason not to believe them. Anything bad for him is good for them, and if we attack his house before he leaves, it would probably count as bad in his book.”

      Zeb leaned closer with a concerned frown. “Okay, this might only be random coincidence, but when the Zatoras targeted Vizidus, someone said it was a farewell from Grisham. Maybe this is what they meant.”

      Tanyith folded his arms. “This is as suspicious as hell, people. You do see that, right? The Atlanteans already know you’re looking for pieces of weapons and they used that against you before. Why do you think this is any different?”

      Cali shook her head. “I don’t. There’s undoubtedly a layer of something going on that’s still hidden. But it doesn’t change anything. We need to retrieve the shard eventually. I planned to do it later since we knew its location, but I don’t see any particular reason to wait. We’ll simply do it first.”

      “And tick off the entire Zatora organization when we attack their mansion again.”

      She resisted the urge to slam her fists on the bar and finished her cider instead while she considered her reply. “Look. I get it. I totally get it. But even if it is a trap, if there’s any truth to it, I have to recover the shard before it vanishes. Otherwise, Atreo will never be free.”

      Tanyith ran his hands through his hair like he wanted to pull it out of his scalp. “We could find the piece again.”

      “Can you guarantee that? A life literally depends upon it.”

      “No. Of course not.” He sighed. “But this is a bad, bad idea, Cali.”

      “I know. But will you do it with me?”

      He gave a hopeless sounding laugh. “Yeah. Definitely.”

      Zeb seemed about to offer but she shook her head. “No, it’ll only be the three of us. We’re already on their…uh, bad list. You have some deniability left. And if we are arrested or something, we’ll need you to bail us out.”

      And if I don’t make it, I’ll need you to break the news to Emalia.

      He nodded slowly. “Okay. But you have to talk the whole plan through in front of me and then, we’ll see how to improve it. And if you get in trouble, portal here where I can assist you.”

      “Agreed.”

      The dwarf shook his head. “I’ll also put the council on alert. The boy’s right—this sounds like a trap and it could easily be part of something bigger.” He departed to the corner of the bar and seemed to talk to the air like he had done before.

      Tanyith gestured at him with his chin and asked, “What is with that?”

      She shook her head. “Obviously not telepathy. Maybe it’s like verbal text messages among old magicals? I don’t know but I’ve seen him do it before when the council was involved.”

      He chuckled. “I doubt he’d appreciate being called old.”

      “I call ʼem as I see ʼem. He makes you look almost young, which is really saying something.” She recalled the early insults Barton had thrown at him about dating someone as young as Cali. “But I still won’t go out with you.”

      He grinned. “That’s good. Kendra would probably shoot you.”

      Cali brightened. “Hey, we have the stun guns from Diana. Maybe I could try one on her.”

      “Behave. But taking them along tonight is a great idea.”

      She nodded and stood on the footrest of her chair to peer over the bar. “What do you think, buddy? It’s almost certainly a trap, but should we do it anyway?”

      Fyre raised his head to look her in the eye, nodded deliberately, and put it down and closed his eyes. She sat with a laugh. “See, he’s already preparing.”

      Tanyith chuckled. “Too bad we all can’t sleep that much, right?”

      “We’ll sleep once New Orleans is no longer under the thumbs of the Atlanteans, the Zatoras, or whoever else wants to mess with our town.”

      “Don’t forget New Atlantis.”

      “Right. There, too. But maybe a nap between.” Her spirits soared and confidence flowed through her.

      All right, Atreo, brother mine. We’ll take another step in the right direction tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The atmosphere in the bunker was filled with energy. Cali pulled her uniform on faster than usual and took the effort to pack her other concerns away equally quickly. She hadn’t been this full of hope for some time, and while she thought a smart person would probably slow and investigate the feeling a little, she didn’t have any interest in being that individual at the moment.

      She snatched one of Invel’s glass globes and tossed it high in an arc toward Tanyith. “Think quick.”

      He flinched but caught the sphere with telekinesis and brought it to his hand. “Thanks.”

      “That wasn’t cool.”

      “It’s not my fault you suck at basic magic.” He laughed.

      Fyre snorted from where he paced along the wall that held the pictures and the string. She twisted to look at him. “Shut it, you.” A wave of mirth washed over her, and she grinned. “Maybe you should take another nap. You’ve only had seven today.”

      The Draksa breathed frost at her feet, which drew laughter from both her and Tanyith. She stood, fully outfitted and with potions on both legs, two crystal globes in a pouch at her waist, and her necklaces with the Leblanc symbol and the magic charms showing. Her final action was to retrieve the holster that had come with the stun gun and secure it to her belt at her right hand. The extra cartridge went into a jacket pocket.

      Her partner looked at her and shook his head. “You look more violent by the day.”

      She pulled her hair back and bound it with a tie, then added two more to keep her unruly curls in place. “I’m not bad. I’m only drawn that way.”

      He chuckled. “Now you’re doing movie quotes too?”

      “The troll rubbed off on me.” She grinned. “What can I say?”

      “Yeah, that one is something. They all are.”

      Cali nodded and checked her watch again. They’d decided to strike around eleven on the assumption the household might go to bed early if they were planning a move. Tanyith and a veiled Fyre had done reconnaissance earlier but had discovered nothing conclusive. Ultimately, the Zatora plans didn’t matter. They’d go in and hope for the best.

      They were in complete agreement on one thing, though. If the object they sought was there, it would be in Grisham’s room of treasures. She feared he’d lock it away in a safe but her partner convinced her he’d want the shard where he could see it since he considered it a collector’s item. If he was wrong and the Zatora leader had secured the sword piece, she planned to put a portal under whatever safe protected it and let it drop into the basement of the tavern where they could deal with the lock at leisure.

      And maybe ask Diana and her techs for help.

      Tanyith slipped his Sai into place with a twirl. She pointed her chin at them. “How did you wind up with those?”

      He shrugged. “I thought I was cool, I guess. We all chose something that would make us stand out. Others had fancy guns or big knives. One of them even had a miniature crossbow. It was a stupid game, especially since we broke the law and did so with memorable weaponry.” He laughed and shook his head. “Man, we were dumb.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re still dumb.”

      The man stuck his tongue out at her before finishing. “Anyway, I saw a kung fu film that used these and kind of fell in love with how they looked. Then I decided it would be great to actually know how to use them. And here we are.” He gestured at her wrist. “I’d trade them for magic weapons in an instant, though.”

      She nodded. “They are cool, especially now that I can catch magic and cast my own with the sticks.” She paused to let him think she wouldn’t continue, then broke into a grin. “And if we find any you can use among my parents’ things that aren’t heirlooms, you’ve got dibs.”

      He laughed. “Am I that obvious?”

      “I’ve noticed your lustful looks at my Escrima sticks, yes. It’s shameful.” Fyre snorted and she waved a hand in his direction. “See, he thinks so too.”

      Tanyith shook his head as he stood and stretched. “Man, it’s good not to have the damn Malniets’ compulsion on me anymore.” He practiced drawing the stun pistol and frowned. “That feels really weird.”

      Cali tried hers and had to agree. “Maybe we should carry them rather than trying to draw them when we see an enemy. And probably not rely on being able to yank them out at need.”

      “Agreed.”

      She checked her watch. Ten-thirty. To hell with it. She looked up. “How about we go do this thing?”

      Her companions were on their feet beside her before she finished the sentence, clearly as eager as she was to get the night’s activities underway.
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        * * *

      

      As she stepped from the portal, she surveyed the grounds surrounding the Zatora Mansion, which were the same as they had been the last time she’d been there. It seemed like a lifetime before, given how much had happened since then. But there, at least on the exterior, nothing had changed.

      A closer look at the house ahead revealed how wrong she was. “Are those metal sheets?”

      Tanyith nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t mention them because they don’t change anything materially, given that we assumed the windows would be trapped anyway. But they’ve become very serious about physical security.”

      “Covering all the windows seems a little extreme.”

      He shrugged. “Paranoia, I guess.”

      She frowned. “This makes it less likely that he’s about to leave to go somewhere safer, you know?”

      “I thought about that. But like you said earlier, it doesn’t matter. We’d have to do this eventually so it might as well be tonight.”

      With a sigh, she looked at Fyre, who gazed out into the distance. “How about it, buddy? Do you still think this is a good idea?”

      “Yep. We’ve fooled around with all these idiots too long. We have to knock them down somewhere and this is as fine a place as any.” He walked forward slowly and she and Tanyith fell into step with him.

      “Okay. So we stick to the plan. Break the door in and fight our way from there. Speed will be key. The only reason we stop is if one of us is stuck. Otherwise, it’s in, up, and directly to the treasure room. Once we have what we need, we can portal out.”

      Tanyith nodded. “It’s a good plan—as little contact as possible, as little damage as possible, and in and out quickly.”

      Fyre didn’t reply and only stared ahead and started to walk a little faster. Cali asked, “Do you see any wards outside, Tay?”

      He paused, then replied, “Nope. My guess is they have cameras and other security though, so let’s do this.” The air rippled with magic as he cast a veil over them both, and Fyre’s form shimmered as he activated his illusion.

      “Okay. Remember—fast, safe, and get it done and don’t get distracted.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the mansion, Ozahl sat at a table with Rion Grisham, Jack Strang, and Colin Todd. He’d contrived excuses to delay the meeting and claimed to be gathering information about their enemies. It was vital that Todd, at least, be present when their patsy made her move. Danna had confirmed that she and Usha had planted the threat of losing the sword if she didn’t act immediately, so the fun would definitely happen sometime that night. He’d also ensured that Lila and Dalton were nowhere around since there was no way to predict what kind of chaos might ensue.

      Grisham growled his annoyance yet again. “How could we have failed to kill her? Let’s go over it one more time.”

      The mage shrugged. “I wasn’t there. I was at a different ambush site. But from what I hear, it was bad luck. They had a car with extra armor and reacted more aggressively than our people expected them to. For all we know, all the cars the wench uses are equally reinforced. In any case, from all the reports I’ve gathered, the first shot missed and from there, magic won the day.”

      He’d spent much of the previous two days convincing the others that it wasn’t a big deal, that the failure was simply random happenstance and bad luck, and that they should wait a week or so before they tried again so the enemy’s vigilance would settle. He believed his involvement in foiling the ambush was still secret, although Todd constantly stared at him at odd moments as if he had something he wanted to say but couldn’t quite bring himself to do it.

      Tonight, the accountant-like lieutenant wore a sharp black suit but no tie. His black shoes shone. Perfect funeral attire. He, Strang, and even Grisham were in business casual, which was a step up for him, sartorially speaking, and a step down for them.

      Strang’s low voice observed, “Next time, you should be there.”

      Ozahl chuckled. “Yes, well, I agree, my friend. If we fight magicals, I should be there. And if I can’t be, we shouldn’t do it.” He turned to Grisham and offered the man a syrupy smile. “But I’m sure there were reasons I’m not privy to why we did it the way we did.”

      The Zatora leader stared hard at him and he feared he’d pushed him too far. A surprisingly large part of him hoped he had. Come on, you bastard. If you want to do it, let’s do it. We’ll decide how to pick up the pieces of our plan after and make them fit right. He summoned his magic, ready to blast his way through the other three men.

      The boss shook his head. “No. I got ahead of myself and that won’t happen again. But let there be no mistake. That witch will die. And tonight, we’ll think of a way to make it happen.”

      He seemed about to say something else but a crash from the area of the entrance door followed immediately by shouting cut him off. Ozahl grinned.

      Welcome to the party, Matriarch Leblanc. Your timing is perfect.
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      Tanyith blasted the doors from their hinges and hurled them into the main area and trapped two guards beneath them. Cali surged through and jumped on the left door, while Fyre matched her on the other one. Their landings elicited groans from below. Motion to her left caught her attention and she spun and pulled the trigger on the stun gun. The blast missed her target by several feet and shattered the front of an ornate china cabinet.

      “Damn it…stupid gun.” She thrust the stick in her left hand out and a burst of force lifted the guard she’d missed with the pistol and flung him into the wall. The sound of crackling from behind her signaled Fyre icing the connection between rooms on that side. Tanyith raced past her, headed to the next room and the stairs that lay in the one beyond it. His stun gun discharged several times and when she crossed the threshold, the bodies of his targets came into view.

      “Good shooting, Tex,” she yelled,

      He laughed, then dropped with a yelp. She threw herself down as three guards appeared on the balcony above with rifles. Their first shots missed and Cali scrambled to use the staircase banister as cover. Her partner used his telekinesis to pull at one of the weapons, and the strap it was attached to yanked its owner over the railing. He fell with a loud cry that ended abruptly when he landed. The more mentally agile of the two remaining enemies yelled, “Magic,” and both simultaneously released the magazines from the bottom of their weapons.

      “Oh, hell,” Cali muttered and forced magic into her muscles. She pounded up the stairs and pitted her speed against their ability to insert new magazines that could only be filled with anti-magic bullets. The top step came earlier than expected, while her body moved faster than it ever had before. The closest one turned as he pushed up on the long, curved ammunition holder, and she zapped him with the stun gun. He fell as if in slow motion.

      Fyre’s scream exploded in her head. “Down!” She obeyed without question and a wash of frost flew above her to freeze the other guard an instant before he could pull the trigger.

      There wasn’t time to process the fact that the Draksa had spoken into her mind. She felt triumph from him and no words were sufficient to capture her emotions at the moment. Instead, she called, “Forward,” and raced to the side of the mansion that held Grisham’s bedroom and treasure closet.
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl had positioned himself between the other two men and Colin Todd at the first sound of trouble.

      Grisham snapped, “Go see what’s going on.”

      Immediately, he countered with, “Strang, stay here and protect the boss. We’ll check it out.” Always the good underling, Todd didn’t complain and hurried to the door.

      All right, we need to get close to them before I can pull it off. Of course, if he dies in the crossfire, that would be fine, too.

      “Get behind me,” he muttered to keep up appearances and summoned a force shield on his left hand. He kept his right free for use in offensive spells. Once he saw what kind the girl used, he’d know what to choose to implement his plan. His companion obeyed and he led the way out through the kitchen into the main hallway from which the staircase led upward. The moaning and twitching body of a guard who had apparently fallen from above sprawled in the middle, and he stepped carefully past him to look up. “All clear, let’s go.”

      “How do you know where they’re headed?” Todd asked and sounded suspicious,

      Ozahl sighed, stopped, and turned at the person he was itching to kill. Part of his reply was an act, but the emotion behind it was real. “Are you an idiot? Clearly, that man”—he pointed at the fallen figure—“was recently up there.” He raised a finger to the balcony. “Obviously, they went that way. I don’t know what you people would do without me—probably get yourselves killed by the first magical you encountered.”

      He turned and stalked away. The sputtering behind him remained close so his primary goal was still viable. When they reached the top of the stairs, he pointed to one of the downed guards. “Take his gun. It looks like he has anti-magic loaded. That’ll be useful.” The other man did as he was told and held it carefully with the barrel pointed at the ceiling.

      Todd asked, “Who is it?”

      The mage shrugged. “My guess it’s the Atlanteans. We targeted their leader so they’re after ours. They must have assumed he’d be in bed. It’s the last mistake they’ll make.” Gunfire and shouts issued from the rooms ahead, and he grinned. “It sounds like we’re going the right way, doesn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      The layout had changed since the previous time they’d been there. What had been Grisham’s bedroom was now a study and three guards played cards inside, apparently taking advantage of their boss’s absence. Cali managed to stun one, but the other two opened fire. She released her left stick and flung a force shield up to catch the bullets but had to retreat as they separated to create more advantageous firing lines.

      Tanith pushed past her and shot one with his stun gun, and the man fell. She shoved her pistol into its holster and blasted the remaining guard with lightning. Her control wasn’t perfect but it was enough to make him jitter and dance before he collapsed senseless to the floor. She moved forward and mentally told Fyre, “Ice ʼem.”

      “Will do,” he replied in the same way and she grinned again at the new level of connection they’d found. The next chamber was huge, as Grisham had knocked out the wall that used to be there to create a bedroom that also served as a treasure room. Art and items covered the walls, and she could almost picture the Zatora leader in the space among his treasures, filled with self-admiration for his many accomplishments.

      For a moment, she had the urge to search for him simply to punch him in the mouth for how he acted in her mind but shook it off. “Find the shard.”

      She and Tanyith spread out to look. After a couple of moments, Fyre entered as well and took a position near the door on the far side of the room in case any enemies came through it. She ransacked cabinets and searched through drawers but couldn’t find anything that looked like what they’d come for. “Anything?” she called,

      Tanyith sounded as frustrated as she felt. “Nothing, dammit. Where is it?”

      A voice from the doorway replied, “Whatever you’re looking for, you won’t get it.” They turned to a bookish man with a rifle aimed at Cali’s head. “They’re anti-magic bullets, and if I hear one sound, she’s dead. Now, slowly, move together to the center of the room.”
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl froze behind Todd. He hadn’t expected the guy to be so downright martial. He couldn’t risk anything that might make him pull the trigger because Caliste was key to their current plan and a part of their New Atlantis strategy as well. A great deal depended on her survival, at least for a little longer. It was one of the reasons why Danna hadn’t put all that much effort into preparing the opponents the girl faced in her ritual battles. While they had other options, they didn’t have better ones than the young matriarch.

      He stepped behind his alleged ally and whispered, “Grisham will want to talk to her so try not to kill her. Keep calm.” The Zatora lieutenant ignored him and gestured with the rifle.
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        * * *

      

      “Move it, now,” the man in the doorway instructed. She obeyed and sent a mental message to Fyre to wait for the right moment. Tanyith stepped slowly toward her, both careful not to spook the person who aimed the gun at them. She partitioned her mind and sent part of it out searching. His defenses were laughable and in moments, she was inside his head.

      “How about you drop that weapon?” she suggested. In his mind, she commanded his hands to do it and while the rifle didn’t leave his grasp, his finger did come off the trigger. What happened next was completely unexpected. He careened into the room like he’d been pushed and the gun clattered away as he stumbled forward. She dodged instinctively, and a man she didn’t recognize stepped into the doorway. He was sloppily dressed and entirely average looking.

      Tanyith sounded shocked as he muttered, “Aiden.”

      The man grinned. “Hello again, Tanyith. I heard you were around. Long time.” Then, without preamble, he raised his hands and dispatched twin bolts of lightning, both of them very well contained in wicked ropes that twined across the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Fyre moved and Tanyith did too. She remained frozen and watched the lines of confined energy burn into the chest and head of the man who’d had the rifle and who had twisted as he’d stumbled into the room. She couldn’t quite process what was going on.

      Magic careened in the other direction as both Tanyith and Fyre attacked, but the man he’d called Aiden had already backed away with his shields raised. He laughed, then turned and ran. In the distance, she heard him yell, “Up here. They’ve killed Colin Todd.”

      She exchanged horrified looks with Tanyith, then pushed her questions and worries away. “Fyre, ice both entrances. No one gets in here. Keep them up until I say otherwise.” He instantly moved to obey and she turned to Tanyith. “We can’t afford to be subtle. Blast everything that might contain it. The magic shouldn’t hurt the blade, right?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? It sounds logical, though.” He began to use force bursts to demolish vases, statues, and furniture. She did the same on the opposite side of the room. After a couple of minutes, voices from beyond the ice were interspersed by the sound of bullet ricochets.

      “I guess ice is ice,” Cali said, “whether it’s magical or not. That’s handy. Take that, Zatoras.” She used a line of force to shatter the mirror over a dresser and noticed a glint when it spun from the impact. Excitement thrummed and she tiptoed forward, barely breathing, and tried not to hope. But there it was—the silver shard of her family’s sword, if their evidence was right, remained attached to its hiding place on the back of the rotating mirror. “I have it, Tay. Get us out of here.” She snatched a blanket from the demolished bed and wrapped her prize, then ran through the portal her partner had created. Fyre was through next, and the man stepped across and dropped his magic.

      They stood together in the basement of the Drunken Dragons Tavern and grinned stupidly at each other. She knelt and set the fabric down, then revealed the blade fragment for them to see. Tanyith nodded. “It looks exactly right. I think we got it.” He sounded partly relieved and partly happy, but it was colored with anger. She looked at him.

      “Who was that?”

      He shook his head. “Let’s talk about that later. We don’t want to be here any longer in case they come looking. Stick to the plan.”

      Cali nodded and opened a portal to New Atlantis, and they stepped through to what was currently the safest place on the planet for her, the estate of House Leblanc.
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        * * *

      

      She and Tanyith had taken showers and changed into the more comfortable clothes they each kept in the mansion. Fyre awaited them in the kitchen, as did Emalia. A portal to the tavern showed Zeb seated on a crate smoking, and he immediately strode through to join them. Her great aunt passed coffee all around, and Cali set the shard on the table and unwrapped it.

      The dwarf nodded at it. “So this is the thing that will free your brother?”

      “Part of it. There are still more pieces and I need information from House Malniet, but this is a definite step in the right direction.”

      Tanyith frowned and the older woman noticed. “What’s the matter?” she asked him.

      He sighed. “Someone died tonight. We didn’t kill him but we’ll be blamed for it.”

      Zeb growled with displeasure. “Who was it?”

      Tanyith shook his head. “I’m not sure, but I think Aiden called him Colin.”

      Cali nodded. “I heard Todd. So, Colin Todd or Todd Colin.”

      “Either way, he’s one of Grisham’s right-hand people. I saw him a while back in a Zatora warehouse when I was looking for Aiden.”

      Emalia interrupted. “Who’s this Aiden?”

      He shrugged and laughed helplessly. “Ah, that’s the question of the moment. Aiden Walsh is the person my ex-girlfriend asked me to find. He’s an Atlantean gang member from the good old days. He’s also, apparently, another of Grisham’s closest people and the dude who killed our man with two first names.”

      The dwarf frowned. “Wait. He killed his ally?”

      “That’s what I saw.”

      Cali sighed. “Yeah. Same here.”

      Fyre, from under the table, added, “Yes.”

      She shook her head. “So, it was a trap but not the kind we thought.”

      Tanyith put his head in his hands. “It makes my brain hurt. Why the hell would he kill his own guy? And it can’t be a coincidence that we were there when it happened.”

      “Not a chance. No, my guess is that he was aware we were coming and turned it to his advantage. Which begs the question of how he knew.”

      Zeb drummed his fingers on the table. “This guy…was he kind of unimpressive looking? Way more powerful than it seemed he should be?”

      “Yeah, sounds like a good description,” the man replied,

      He nodded. “That’s how Vizidus and his wife described their attacker. Who also mentioned something about Grisham leaving town.”

      “Holy hell,” Cali interjected. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? This guy fed information to everyone? Played all sides against each other so he’d have the chance to kill the other dude?”

      Emalia spoke and her tone carried the calm confidence of a teacher in a classroom. “The evidence fits but that doesn’t mean it’s the only possibility.”

      The girl laughed and looked at Tanyith. “We need to get her and Nylotte into a room and see who comes out with their brain broken.” He grinned and her great aunt stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Ignore me. It doesn’t matter. The important part is we have another piece of the puzzle. We’re one step closer to our goal.”

      Zeb nodded in agreement. “That we are. So, what’s next?”

      She yawned. “I won’t be able to drop this off with Alessand until tomorrow, so I guess it’s sleep for me. You’re all welcome to stay. Jenkins can get you situated.” She stood and stretched. “The portal service to the surface will be tomorrow morning. We need to find out what game Tanyith’s old friend is playing.”
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        * * *

      

      After Cali and Fyre left, Tanyith looked across the table at Zeb. The dwarf’s expression was hard. “What trouble isn’t she seeing?” he asked bluntly

      “From what I hear, Aiden Walsh is a certified badass with very little in the way of a conscience. On my rating scale, he’s scarier by far than the Zatoras, the Atlanteans we’ve fought, and probably whoever Cali’s facing here.” He shook his head. “This is not a good development.”

      He nodded. “You think Walsh wanted her there so he could pin the killing on her.”

      “I do.”

      “To go to the police?”

      Tanyith shook his head. “I can’t see that. No, he’s up to something else.”

      Zeb shrugged. “Well, all we can do is keep our eyes open and be ready to roll with the punches. And all you can do is tell me what the hell is in that bag you’re fondling.”

      He laughed and removed the velvet sack he’d taken from Grisham’s bedroom from under the table. When he’d first looked inside, he’d hardly believed it, and as the gems tumbled out, he continued to have problems accepting it as reality. “I call it scumbag tax and a bonus for finally finding damned Aiden Walsh.” Diamonds glittered on the table. He flicked one to his companion. “Start me a tab, bartender.”

      The dwarf laughed and held it to the light. “This will keep you in stew and cider for quite some time, my friend.”

      He separated half the gems and returned them to the bag, then stowed it in a pocket. The remainder, he pushed to Zeb. “For Cali. She’s more than earned it.” He turned and walked up the stairs to his room, keenly aware of the dwarf’s eyes drilling into his back.

      I know. No amount of money will make up for me bringing my past enemies into her present. But I’ll be at her side to resolve it out no matter what, which is all I can do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      On the surface, the Zatora Mansion was in disarray. Grisham was furious, as out of control as Ozahl had ever seen him. Every gang member had been called to the site and they worked to gather everything essential and shove it into numerous cars that had been assembled outside the entrance.

      He’d concocted the story that they’d leave the building and now, it had come true. For some reason, that made him chuckle inwardly. Jack Strang stormed around angrily and he had the sense the huge man and Colin Todd might have been friends. He hadn’t seen that coming at all. In fact, more ambient sadness about the man’s death permeated the house than he’d expected.

      A more perplexing issue was that he wasn’t sure how much of Grisham’s anger sprang from the demise of his lieutenant, which made it difficult to determine the right time to suggest a big funeral. He’d pretended respect for the dead, put a mournful expression on his face, and used his magic to help the guards wrap his body in a white sheet and transport it to one of the vans. They had a funeral home connection, apparently.

      The thing he found most frustrating was that the Zatora leader felt the need for security in numbers. He never left a room without Strang and at least two guards, and they managed to keep him from getting the man alone to plant the idea. Which meant he’d need to stay close too.

      Ozahl pulled his phone out and summoned Lila and Dalton now that the dangerous action was over. They texted immediately and gave an eta that suggested they’d stayed nearby to be close at hand. Since he’d have to leave sometimes in order to keep the other balls he had in the air in motion, they could stay near the big man for him when necessary. He’d have to let them in on the next part of his plan in case the need arose to block a suggestion that wasn’t a big funeral.

      Despite his frustration, he shrugged. It had worked out so far so there was no reason to think it wouldn’t continue to do so. He wanted to call Danna and let her know what had transpired, but he would do so only in an emergency unless he was in private, and privacy wasn’t an option right now.

      A crash issued from the direction in which Grisham and Strang had headed and a loud curse that might have been from either of them followed. With a sigh, Ozahl put on a concerned frown and strode toward the noise while he tried his best to look sincere.
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        * * *

      

      Across town, in the main room of the Shark Nightclub, the band was rocking hard, the crowd was rowdy, and Usha and Danna tossed drinks back in celebration. Word had come from the people they had watching that the Zatora mansion was in chaos, which they both took to mean the ploy with Caliste Leblanc had worked.

      “When will you know?” the Atlantean leader asked.

      The other woman shook her head. “There’s no way to be sure. My source knows his safety is the most important thing, so I imagine he’ll lie low for a while.” Which is unfortunate, because I feel like celebrating. “Doubtless he’ll need a fix before too long, which should bring him out from cover.” Heh. Well, we are kind of addicted to each other. The endgame seemed close for the first time in forever. While a fair number of steps still remained before they’d take their places among the Nine, the foundation was finally being set in place.

      Her boss broke her mental wanderings with the snap of her fingers in front of her eyes. They both laughed. “Who are you thinking about?” Usha asked.

      She grinned. “Who says it’s a who?”

      “I’ve known you for a long time. It’s definitely a who. So, out with it. Is there a particular someone?”

      A shock raced through her as she realized she’d stumbled into a pivotal moment with no clue it was coming. One of the big questions all along had been how to bring Usha in and how to use the gang for their own ends without losing connection to the woman she loved more than anyone save Ozahl. And there it was—a way to begin. She smiled. “Actually, there is.”

      She nodded sagely. “How long?”

      Forever. “A few dates. But it’s going well. I think it might be real.”

      Usha hugged her quickly. “Good for you. But if he or she tries to take you away from me, I’ll have to kill them. Just so we’re clear.”

      Danna laughed. “I’ll make sure he knows. I don’t imagine it’ll scare him off, though.”

      The other woman ordered another round of drinks from the bar and when they came, lifted her glass in a toast. “To your happiness. May you get everything out of life that you want.”

      She clinked and drank. And may you want everything we’ll offer you.
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        * * *

      

      Miles away and far, far down, Patriarch Styrris Malniet stepped into Shenni’s private office with a smile. He was very well dressed in a charcoal suit with a pale green shirt that buttoned to the neck and a pendant in place of a tie. It had a black face with a silver hook upon it, and the sharp lines and wicked barbs made the symbol seem inherently violent.

      The severe features of the leader of House Malniet conveyed the same impression. His short dark hair was perfectly combed, his angular cheekbones made his face seem long and disapproving, and his thin body seemed nonetheless ready to strike like a whip. He radiated more calm menace than anyone she’d ever met.

      But he was only one of the Nine, and she was the Empress of New Atlantis. Her dress was designed to impress. It clung to her figure in scarlet with black accents and left much of her chest, her arms, and most of her legs bare. She rarely wore high heels but today, for him, she had selected the pair she liked best. Also as a boon for him, she sat in one of the side chairs rather than putting the desk between them. Only a small table would separate them once he joined her.

      It was a breach of etiquette that he did not kneel but only bowed and kissed her hand before he sat. That had been the tradition in the first Atlantis and if pressed, he would doubtless claim to simply follow the oldest rules of their culture. It wasn’t a reason for action on her part but it was worth notice.

      After he had taken his seat, Gwyn entered with drinks on a tray—heavily spiced dark rum with a single ice cube for them both. The tumblers were the finest crystal, discovered in one of the many shipwrecks that surrounded the city. The rules always permitted her first choice from salvages, and while she usually took only a personal low-value item, these had spoken to her.

      Her visitor sipped and finally broke the silence. “Empress. Thank you for the invitation.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, so formal, Styrris. I appreciate you coming.”

      The edge of his thin mouth quirked. “As if I had a choice.”

      Shenni shrugged. “It is one of the privileges of rank, as you well know, Patriarch.”

      He nodded. “So, I presume this is not purely a social visit?”

      “You presume correctly. Tell me, what are your plans where Leblanc is concerned?”

      Styrris shook his head slightly. “Upstarts. They will be destroyed—properly this time.”

      She took another sip and looked at him from under a lowered brow. “From what I hear, accomplishing that has proven to be a challenge. And all know that yours is not the most…populous house.” His alleged fertility issues were a source of instant irritation for him as she well knew, and she enjoyed darting across that line whenever she interacted with the man. Privileges of rank indeed.

      The man shrugged. “We have extended relatives to draw upon. They will be adequate.” The way he said it was an invitation.

      One she accepted. “It so happens that I think I can help you with that situation.”

      “In return for what, Empress?”

      Shenni smiled. “Your assistance in a game I’ve undertaken. I have other options but there’s a certain poetic justice to finishing House Leblanc now that the last scion of that house has appeared.”

      He chuckled. “Shattering their heirloom sword wasn’t enough for you?”

      She finished her drink. “It was but a start, my friend. I’ve thought lately that nine is too many. Fewer houses equal more power. Are you interested?”

      Finally, a true smile spread across his face. “I must admit that I am.”

      “Excellent,” she said and sent a mental message to Gwyn. “Let’s talk over dinner about which houses should remain and which should suffer an unexpected demise.”
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      Daily family game time has become surprisingly cutthroat. I blame the game Exploding Kittens, because it encourages you to gang up on other players. Turns out my kid has a vicious streak as a game player. Sniff. I’m so proud.

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      5. What profession would you not like to do?

      Anything that puts me in a cubicle for eight hours a day. I can’t take cubicles; too much like a coffin.
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      7. What is your favorite movie?

      The Princess Bride. Greatest movie ever made. I’ll fight you if you don’t agree.
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      “I don’t know, buddy, this place seriously gives me the creeps.” Caliste Leblanc, matriarch of the noble house that bore her surname, peered through the rusty door into the mausoleum ship and grimaced. “Isn’t there a good reason for burial at sea? Why store the bodies here?”

      Fyre snorted and the scales that covered his canine-sized dragon lizard body shimmered turquoise and scarlet. “The nobles are weird in all kinds of ways. This shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      They had traversed several clear tubes that stretched from the dock area of the domed city of New Atlantis to their current position at the entrance to one of the wrecks that surrounded the central sphere. The Bermuda Triangle was known to swallow ships, planes, and whatever else braved its borders, and many of those lost conveyances eventually became part of the expanding web of the city. In this case, House Rivette—whose scion now sat on the throne as Empress—had claimed a small military boat as the unlikely cairn for their ancestors’ remains.

      Their walk had been nerve-wracking as the ship and the cylinder that led to it floated over a large chasm and the remaining buoyancy of the vessel was apparently all that prevented it from falling further and taking the connection to the city with it. The path had swayed and creaked with every step.

      The interior of the ship was dimly lit with what looked like flickering tongues of magical flame confined in jars. These provided only enough illumination to see a short distance ahead. Their path had ended at a locked bulkhead door and she had released it with a spell and a command word Emalia had discovered. Her great-aunt, unsurprisingly, had turned out to be a fantastic researcher.

      She’s fantastic at everything. Showoff. Cali grinned at the memory of the older woman running through the halls of the Leblanc mansion shouting, “I’ve found the pommel! I’ve found the pommel!”

      Three pieces of the heirloom sword she needed to free her brother still lay beyond her grasp. Soon to be two, she reminded herself. And the Draksa’s earlier observation was correct. There was nothing normal about the New Atlantean nobles. “You’re not kidding.”

      He turned a wry grin on her. “Except for Wymarc, right?”

      Cali rolled her eyes at the mention of the patriarch of House Jehenel, who had been her frequent companion during her visits to New Atlantis. “Shut it, you.” She sighed, peered ahead to try to discern what awaited them, and muttered, “It’s unfortunate that Emalia couldn’t find more information on where in this blasted ship the pommel is.” It was merely noise to occupy her brain, not a real complaint. She switched to mental communication with her partner.

      “Okay, let’s be quiet from here on out.”

      “Will do.” Their two-way telepathy was a recent development in their deepening relationship that made her very happy. While she’d always been able to sense his emotions, talking directly to him was proving far more useful.

      “Let’s move ahead. Keep your eyes and ears open.” She allowed her magic to escape the confines of her skin and stretch without specific intention. In the past, she’d detected secrets that way and she hoped it would lead her to the object she sought.

      And once the sword is complete, I’ll beat the information I need to save Atreo out of Styrris Malniet with my bare hands if necessary.

      She stepped over the bottom lip of the bulkhead and entered the room. The chamber seemed like the kind of place where you’d receive visitors, with space to move to both sides and another door on the opposite wall. The floor was comprised of metal grates, slightly rusted but better preserved than one would expect. Her heavy boots stirred puffs of dust with each step.

      She’d chosen to wear her combat clothes, although they’d been hidden under a windbreaker she’d abandoned in the tunnel on the way in. The dark padded jacket with the compass that was her family sigil hung over black pants and a broad belt secured it at her waist. Her light and shield charms hung from a slim silver chain around her neck, and the thick bracelets that would transform into her fighting sticks were snug on her forearms. Healing and energy potions rested in each of her thigh pockets. She was confident that she was ready for whatever lay on the other side of the closed bulkhead across from her.

      The wheel protested loudly as she wrenched it in a circle. When the passage finally opened, her assumption was proven wrong. She was decidedly not ready for the abundance of memorials—pictures on the metal walls, somber candles all around that flickered without heat, and handwritten notes stuck to all the vertical surfaces and the shelf that ran at waist level along the perimeter of the room. She used words instead of telepathy, forgetting herself in the moment. “Holy hell.”

      Speech seemed somehow offensive in the quiet space. She approached a picture at random of a severe-looking woman with upswept grey hair, a sharp, thin face, and eyes that expressed disappointment with the viewer. Beneath it perched a poem full of remembrance, rendered in a child’s hand and signed Shenni.

      Cali shook her head in wonder and returned to mental communication. “The Empress had a heart once. Imagine.” The thought of the monarch brought her swiftly to reality. “Okay, so our enemies aren’t completely awful. Only ninety-nine percent awful.”

      Fyre snorted a soft laugh and spoke into her mind. “You are generous.”

      “Right?” She crossed to the next door and yanked on the wheel. When it refused to move, she pushed magic into her arms to strengthen them and tried again. A sharp snapping sound indicated the lock shattering and the barrier released. “Let’s keep searching. Somewhere in this old tub is a piece of my family’s sword.”

      As the passage opened, the Draksa asked, “Did Emalia have any clue why it’s in the possession of House Rivette?”

      “No.” Cali stepped into the space beyond, a long hallway that led to a four-way intersection. “But it’s safe to assume it has something to do with their betrayal of my parents. That’s a debt that still needs to be paid.” And taking back what belongs to me is the first step.

      The walls to either side remained metal but were painted black like she’d crossed into a different section of the tomb. They absorbed the scant light and made everything seem darker. She considered calling a flame ball, but the ominous sense of danger she’d detected in the initial rooms had increased with each step. Her instincts cautioned her to decide that whatever secrecy she could maintain would be worth the effort. She stepped carefully so her boots wouldn’t generate undue sound on the metal beneath her. Fyre, as always, moved as silently as if he were floating.

      The spokes to either side at the intersection led to short corridors that ended at closed doors with unrecognizable markers on them. It’s probably their house language. She opened the one on the right. Beyond it lay a single sarcophagus of heavy grey stone cut at sharp angles into the abstract image of a person, with the stylized shark that was the Rivette house symbol engraved above a string of unfamiliar characters. The black-surfaced room was otherwise empty and nothing indicated what member of the family was buried there. For a moment, she thought about shoving the huge lid aside but quelled the impulse. “Boring.”

      Fyre, who had wandered once around the area while she studied it carefully, nodded. “Definitely.”

      Cali sighed. “I don’t want to check every single room but that’s what we’ll do if we have to. I feel like it’s more likely to be deeper within, so how about we walk to the other side and open everything on our way back?”

      His mental voice was noncommittal. “Sure. It’s as good an idea as any.”

      The ship appeared to be largely symmetrical, with chambers on either side at regular intervals all marked with the mysterious symbols. She passed them and progressed deeper into the vessel while she pushed away the sensation of being swallowed by an enormous fish. Occasional staircases led upward but were rendered unusable by metal sheets attached at ceiling height. She nodded toward one. “I guess they don’t want us to go upstairs.”

      “Maybe there’s no upstairs to go to. This is a shipwreck, after all.”

      “That’s a good point, fang face.” Amusement surged from him, and she grinned at the feeling. Ahead, the corridor ended in another heavy door with a wheel on it. The barrier held many letters in the unknown alphabet. “I wonder what it says?”

      “Probably ‘stay out or we’ll kill you.’ That’s my guess.”

      She laughed, then stifled the sound. “You suck. Why would there be death threats on a funeral ship?”

      “Zombies?”

      “If House Rivette had zombies, they’d doubtless stand guard everywhere. No, I don’t think we have to worry about the undead.” She strode forward and grasped the wheel, which refused to budge. Even with magical assistance, her strength was insufficient. She stepped back and frowned at it.

      Okay, be that way. Cautiously, she let her magic extend toward the door and discovered wards in place. Fortunately, they didn’t trigger at the touch of her power and she narrowed her focus on each in turn. Untangling them was a challenge, but she’d practiced on and off with Emalia and her skills were sufficient to undo them.

      When she finally removed the last one, she asked, “Okay, why would there be wards?”

      Fyre grinned. “Maybe they’re hiding something useful behind it? Like a big room full of zombies and a sword handle?”

      Cali shook her head. “Will you let the zombies thing go, please? I’m sure it’s something stupid, probably another corridor.” Again, opening the door proved her wrong.

      Stepping across the threshold was like entering a different place entirely. She felt the tingle of magic but also a difference in air pressure. It reminded her of movies with science experiments that had to be prevented from leaking out. Negative pressure, that’s what it’s called. Everything seemed muffled and even the vague creaks and groans of the metal that had been her constant companion since she set foot on the ship were absent. Neither of those, however, was as shocking as the sight before her.

      Where the front had felt cramped and narrow, the entire back portion of the vessel had been gutted to create one large room. Metal tables like coroners used were arranged perpendicular to the angled walls on both sides to create a strange pattern. What rested on the metal surfaces was the most shocking sight and the two intruders gaped in silence as they tried to make sense of it. A uniform-clad human body stretched on each surface and their chests rose and fell in tandem. Each wore a thick collar around their neck and the synchronicity of it was completely disturbing.

      Cali approached cautiously. Fyre walked at her side and she unconsciously extended a hand to touch him and draw comfort from his presence. The first form was female with an utterly blank face, closed eyes, and slack features. If not for the breathing, she would have assumed the woman was deceased.

      Okay, maybe the zombie theory has some legs. She checked the next and the ones after that, but the dozen figures were all the same.

      Also notable was the complete lack of sword parts anywhere in the room. Only the tables and the bodies were stored there.

      “Well, damn. I guess we’ll have to go back. Do you have any idea what this is all about? And don’t say zombies.”

      Amusement no longer flowed from the Draksa. “They don’t seem right. I’m not sure what’s wrong with them but whatever it is, it’s something bad.”

      “It’s not our problem, though. Who knows what the Empress’ family is up to? We already knew we couldn’t trust them.” She turned to retrace her steps toward the entrance when a whisper of sound from behind made her look over her shoulder in surprise.

      Where there had been a dozen inert bodies, twelve wide-awake ones now stood and stared at her. Worse, each of them appeared to be personally angry with her for disturbing their rest. A sense of menace radiated from the group. She raced to the door and darted through a step behind Fyre with the horde of furious possible zombies on her heels.
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      Cali spun as soon as she crossed the threshold and fired a cone of electricity at the door she’d passed through. The pursuers had clustered into it, which made the situation an easy one for her to deal with. She’d expected to see them flail and scream when they were bathed in lightning, but once again, her expectations proved incorrect.

      The jolt did affect them to some degree and the first one through fell—at least for the moment. Those who followed twitched and jerked as they advanced but the impact of the pain, which was always the most unpleasant result of being struck by electrical magic, didn’t seem to materialize. She growled her annoyance. “Okay, lightning won’t do it,” she muttered, spun away, and ran down the corridor.

      She flashed past Fyre, who replied, “Let’s try ice.” His breath weapon exploded behind her and chills rippled down her spine. She looked over her shoulder and saw that the first two pursuers had been frozen in place. In the moment that followed, those behind flowed around them, and those at the rear began to break the ice shrouds away from their companions. The Draksa turned to run with her. She sent a message to his mind. “Next right.”

      He was on her heels as she made the turn. Their adversaries would be forced into an even smaller funnel, which would give the two teammates a better element of control. They hadn’t displayed any magic yet, so she was hopeful that fire would scour the threat away. The first one to round the corner received a blast of flame in the face and fell back as he burned. Although he might not have felt the pain, the damage to his muscles kept him down. She readied herself for the next but it didn’t come.

      “What the hell?” Cali muttered.

      Fyre shook his head, his gaze locked on the corridor ahead. “No idea. Maybe they’re scared?”

      A loud thumping and clanging noise seemed to materialize from everywhere at once. She looked around involuntarily and wondered what was going on, but the echoing sounds had no apparent source. “What the hell?” she repeated.

      “You’re very good with words today.” The Draksa snorted. “I think the ones you’re looking for are ‘hull’ and ‘breaking.’”

      “So the not-zombies are trying to put holes in the ship. The one they’re currently on.”

      “Either that or they want to attack us from the sides.”

      “I dislike both those options.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Okay. Let’s go get them.” She sprinted out of the hallway and turned left while her sticks formed in her hand as the material from her bracelets flowed down her arms. One enemy stood in front of her. He had a sheen of ice in his hair and looked all the angrier for having been momentarily immobilized. Her main concern was getting past him to find those who were trying to damage the boat, so she blasted him with a full power surge of force magic from the tips of her weapons. The man catapulted away like he’d been kicked in the chest, knocked one of his comrades over, and cleared the path to the next intersection.

      “I’ll go left,” she yelled and when she did so, another immediately stood in her path. She had no time to summon magic, only enough to thrust her left stick to block his swinging arm and drive the other one into his chest to hurl him back as he tried to bite her. He caught his balance and attacked again to prevent her from gaining enough distance to cast.

      Fine, you want to do it the fun way? Let’s dance. She snapped her right stick at his head and when he raised his arm to block, she spun and lashed her left stick backhanded into his ribs. They broke with a resounding crack.

      Where a normal assailant would have been at least slowed by the damage, he seemed to not care. He swung his fists at her skull and she deflected one but not the other. The impact blurred her vision and made her ears ring. With an outraged snarl, she dropped her right stick, launched a punch, and wrapped her fist in force magic as it arced toward him. The blow broke his jaw, and the kick she followed it with careened him into the crypt at the end of the hallway. It looked exactly like the one she’d seen earlier, except for the beings that now pounded on the bulkhead with shards of stone they’d apparently broken off the sarcophagus.

      Cali filled the room with fire. To her surprise, the figures neither fled nor ran but continued their attempts to savage the hull as if they could break through in time to save themselves. They continued their assault upon the unyielding metal until they fell one by one. Nothing had flowed over her mental channel with Fyre to alarm her subconscious so she was sure he was okay but went to check anyway. The Draksa stood in the center of another burial chamber with bodies frozen in place around him. Those, too, had been dealt with while they attempted to breach the walls.

      She tried to recall the original numbers and how many they had incapacitated when a voice issued from the main corridor. “Thieves. Trespassers. How dare you?” She spun as one of the uniformed women stepped into the intersection, her expression haughty above folded arms and a wide-legged stance. “Oh, it’s you. The Leblanc girl. Of course it is.”

      Cali squeezed her sticks, ready for what might come next. When the pause stretched into a longer silence, she decided the woman was waiting for a response. “Matriarch Leblanc to you, whoever or whatever you are.”

      The laugh uttered by the other woman seemed somehow reluctant.

      “She’s like a puppet,” Fyre sent. “Not quite in sync.” Cali nodded. That’s exactly what she’s like. Maybe those collars are some kind of control device and the person I’m talking to is hidden around here somewhere?

      Her thoughts were interrupted when the figure shook her head. “For the moment. Until the noble House Leblanc falls and is swallowed by time, never to be heard from or thought of again.”

      “Over my dead body.” Internally, she groaned. Great one, Cali. Smooth. Way to set her up.

      The other woman grinned. “What an excellent plan. Goodbye, Matriarch.” She turned and sprinted toward the back of the boat. Shortly thereafter, the sound of metal slamming echoed all around her, followed by the gush of water.

      “That’s not good. Let’s find the pommel and get the hell out of here.” They managed to clear the first room before the liquid began to seep in above the level of the grate at their feet.

      Fyre snorted. “As if water could harm us.”

      Cali wrenched the door to the next crypt open. “It could if the ship falls and we’re trapped. Well, maybe not you, but I can only use power as a substitute for oxygen for so long.” She threaded magic into her body to allow her to gather more air in case she wasn’t able to escape quickly.

      By the time they found the room where the pommel was located, the water was waist-deep. The object of their search rested on top of the stone coffin, held upright in the hands of the chiseled figure which, unlike those they’d seen before, was carved with meticulous detail. She grasped it but it refused to slide from the hold of its long-dead guardian. With a growl, she blasted the sarcophagus with force magic, shattered the stone, and pulled her prize free.

      Her power activated a ward she hadn’t detected. Two things happened almost simultaneously and overlapped in her senses, even though the one preceded the other by a scant second. A cage of magic slammed down around her to trap the interior of the room in a translucent cube only slightly smaller than the chamber itself. Fyre had stood outside its boundaries, which left her alone in the arcane prison. An instant later, the world lurched down and sideways and metal shrieked and groaned as the ship dropped from its moorings toward the chasm below.

      Cali’s feet lost purchase, and she slid to her left and impacted into the magical barrier hard enough to jar her brain out of its confused stasis. She searched her memory for the preparations they’d made before the initial swim to New Atlantis, and the process finally returned to her a little sluggishly. It took several moments for her to create the shield around her, extend it outward to trap the most air, and to use her magic to change the way her body used the oxygen. This time, it seemed more effective than before and she pushed the anxiety of suffocation out of her head for the moment.

      The sounds of metal under strain increased, and a new worry emerged. Being crushed by the increasing pressure of the water would be no better than expiring from lack of air. She called to Fyre. “Are you okay, buddy?”

      His telepathic response was reassuring. He sounded annoyed rather than worried. “Fine. Outside the boat. It’s breaking up in places.”

      “Well, that’s a positive but I bet this cage won’t float. See if you can ice the part of the ship I’m in. Maybe we’ll be able to find a weak place to break through.”

      “On it.”

      She had to grin at the way his speech patterns became more like hers the longer they communicated mentally. They were definitely closer partners than they had ever been before. Not that it’s a huge help now. She sifted through her escape options in quick sequence. Fire, no. Lightning, hell no. Force, probably not. But what if I combined them?

      The idea blossomed within. She wedged herself into a corner of the cage, thankful that whoever had designed the trap hadn’t made the surfaces painful. They doubtless assumed drowning or being crushed was adequate. Well, I’ll explain their error to them—in detail and over a long period of time.

      With a deep breath, she banished all nonessential thoughts to their alcoves in her mind and bound them in place with crime-scene tape. She imagined a cylinder of force that extended from her to the part of the room that currently faced up and ended where it made contact with the cage. Power pulsed into it to reinforce the boundaries. When it was solid, she pulled at all the magic inside her and summoned lightning. Cautiously, she channeled it through the confined path she’d created and hoped she had it corralled properly so it wouldn’t spread and electrocute her.

      The electricity surged free and attacked the structure that imprisoned her. Against an enemy who was present and could rebalance their defenses, it would have been futile. But she was able to drill through the ward, which had been placed who knew how long before. With extreme focus, she cut a hole in the barrier by directing her combined magics in a circle large enough to wiggle out of. When she had finished, she allowed the rest of the world into her senses and could almost feel the ship buckle around her.

      “Are you ready, Fyre?”

      “It’s iced.”

      “Okay, then. Here goes.” She blasted fire through the opening she’d created. The stressed metal, caught between cold and hot and under immense pressure, gave at the seams and a large piece fell away to reveal the ocean beyond. She waited while the room filled, safe in her personal cocoon, then swam out and up with the Draksa at her side.

      When they finally resurfaced at the dock, she clambered onto the wooden platform and lay motionless for a moment, exhausted. Her companion stared at her from above and dripped water into her face. “Knock it off, long, wet, and scaly.”

      He grinned and shook to drench her again. “Okay. Your wish is my command, Matriarch.” His imitation of the strange woman they’d spoken to on board was perfect.

      Cali sighed. “We have more questions than answers after this trip. But we also have this.” She held the hilt of her family’s heirloom sword up. “And that makes all the effort worthwhile.” Satisfied, she laid back and closed her eyes. “And when I find whoever stole it and hid it in there, I’ll give them a close, personal look at the weapon they tried to keep from me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Shenni swept down from the throne after a drudgery-filled afternoon of dealing with issues among her citizens. Gwyn was careful to ensure that only the problems that required her attention reached her and those with a complaint understood that the Empress’s word was law. Despite the appropriate levels of fear and groveling the process produced, interacting with anyone under the level of the nobility simply no longer interested her. Too much was in motion too close to her position to focus beyond that.

      She strode into her chambers and barely noticed the guards present at intervals along her path, other than to recognize that there seemed to be more of them than usual. So Gwyn feels the strain too. The city seemed to hold its breath, aware that a crisis was brewing, even though it hadn’t yet broken out publicly. Well, except for the ill-advised attack on Leblanc and Wymarc. She shook her head. He’s pleasant to look at but sometimes, he’s as stupid as he is beautiful. While she’d thought it a good ploy at the time, in retrospect, it was more weight on the end of the scale that dipped toward chaos.

      One by one, she stripped her garments off and dropped them on her way to the shower. Once there, she let the hot water beat down on her and tipped her head back so it could flow through her hair. The magical tentacles rocked gently under the spray, a sensation that never failed to calm her nerves. She stood under the stream for as long as she could until a knock on the door signaled the end of her free time.

      With a sigh, she wrapped herself in towels and stepped out to where her seneschal and a servant waited. Gwyn smiled at her. “Do you feel better, Empress?”

      Shenni snorted softly. “About as well as can be expected, given what lies ahead.” The formal dinner was necessary but she didn’t look forward to it. The situation had required her to ally with Styrris Malniet, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. Or him. I feel sorry for Matriarch Cormier. Tonight, she’d have to deliver on commitments thus far only hinted at, alluded to, and otherwise specifically not committed herself to bringing to fruition.

      Damn him for putting me in this position. Damn Caliste Leblanc for her role. Damn them all.

      As she allowed the other women to dress her, she mused on her situation. The report that the Rivette mausoleum had sunk was troubling and the reason behind it doubly so. First, a significant amount of family history had been lost with the sinking of the ship that had contained the remains of her ancestors. They had survived the destruction of Old Atlantis, only for their remains to be lost as well because of the actions of a child. And second, the child had stumbled upon her little experiment. Hopefully, she hadn’t completely understood what she’d seen.

      The need for fully dependable underlings had driven the project from the start. It had begun immediately after she’d taken the throne and on the first day she realized that beyond Gwyn, anyone might act against her at any moment. The use of magic to influence others’ minds had a long history. Her family’s experiments had been to find a way to achieve full mastery with minimal effort. The collars acted to suppress the wearer’s magic, which made them more vulnerable to control.

      How I’d love to get one of those around Caliste’s neck—and maybe Styrris’s as well. The family member who had controlled the subjects reported only success, despite the loss of the entire project. It was only a matter of time before they created more collars and found more subjects, willing or unwilling. Then I’ll have a force I can trust completely and I’ll be able to avoid nights like tonight.

      Gwyn stepped back and nodded. “You look perfect, Empress.”

      Shenni turned to face the mirror and had to admit that her closest confidant was correct. She was in a base dress of deep blue with a sleeved cape that reached almost to the floor. Elegant high heels in black were visible when she swayed and sent the material of dress and cape into motion. Her hair was piled perfectly on her head, and the minimal makeup the servant had added made her look subtly menacing, which was exactly how she felt. Minus the subtle part.
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        * * *

      

      Styrris Malniet was waiting when she arrived in the smaller of her formal dining rooms. He rose and bowed but did not come to kiss her hand as protocol demanded. Of course, he would point to the rules of Old Atlantis, which did not require such deference toward the monarch. Which is probably why it fell.

      She rewarded him with a frosty smile, lowered herself into her chair, and gestured for him to take his own. If he was intimidated by the guards at each corner of the room with their shining armor and tall tridents—or the knowledge he surely possessed that crossbows were aimed at him from behind the walls—it didn’t show. He was a match to her elegance, dressed in a long green tunic with the stylized hook that was his family’s symbol stitched into each cuff and over his heart in silver thread. His short dark hair and sharp features made him look like something trapped midway between a statesman and a cadaver.

      Gwyn approached and poured wine for them, a deep red that looked like blood in the dim light thrown by the chandelier above. It was capable of more illumination, but she knew the Malniet Patriarch’s eyes were diminished by age and it amused her to exploit that fact. She took a long sip, rolled the liquid in her mouth to appreciate the flavors, and swallowed with a smile. “So, Styrris. It is a pleasure to see you, as always.”

      His oily, self-satisfied smirk made her want to smack him. If I didn’t need you, you feckless sardine, you’d be a pincushion. She visualized the man with crossbow bolts protruding from him everywhere and immediately felt better.

      As always, his voice was as smooth as his expression. “I appreciate the invitation, Empress, as always.” She read the mockery in his tone easily and wondered if he’d ever fooled anyone or if he’d merely been so powerful that it didn’t matter. Careful. That could be the image he tries to project.

      The first course, a seafood soup in a clear broth, arrived immediately. They tasted it but neither ate more, both clearly focused on issues of greater import. She considered being oblique but discovered she lacked the energy for it. Instead, she asked, “What is your plan for getting rid of the girl?”

      He shrugged. “I have one. However, it will remain inactive until such a time as we have agreements between us.”

      “You are bold.”

      A small laugh escaped him. “Some might see it so. My perspective is that it is simply an exchange where each party must bring equal value.”

      Shenni shook her head. “So what you’re saying is that I’ll have to pay to see your cards.” He nodded. “Fine, then. To the matter at hand. I support your request to wed the matriarch of House Cormier.” Although I can’t for the life of me understand why she’d want to attach herself to you. “With the provision that the house itself continues in the hands of a relative until the current matriarch produces an heir.”

      The corners of his mouth turned down. “There are many worthy leaders among the members of my house.”

      “No. They have no bloodline connection except by your marriage, which is inadequate. We will not diminish the historical purity of the noble houses in such a way.” She cared nothing for the details of her argument and only wished to be sure he was not able to put a lackey in place to lead Cormier.

      His smile showed that he’d expected that outcome. Which means he and the matriarch have something in mind. Well, naturally they do. “Very well, Empress. I agree to those terms. However, that is not the entirety of my request.”

      She laughed and waited until the soup had been taken away and the entrée delivered to answer. “Of course it isn’t. Please, tell me what else you require in order to do your duty and serve your city and your Empress as a noble should.”

      Amused at the sudden stillness in her dining partner, she lifted her utensils and sliced the thick slab of swordfish in front of her. So you have at least a little sense of responsibility left in you. That is good to know.

      After a moment, he gathered himself with a nod of acknowledgment in her words. “Indeed, the tasks one is sometimes given require more effort than an ordinary subject could offer and thus should inspire more reward as well.” He took a mouthful of his fish and chewed slowly before he swallowed. “I’ve noticed you do not have an heir, Empress.”

      Shenni pretended shock, but in her strategy sessions with Gwyn, they had envisioned this being an angle he might pursue. “Indeed, that is so. I’m still young, however, and have no lack of suitors wishing to supply me with one. Until your request to wed Cormier, I had wondered if you would eventually be among them.” She continued to eat, content to let the silence stretch for as long as he could endure it.

      After several moments, he finished his wine and raised the glass for a refill. Gwyn was there in an instant, refreshed his drink, and turned her back to him to fill the Empress’ cup. Her seneschal cut her gaze to the side of the room as if to ask for permission to have him shot, but she replied with a small headshake. Not yet but maybe soon. He’s altogether too full of himself.

      When the woman had resumed her position at the back wall, Styrris said, “I have no wish to be the power behind the throne, Empress. But I would ask that you consider elevating house Malniet to the top of the hierarchy in a contest for the throne should one occur.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m in danger, Patriarch?” She looked at him over the rim of her glass as she sipped the wine.

      “Always, Empress. Such is the burden of the monarch, is it not?”

      She laughed. “Indeed, Styrris, it is. So, I will do this much. I will put your house second, after Rivette. If you get rid of the girl.” And only until I replace House Leblanc with someone truly loyal and elevate them above you.

      He nodded. “That’s acceptable. So, to the question of the Leblanc child. She has trapped herself inside the rules of ritual combat. We are not so hampered, and our reach is long indeed. She will be eliminated in short order.”

      “And once you do, I will be happy to announce your impending nuptials to the remainder of the Nine. Those who are left, that is, after our game comes to its end.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recall that being one of the conditions, Empress.”

      “As you said, Styrris, the rewards can be great but only when the tasks are complete. But, to sweeten the pot as it were, I will throw you the biggest wedding party New Atlantis has ever seen so all may envy your prowess.”

      He nodded. “Very well, Empress.” He could do little else once she echoed his own words to him. She was under no illusion that he would keep all his commitments. Fortunately, that released her from any concern with fulfilling her own. Now, Styrris, let the real games begin.
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      Zeb looked over the packed common room and shook his head. There wasn’t ever a particularly good time for him to leave the tavern in Janice’s hands—or any hands other than his own— but he would have preferred a less crowded day. The atmosphere was uneasy and seemed ready to break into anger. Or maybe that’s simply me.

      He wiped the bar with a rag and hopped off the platform that ran behind it. The seconds ticked away in his head—the ability to unconsciously track time to the second had been drilled into him through countless training sessions and reinforced on an even larger number of adventures. Sometimes, calculating exactly how many moments it would take an enemy to nock an arrow was the difference between marching home victorious or riding home on a funeral cart. Now, his brain told him he needed to get ready for the arrival of the magical council.

      The dwarf returned Janice’s wave as he strode down the stairs. After a little telekinesis to move boxes out of the way and an incantation to release the wards, he pressed on the bricks that opened the secret door. None of those actions managed to improve his mood in the least. He paused and took a deep breath, seeking within for calm. When he was settled and ready again, he lit the fire in the hearth hurriedly and retrieved glasses for his guests.

      They arrived one by one, as always, and each looked as concerned as he felt. The normal pre-meeting chatter was absent, and more than half the new arrivals drained their first glass and poured a second before the session had even begun. He took his seat last, as he usually did, in the only empty chair remaining. Vizidus was on his left and Delia on his right. The wizard seemed fully healed after his adventure against the traitorous magical who served the Zatoras, and the witch was her usual pleasantly abrasive self. The fury that blazed in her eyes, however, burned hotter today unless his vision failed him.

      The white-haired leader of the council cleared his throat. Okay, he sounds a little raspy still. Maybe he’s not fully healed. “Thank you for coming and thanks to Zeb, as always.” The old man chuckled. “I have come to the inescapable conclusion that we need to stop dithering and act lest the sky fall upon us while we natter impotently.”

      Delia laughed loudly. She wore a long sweater dress, a rare departure from her normal jeans and sweatshirt look. It was a slightly darker black than her hair, which was braided and fell on either side of her neck like a schoolgirl’s. “Or a ceiling is dropped on us, you mean?”

      His laugh was darker but still held humor. “Or that, yes. We, as a group, may have been somewhat in denial about how directly this situation might affect us. I, at least, have been wholly disabused of that notion.” Nods accompanied the statement from almost everyone in the room.

      The Kilomea was the next to speak. Brukirot’s arms were folded over his massive chest but his expression was neutral. He seemed no more or less affronted than on any other day. “So, can we finally all agree that it’s time to act?” The warlike giant had been in favor of intervention from the moment they’d discovered the rising danger in New Orleans.

      Scoppic, the gnome librarian, was in his traditional light-colored suit. His round glasses were slightly askew. “I’ve received an invitation to visit New Atlantis and assist Caliste’s great-aunt with her research. I plan to go as soon as I can arrange things with my colleagues at the library.”

      Zeb grinned. “Cali will appreciate that.” The normal boundaries of taking turns to speak based on their position at the table seemed unnecessary given the clear need for the council’s involvement. Their focus was now more on deciding how to do it than arguing over whether they should.

      Invel, the Drow, replied, “I believe I shall join you, my friend. We three can doubtless make a significant difference in the situation from there.” The dwarf smothered his smile, reluctant to reveal his friend’s romantic interest in Emalia to anyone who didn’t already know it. Somehow, I thought you’d wind up there before too much time had passed.

      Which was not to say that the Dark Elf wouldn’t be an invaluable asset. He absolutely would and that was the best place for his particular set of skills. But for people like Zeb, whose talents ran in a more decidedly martial direction, the picture was not quite as clear.

      Malonne, in many ways the opposite of Invel with his light skin and elegant features, asked, “And what should the rest of us do? Is it open war, magical against magical, for the prize of the city? And if we win, what then? Simply let the humans continue as always?” He shook his head. “It does not seem to me that they have done an effective job thus far. Perhaps we should be the ones in charge henceforth.”

      It had been a long time since the Light Elf had last made that argument. It had not garnered much support then but now, the expressions around the table were interested rather than dismissive.

      Zeb frowned. “Maybe we should deal with the situation in front of us instead of trying to jump forward a dozen steps.”

      The other man raised a long-fingered hand in a conciliatory gesture. Vizidus wore a frown as he asked, “Is there anyone present who believes we should not act at this time?” When no responses followed, he continued. “Excellent. Now, we must decide what form that intervention should take. Scoppic and Invel have chosen their paths. I will coordinate our activities and reach out to allies in other cities. Delia, what are your plans?”

      The dark-haired witch leaned back in her chair. “First off, I’ll take care of my people. We’re working together to ward our homes and businesses. Once that’s done, count me in for whatever kind of havoc we want to wreak on the Zatoras, the Atlanteans, or whoever else is causing trouble. But I’m not interested in a stand-up fight. They don’t play fair and I won’t either. If that’s a problem for anyone, I’ll fly solo.”

      Brukirot shrugged. “I will take the battle any way it comes but my best role is the hunter. Find me the right targets and this situation will be ended quickly.”

      Malonne laughed. “As if the right targets haven’t been obvious all along. The leadership of the gangs. Surely you don’t need assistance to find them.” His mocking tone made Zeb’s hands clench involuntarily. “And perhaps add the human leaders of the city to that list, given their clear inability to manage the protection of their citizens.”

      The dwarf shook his head. “Rhazdon’s atrocities showed the error of thinking ourselves superior simply because we possess magic. We need to partner with those around us, not look for opportunities to knock them down.” The scowl he received from the Light Elf at the mention of the ancient Oriceran villain soothed him. “I will continue to run the tavern and welcome clients of every kind. I can also act as the connection between the council and Cali and thus to the happenings in New Atlantis.”

      Vizidus knocked on the table to draw their attention. “Very well. It seems we all have our immediate tasks to perform. Malonne, perhaps you could take the same precautions as Delia for your people. In fact, we all should.” He shook his head. “It would be easy to think that this isn’t our problem but it is. Either gang taking power over the other would be bad for everyone in the city. The best plan is to try to eliminate both and do the same to anyone else who thinks they’re in a position to rule over those who have no wish to be ruled.”

      More nods followed. Zeb’s anxiety faded into a certainty that the group was on the right path and would stay on that route as long as the old wizard was in charge. “Okay, so we have a plan,” he said. “That’s good. Use the tavern as an escape whenever you need to. I’ll be here twenty-four-seven until the situation is resolved. There will always be food, drink, and medical supplies for whoever needs it.” He swiveled his head to regard the Dark Elf. “Invel, will you set us up with extra potions before you leave?”

      “Of course. You can have anything you might think useful. I won’t do any trading while I’m in New Atlantis. That I know of.” The thoughtful look on his face suggested that he had some hopes in that area and Zeb stifled a chuckle. You always have an angle, my friend, and we’re all the better for it.

      The witch rose and stretched. “Good. The plans are good. Our best guess is that it’ll take us a couple of days to get all our responsibilities locked down. After that, I’ll be ready for other tasks and can probably convince a few friends to come along as well. But remember, we need to be a scalpel, not a hammer.”

      Brukirot grinned. “But hammers are so much more effective.”

      She rolled her eyes and gave him a slap on the shoulder as she headed to the back of the room to portal away. The Kilomea followed her as he stated, “I’m ready now. When you choose a target, let me know.” Malonne and Scoppic departed next, the former with an air of hostility and the latter with a decided aura of excitement. Zeb stood and collected the remaining members’ glasses, refilled them, and returned to the table.

      “So,” he said. “Maybe we waited too long.”

      Vizidus sighed. “There’s no way to be sure, even in hindsight, that we could have made a difference before now. The Zatoras and the Atlanteans have created risks for themselves—and an opportunity for us—by focusing so completely on one another. The smarter move would have been to agree to share the city.”

      Invel chuckled. “Even we at this table are not all good at sharing. It is no surprise that the others are no better.”

      The dwarf pulled his pipe out, lit it, and smoked thoughtfully for a moment. “The key here, like Delia says, is to be surgical. We certainly don’t want to garner any more attention. Let them both think we’ve been driven into hiding by the attack on one of our own. Then, we can watch and wait for an opportunity to shift the balance.”

      “In which direction, though?” the Dark Elf asked. “Is one better than the other?”

      Vizidus shook his head. “No. If we’re to turn our efforts to repulsing the encroachment from New Atlantis, they both have to go. But we must be wary. Eliminating the weaker may allow the stronger to stabilize. No, we need to keep them both active until the very last moment, when we can wipe both of them from the board.”

      Invel pushed to his feet and limped toward the rear of the room. “I will be in New Atlantis, but I stand ready to assist in any way necessary. Just let me know. Zeb, in say two hours, I’ll portal back and we can move things out of my shop?”

      Zeb nodded, and his friend stepped through the rift in space and vanished. He sighed. “Well, Vizidus, I wouldn’t want your job but I’m glad you’re the one doing it.”

      The wizard laughed. “I already feel a decade younger. Who knows? By the end of this, I might agree with Malonne. What do you think? Would I make a good mayor?” He struck a noble pose and his friend snorted.

      “Brukirot would get more votes.”

      He scowled in response. “I’d be offended, but you’re no doubt right. Troubling times are ahead. Still, we’ll meet them and come out the other side stronger for the trial.”

      The dwarf nodded and lifted his glass to drain it. Here’s hoping all of us make it through, but if only one gets to, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it’s Cali.
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      Ozahl stepped through the portal from a neutral location into the lobby of the Zatora gang’s new headquarters. Unknown to most of the city, the gang had acquired several small hotels in the French Quarter through shell companies and had evicted all the guests from one of them after the events at the mansion. The building was now locked to the outside world and secured by guards at every entrance.

      The Zatora leader had taken the top of the three floors for himself and the mage was required to pass through three different groups of armed guards to reach him, even though he was expected.

      He’s decided not to take any more chances. It’s a good choice, but it won’t save him unless he makes the most difficult decision of all and cancels the funeral.

      That was highly unlikely except in extreme circumstances, and if he began to lean in that direction, it would be up to him to nudge him back on track. To bring the gang together out in the open was the culmination of a long series of events and he wasn’t about to let that much effort go to waste.

      Besides, if there’s any human who deserves to have his time in this life shortened, it’s Rion Grisham.

      He found the boss in a room that had seen the removal of its beds and the addition of a table and chairs to turn it into a meeting space. The shades were drawn to block the afternoon sunlight. The only illumination was from a chandelier that had to be at least a half-century old and probably more, which was entirely inadequate to fill the area. Shadows gathered in the corners of the room and under the eyes of the two men who awaited him inside it.

      At the far end of the table, farthest from the door, Rion Grisham’s face was flat and expressionless. In Ozahl’s experience, the less emotion he showed, the more dangerous he was. His hair was perfectly slicked back and his suit immaculate.

      Clearly, he’s seeking to control everything he can, which honestly isn’t all that much.

      To his left, Jack Strang glowered. His bald head shined like he’d oiled it, but his face held the stubble of at least a day without shaving. His countenance was as volatile as Grisham’s was passive. The man likely had doubts about how his friend Colin Todd had met his demise but, given the lack of proof, the risk that his involvement could be confirmed was minimal.

      Ozahl sat and gave the lieutenant a nod before he faced the boss. “The streets are quiet and there is no evidence that the magical gang or council is causing trouble. Our people are going about their business without opposition.”

      Grisham growled belligerently. “Which is as suspicious as hell.”

      Strang nodded. “Entirely. Why wouldn’t someone take advantage of this moment?”

      The mage shrugged. “Maybe they fear a trap. They don’t know how resilient we might be.” It always feels weird saying “we” to these people. “It’s not like we haven’t delivered both Leblanc and the Atlanteans some seriously unexpected blows in the recent past.”

      The Zatora leader shook his head. “No, they’re waiting for us to show ourselves so they can strike. Well, at least those of us who don’t have magical disguises to rely upon.” Anger bubbled through his words but Ozahl didn’t think it was directed at him.

      Strang coughed and said, “Which is why we shouldn’t go through with it, boss. Colin wouldn’t care.”

      “No. It’s not for him. It’s for our people. They need to see that we won’t be cowed. Our enemies attacked us in our place.” He shouted the last two words as his outrage exploded from him but made an obvious effort to control himself. “So, we won’t let fear stop us from doing what needs to be done. We’ll have the funeral but we’ll plan for the worst.”

      Ozahl shook his head. “Strang’s right, Rion. This isn’t smart.” That should counter any suspicion of me somewhat.

      “Smart or not, we’re doing it. Now, we have to decide how to do it properly.” He pointed at the other man in the room. “Jack, you’re in charge of dealing with physical security. What do you think we’ll need?”

      The big man sighed. “Where will we have it?”

      Grisham’s grin was like a knife slash. “St. Louis.”

      Strang’s eyes widened, and even Ozahl was taken aback by the audacity of the choice. The security lieutenant said, “Are you serious? That’s a nightmare when it comes to controlling the space.”

      “I’ve never been more serious. We have to make it a show. For our people, sure, but for the Atlanteans and every person in New Orleans as well. And that includes the bloody magical council. Not only are we undeterred, we’re rushing back stronger than ever.”

      The mage shook his head. “That’s definitely bold. We’ll need more people. A lot more people.”

      Grisham nodded. “They are already on their way. Our numbers will be doubled by Saturday and more will arrive in time for the event on Sunday night.”

      Across from him, the other man muttered, “We’ll need to put every damn one of them on patrol outside the venue and have sharpshooters inside.”

      The boss waved a hand dismissively. “Do whatever you need to do. Give me a summary once a day. I trust you to get it right.” Left unsaid was that they doubtless thought they’d gotten it right at the mansion, too. Grisham asked, “And what will you do for magical security?”

      Ozahl shrugged. Make sure there are enough holes in it to get you killed, that’s what. “I can only do so much, so we’ll have to rely on Strang’s people as an outer cordon. If they keep everyone away, that will include magical threats. I will put wards up to give us a warning if there’s magic being used within a certain radius of the building. The problem is it’ll have to happen on the day of the event since we can’t risk giving the game away.” He shook his head. “I’ll work out the best way to achieve that and I’ll be positioned close by in case. Of course, that won’t stop something like the Kraken that attacked the docks from showing up and ruining our day.”

      The gang leader’s smile was bloodthirsty. “The new folks will bring firepower with them, which includes more anti-magic bullets. I think we’ll be able to handle anything they throw at us as long as they get close enough.”

      “That’s good to know.” Especially for Danna and Usha. “I’ll focus on making sure they can’t attack from far away—expand the wards and position myself outside, at least at the start, where I can keep an eye on things.”

      The boss nodded. “That sounds logical. Now, there’s one other thing we need to consider. The girl. She’s bound to show up.” When Ozahl had revealed to the others that Caliste Leblanc had been part of the attack, their rage had been enormous. They’d given her equal weight as the Atlanteans, which served his purposes perfectly.

      Misdirection is the key, as any good magician will tell you.

      Strang growled his animosity. “I’ll have someone on each side watching for her. We’ll kill her before she gets within a hundred feet.”

      Ozahl shook his head. “That’s not adequate. She can come in under a veil or in a disguise. There’s no way you can identify her. You know that civilians will inevitably show up to gawk at the funeral and we can’t keep them out if you really want to make a show of force. No, we’ll need something more subtle for her.”

      “Eliminate the dwarf?” Grisham asked. “Use him as a hostage? Or maybe her karate teacher?”

      “She’s in tight with the council now. If we do that, we’re bound to wind up with all of them against us rather than operating as a disorganized muddle of morons. No, I don’t think that’s a good play. If she’s stupid enough to show her face, we can use the innocents in the room as leverage against her. But it would be incredibly foolish of her to risk it. I doubt she’ll do it.” But oh, if she did, it would be a beautiful thing.

      “I hope she does,” Strang blurted. “That witch needs to die and I want to be the one to do it.”

      Grisham chuckled. “Take a number. I’m fairly sure we’d all like to put at least one bullet in her. If we’re lucky, we can capture her and let our resident interrogator spend quality time with her.” He nodded toward the mage. “In any case, get your plans together. We’ll meet here every night.” He rose and strode from the room, and the sound of a nearby door closing came a moment later.

      Ozahl looked at the man across from him. “You know this is a terrible idea, right?”

      “Yeah. But it’s the boss’ call. You do your part and I’ll do mine. Somehow, we’ll make it work.”

      His nod covered the satisfaction he felt inside at the continued smooth operation of his plan. No, my esteemed colleague, I don’t think you will.
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        * * *

      

      He had been home for more than an hour before Danna portaled into the closet. With a smile, he bounded from the bed and greeted her at the doorway that separated the small area from the bedroom. “Hello, love.” She looked beautiful in her dark suit and slicked-down short hair. Even under the light makeup she always wore, she seemed tired.

      She gave him a weary grin. “Hello yourself.” She put a hand on his chest and pushed him slowly back until he fell onto the mattress, then flopped beside him. Her voice was muffled by the fact that her face was pressed into the comforter. “How was your day?”

      He laughed. “Eventful. Our friend Rion is well aware that there are security risks involved with the funeral but determined to hold it just the same.”

      She rolled onto her back and expelled a lungful of air. “Good. That’s good. Usha and I will start planning the attack in earnest tomorrow. I presume they’ll bring in extra troops and ring the location?”

      “You got it.”

      “Is it where we thought it would be?”

      Ozahl laughed. “Of course. His ego could never choose anything other than the most visible church in all of New Orleans.”

      Danna grinned. “It’s so comforting when people act exactly the way you expect them to.”

      “Speaking of which, do you think Leblanc will show up? Grisham does. I don’t.”

      She raised her hands for a moment and let them fall onto the bed. “There’s no reason for her to unless we want to give her a little nudge. But she’s one of our options to use in New Atlantis, so that would be dumb on our part.”

      “It would be satisfying, though.”

      “No one wants to see her defeated as much as I do.” She laughed and it sounded a little brittle. “I’m sick of being on the losing team but we need to keep our eye on the prize. At least that’s what my partner always tells me.”

      He pushed onto an elbow to look at her. “He sounds like a smart person.”

      Danna closed her eyes and smiled. “He’s all right.”

      The day’s demand for planning and plotting fulfilled, he covered her lips with his and pushed everything other than the woman he adored out of his mind.
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      Usha had already tried to spend time at her desk, stretched on the couch in her office, or even seated in the concealed nook she used to commune with the Empress. None of it relieved the restless energy that called her to action. She ventured into the main room and was assaulted by a wall of noise. For her patrons, workers, and the band, it was all business as normal.

      But nothing is normal for me. Everything is in the air and I don’t know where any of it will land.

      The worst part of it was that, for the first time in memory, she no longer possessed purity of purpose. Her last visit to the Empress had left her off-center and each day since had exacerbated the feeling. She couldn’t begin to guess at the why of Shenni’s actions, but the fact of them felt like a betrayal. And with that essential support shaken, all her efforts on the surface suddenly seemed far less important. It was a moment by moment battle to maintain her image in front of her people. This was such a fundamental problem that she couldn’t even share it with Danna.

      She slid onto a barstool and gestured for a drink. The Pina Colada appeared in moments as if they’d known she was coming and had started it before she arrived. She accepted it gratefully and sipped it, then pulled the pineapple wedge from the lip of the glass and tore it from the skin with her teeth. The band segued from jazz into swing, and people flowed toward the dance floor.

      Maybe I should simply become a club owner. I bet I would be good at it.

      The gang leader was so absorbed in her thoughts that she had no warning of the other woman’s presence before she sat beside her.

      “I’ll have what she’s having,” Danna called. Her second in command tilted her head to the side and stared at her. “You look perplexed.”

      “That’s one word for it, I guess.” She laughed. “How are things on the streets?” Her place right now was at the Shark Nightclub coordinating the efforts of others despite how much she’d rather be out making things happen.

      Her companion shrugged. Her navy-blue suit was perfect, as always, and she’d chosen a black shirt and purple tie to accompany it. Usha wasn’t sure how she managed to keep it looking pressed all day and often wondered if she used magic to do it. “The usual. People are upset about the reduced quantities of both Zarcanum and Shine, and we’re redirecting their anger toward the Zatoras. I’d say the battle of opinion is trending toward our side if that matters.”

      Usha tapped one nail on the bar. “It all matters. How much, only time will tell. Would you say things are stable?” Danna nodded. “That’s unacceptable. We want people angry at the Zatoras. Let’s push harder. Tomorrow, decrease the Zarcanum even more and remove any of the dealers on the street. We need to add stress to the situation so if something does break, it goes in the right direction.”

      Surprise registered on the other woman’s face. “Are you sure? That’s likely to cause things to boil over.”

      She sighed. “I’m tired of playing this game with them. Sunday, one way or another, this fight has to be brought to an end.”

      “Okay, boss, you’re the brains of the operation.” Danna flashed her a smile. “And what do you want to do about Matriarch Caliste?”

      That drew a short laugh from her boss. “Well, if the universe is kind, she’ll be swept up in the action at the funeral and we won’t have to deal with her anymore. But since that’s not something we can depend on, I guess we need to come up with another plan. What do you think?”

      “I say we wrap it up. Make her an offer she won’t be able to refuse and advance the final battle. She has to be as tired of it all as we are and we can’t afford the distraction any longer.”

      While she drained the rest of her drink and signaled for another, she considered her subordinate’s words. They were appealing on several levels. If the move against the Zatoras went as they hoped, the girl would be one of the last potential obstacles to securing control of the city. Admittedly, the magical council would be a challenge, but they could be convinced to join in a beneficent ruling coalition under the authority of New Atlantis. The girl was the wild card and getting her out of the way was an important step to finally achieving their purpose.

      It would take the combat ritual off the table and free resources and energy for other tasks, which was another plus. The only downside was that the girl might win, which would be entirely unacceptable to the Empress as that would mean no one associated with the gang could touch her thereafter. If they chose to go that route, it would require fielding the best they had.

      When her drink arrived, Usha responded with a word of thanks and shifted her gaze to her companion. “Okay. I agree. It’s time to bring it to an end. That’s our first task after the funeral. If there are any logistics to plan, get started as soon as possible.”

      The other woman nodded and stood from her stool. She rested a hand on her boss’ shoulder and leaned close to whisper in her ear as applause filled the room and the band departed for their intermission. “We’ve got this. Don’t worry. All the pieces will fall into place exactly like they should, and we’ll come out the other side on top.”

      Danna strode away and left only the musky scent of her perfume to accompany Usha’s musings. She sipped her drink as she put the individual components of her mental puzzle into various positions to see how they fit best. By the time she was finished, she was resolved. Even though what she intended to do now had always been a last resort part of the plan, in this unique moment, she had the power to tilt the playing surface under everyone’s feet and gain an advantage by implementing it.

      She emptied the glass and placed it on the bar. When the bartender arrived and asked if she wanted a refill, she shook her head. She had a different request. “Call Mia and Tia. Tell them I need them here in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      The Atlantean gang leader had used the intervening time to prepare for the ritual. While she understood the magic she intended to cast, she had never done so on the kind of scale that would be required now. Even though her power was strong—powerful enough to help her rise to become Champion of New Atlantis—this would require more.

      She feared it would require everything she had to give, which was why Danna wasn’t present. If something went wrong, at least the task given to them by the Empress could be completed under her second in command’s leadership. Whether or not Shenni still had faith in her, she intended to do her best to see her ruler’s vision realized.

      The office had been transformed into a ritual area. Objects of power were present at each cardinal point, from a tiny seashell passed down from Old Atlantis to the basin she used to commune with her ruler. They would amplify what went on within it. All the furniture had been pushed out of the way save the two couches, which now faced one another in the center of the room with barely enough space between them for her to fit.

      The last ten minutes were about centering herself. Usha put on the dress she had only ever worn to speak to the Empress and bound her hair in a hasty braid that hung down her back. She applied the makeup she thought of as her war paint—the deep scarlet symbols that had carried her through the ritual battles during her rise. Stripes were painted on each cheek, one for Old Atlantis and one for New. The wings of a stingray across her forehead came next. A shark’s tooth was deftly portrayed on her chin. Her personal weapons from that time, unfortunately, were on display in the palace as a reminder of her success.

      At the appointed moment, the door to the office opened and the twins stepped in. The women were young, barely past the age of choice in New Atlantis and a year away from starting their third decade. Both were dark with black hair and shining eyes. They had something distinctly otherworldly about them, which was what had brought them to the Empress’s attention and then to Usha’s. It had been difficult to persuade the sisters to come to the surface but she’d managed it with promises of a quick rise through the ranks to positions of power.

      If any of them survived the night, she would make good on that commitment. Such an outcome was far from guaranteed, however. The twins read the gravity of the situation instantly and did not speak as they moved to the couches when she pointed to where she wanted them. They reclined and she knelt between them and stretched her hands out to grasp a wrist of each of them. She closed her eyes and focused her mind, then began her work.

      The first step was to break down the barriers between herself and her partners. Since they were young and comparatively unskilled, it would have to be a one-way flow in which she pulled from them but didn’t permit them to ride that channel into her mind. She’d done it before to replenish her strength between bouts but it had been a while. Fortunately, her magic remembered. In minutes, the women were open reservoirs of power for her to draw on.

      If only the whole process was that easy. She shifted her weight to find the most comfortable position, unsure of how long she’d have to hold it. Satisfied, she tuned the physical sensations out and descended completely into the mental space where her magic lived. When they’d included the magic component in each of the new drugs, she had spent hours attuning herself to it in preparation for this moment.

      She sent her power outward in a circle in search of the magical signature. The first reflections came from the main room of her club. There were only a couple, which meant that at least one high-roller able to afford Zarcanum was amongst the crowd. She almost quailed and pulled back from taking the action she’d deemed essential. But weakness of will had never stopped her before and she wouldn’t allow it to on this occasion either. Usha quashed those feelings and activated the latent power. It would take time for the spark to grow but the cycle was now in motion.

      Resolved, she pressed her power farther outward and drew energy from the women beside her, who moaned in protest but were too drained to do anything to hinder it. The magic inside her pressed at her ability to control it but again, long-developed discipline prevailed. It was mere moments before she found the first Shine user and activated that magic as well. The knowledge that both drugs had responded as expected settled something in her chest.

      Now, it’s only a matter of whether I’m strong enough to reach everyone in the city. Her mind held no doubt on that score. If it cost all three of them their lives, she would see it accomplished. Soon, the magicals would find their power draining as the drug pulled at their magic. The additive in the human version would increase its users’ emotional volatility. Chaos would ensue for a time, during which the Atlantean gang would focus on the Zatoras and the girl. But after, when the dust settled, the city would be ripe for new leadership. Her leadership.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali had managed a couple of shifts at the Drunken Dragons but had given her Thursday night hours to Janice because Nylotte had made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. She’d run most of the way from the tunnel to the sword maker’s shop and only slowed as she approached to catch her breath so she wouldn’t display weakness in front of him. She was dressed for action in her uniform boots, dark jeans, and a long-sleeved black shirt.

      She had no doubt that she’d fail in any number of other interesting ways during the training session they had planned for after she dropped the pommel off, so she didn’t want to do that there too. Alessand’s door was unlocked and she entered to find him seated on a high stool near the center island, reading from a very large book that appeared to be from a time long past judging by its heavy leather cover and yellowed pages. Diagrams of swords and extended swaths of text in an alphabet she didn’t recognize covered the tome.

      He gave her a welcoming smile and when he saw the object she carried, it widened into a grin of delight. His voice was smooth and almost desirous. “What have you brought me, Matriarch Leblanc?”

      “A little something that should make the whole reforging process easier.” She grinned in return, set the black velvet bundle on the table, and gestured for him to examine it. Alessand unfolded the fabric carefully as if he wanted to stretch the experience as long as possible. When he had finished, the hilt of the Leblanc family sword lay before them, as pristine as if it had just been created. The gem that shone in the pommel was a flawless turquoise, notable in part because that particular stone was rarely found in water.

      He dragged in an awed breath. “It’s beautiful.”

      Cali nodded. “Like a piece of history.”

      He lifted the item and examined it in the light that filtered from the lamp hanging above the island. The gemstones glittered as he turned the pommel and he pointed to a line of script. “What does that say?”

      She frowned and squinted to make the letters out but couldn’t translate them. “I’m not sure. When Emalia’s done with all her other tasks, I’ll ask her to have a look at it.”

      “That’s understandable.” He laughed. “Certainly, you have things to do other than investigate your ancestry.” Almost regretfully, he folded the item into its wrappings. “Will you acquire the remaining pieces soon?” He couldn’t hide the note of hope, excitement, or maybe avarice in his voice.

      “I plan to. It’s one of my highest priorities. Right after survival, more or less.”

      “It seems as if your issues are in the proper order then.”

      “I’d like to think so. Anyway, I have to get moving or Nylotte will make me pay for it.”

      His grin returned. “Ah, indeed. One should never disappoint her. She has a long memory.”

      She sensed a story but lacked time to inquire. Instead, she bolted from the shop with a wave and ran to the front of the Dark Elf’s home and business. She paused to suck in a deep breath and stepped inside. Immediately, the other woman’s voice floated up from the basement. “You’re late.”

      Cali rolled her eyes and shut the door, then made her way down the stairs. “Am not. I’m perfectly on time.”

      The Drow was seated in a lotus position in the center of the warding circle. Her outfit was all dark and almost identical to her own but of much finer quality. She raised an elegant eyebrow at her student’s arrival. “Which is late. Didn’t your great-aunt teach you proper manners?”

      In silence, she sat across from her and bound her hair back with a tie before she responded. “Yeah, but you know, some lessons don’t take as well as others. Zeb makes a similar complaint from time to time.”

      Nylotte laughed. “He is a man of considerable patience to deal with you on such a regular basis.”

      With a sigh, she replied, “Are you this abusive to all your students?”

      “Only the ones I like.”

      “You have students you dislike?”

      She grinned and showed her teeth. “They rarely last long.”

      “I’ll pretend you simply mean they choose to no longer be taught by you. Please don’t bother to correct me. So, what’s the plan?”

      The Dark Elf nodded and turned businesslike but didn’t bother to hide the amused sparkle in her eye. At least she’s not kicking me out or whatever. Yet.

      “There are three things you need to learn based on what I’ve seen and been told by Diana. First, to master lightning. Second, how to use others’ magic as fuel. Third, how to properly swing a sword.”

      Cali frowned. “I have more than enough magic and Sensei Ikehara says I’m fine with a sword.”

      Her teacher shook her head. “Fine is not good enough. And with all appropriate respect to your martial arts instructor, my techniques have been refined by practical experience. You will benefit from the additional knowledge.”

      “I bow to your great wisdom.”

      Nylotte uncoiled into a standing position in a smooth motion that her student envied. Jealousy wasn’t a good trainer, however, so she rose and threw her jacket outside the circle, then turned her full attention to the other woman, who spoke without delay.

      “So, you have managed to force the lightning to do your bidding at other times. Now, you will convince it, instead.”

      Sure I will. “Okay.”

      Her tone must have conveyed the doubt because the Drow repeated, “You will. Believe it.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Now, you’ll do three things. First, you’ll draw the energy out of you and create a shield of lightning all around you. That’s the easy part as it already wants to come out. You simply need to tell it to stop afterward.” The other woman stepped outside the ring and gestured, and a shimmering cylinder rose to surround her student and reached to the ceiling.

      Cali took a deep breath to focus and gave in to the constant pressure of her magic trying to escape. She transformed the raw power into electricity and let it slip a little before she pulled it back. It resisted like a pet straining against a leash. Instead of countering the impulse with force, she drew upon her martial arts mindset and redirected the energy to spin around her.

      Her teacher clapped from her safe place outside the shield. “Well done. I’ve never seen one move like that before. It’s a very interesting technique.”

      “Shut it,” she muttered, then spoke loudly enough for the other woman to hear, “Okay, what’s next?”

      “Stop your whining. Okay, draw all that power into your hands. Later, you’ll be able to skip the whole-body step, but it teaches an important mental part of the process. Imagine the lightning coating your skin the same way you’ve used force to do before. It’s like a glove a centimeter away from the surface. If you need to make it move, that’s fine.”

      Her voice was teasing at the end and made the girl smile even through the frustration of trying to learn the new magic that seemed so foreign to her. When Emalia had described it as forcing the lightning to do her bidding, that had made sense. This approach—coaxing and cajoling and essentially begging her power to do what she wanted it to do—somehow didn’t seem natural.

      But maybe what’s natural isn’t necessarily what’s best, right? Natural didn’t get me lightning whips.

      She visualized her objective and her skin crawled as the lightning coalesced around her fists. With a chuckle, Nylotte said, “We’re not forcing it, and you’re not about to punch anyone. Relax.” She obeyed and her hands ached as she forced them to unclench. “Now, imagine the power spilling forward toward the floor without losing your connection to it. Create the weapon you want.”

      Cali closed her eyes and pictured the whips, each about five feet, extending from her palms to coil on the ground near her boots. When she opened them, her vision had become a reality. She lifted one carefully and flicked it experimentally. It wavered and for a moment, she feared she was about to lose control of it before it solidified again. A few moments later, she had it and slashed the air with her new toys, a fierce grin on her face.

      Nylotte dropped the shield and threw in a sphere of light, and Cali struck it with a snap of her wrist. Her teacher challenged her with more throws, and she intercepted each one. Finally, the woman said, “Okay, enough.”

      With a satisfied sigh, she let the magic fall away. “Not bad. Not bad at all. It only required a totally different perspective than any I’ve used before.”

      “That’s all?” The Drow’s tone was amused. “Well, good job with it anyway. You’ll need to practice often in order to maintain them during a fluid situation like a battle, but I have no doubt you’ll get there. Now, conjure a shield.”

      Over the next half hour, the Dark Elf instructed her how to siphon power with her shields rather than simply absorb or deflect it. She couldn’t imagine a scenario where she’d need to use the technique but was glad to know it, nonetheless. By the time they’d finished, her mind was tired and she was aching from the constant push and pull of magic. She groaned and the Dark Elf laughed. “Yes, if you’re sore, it means we’ve done a good job so far. Adapting your body to the demands of your magic is more difficult than it seems at first.”

      “I believe that. So, are you serious about the sword?”

      “I am.” Nylotte crossed into the storage area of the shop and returned with two wooden blades, each about the size of the heirloom that Alessand was restoring for her. She tossed one to Cali and spun the other through a complicated pattern of figure eights, circles, and slashes.

      The hilt was worn as if it had been used to train countless students, and she was struck again by how many secrets lingered around the other woman. She made a mental note to chat to Diana about her as the agent would doubtless have a wealth of information to share. The weapon was a little heavy for one-handed use so she grasped the hilt with both.

      Her teacher shook her head. “You’ll need to be able to wield it one-handed. For now, you can practice with two as you’ll want to have the option to do both. But you either have to build your muscles or use your magic because the other hand will be used for casting or defense.”

      She frowned. “You don’t think I’ll be able to cast magic through my family’s sword?”

      The Drow shrugged. “There’s no record of that ability that Alessand or I could find so we can’t count on it. If you can, it simply means we can put a shield or dagger in your off-hand. Either way, you need the flexibility. Trapping both your hands on one weapon would be extremely foolish.” She moved into a fighting stance with the sword crossed before her. “Now, defend yourself if you can.”

      As Nylotte darted forward and the weapon swung, Cali threw her best block up, knowing there was no chance it would be in time. Something tells me I’ll regret this in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The image that rippled on the other side of the portal was as strange as any place Cali had ever seen. With a nod to Nylotte and a grimace at the way her muscles hurt after the training session of the night before, she stepped from Earth to Oriceran and from the underground Kemana to the abandoned village the Drow had scouted for her.

      The tear in reality closed behind her. The Dark Elf had offered to join her but this seemed like a task she needed to do alone, which was why she’d rejected the same offer from Tanyith, Zeb, and Fyre. Whether for herself, out of respect for her parents, or for some other reason, it didn’t matter. She’d handle this particular investigation herself.

      And, if something unexpected happens, I’ll portal out and bring friends next time.

      When her teacher had described the location as an abandoned village, Cali had imagined an image from The Hobbit—a cheerful community like the Shire. This was not even close. The homes were simple affairs of rough stone and cracked mortar. Freestanding barns suggested livestock or horses but nothing remained to indicate what might have once lived there. She’d thought of the location as a place people had recently moved on from. Instead, the town was cold, harsh, and utterly lifeless. Reflexively, she let her magic extend beyond the confines of her skin to detect any arcane danger before it could reach her.

      If there had once been decorations or creature comforts of any kind, they were long gone. She shuddered at the unreality of the experience as she’d never seen a location on Earth like it and doubted she ever would. She pulled the map the Dark Elf had provided out of the back pocket of her combat uniform, oriented herself in the right direction, and stowed it again. An act of will summoned her sticks to her hands. Wary that this could be a trap, she strode forward.

      The rest of the village was the same. A dozen or so families might have called the settlement home once upon a time, maybe more if they didn’t live by the same social rules that were considered normal on her planet. Eventually, the individual buildings gave way to what had probably been the town square and the large structure positioned at the far end of it. That was her objective—the town’s common building. She couldn’t hazard a guess as to why her parents had selected that location. Her inclination would have been to choose the least impressive part of the community rather than the most obvious one.

      Although it was constructed of the same mismatched stones as the rest of the village, it rose twice as high. The entry doors were also double the height of those in the homes and appeared to be solid as she approached them cautiously. She nudged her magic farther outward to seek wards or other dangers but detected none. Still, caution ruled her and she pushed on the doors with her sticks rather than touching them.

      They swung open with only a whisper of protest to reveal an empty room beyond. In the center, a circle of stones surrounded a dark area with a place for the fire’s smoke to escape in the ceiling above. The image of a community coming together there at night, parents and children, cooking and sharing stories and generally being with one another, rippled in her mind’s eye.

      Me? Emotional about family? Nah. She sniffed at the thought and moved toward the far end of the space, where a divider that stretched across three-quarters of the building’s width separated the back portion.

      Smaller doorways set in the side walls provided entry and exit, and low stone tables that she guessed were for food prep filled most of the area. What caught her attention was the section of the floor made of wood instead of stone. The heavy planks were as rough as the rest of the structure but they had one very compelling feature—a tall wooden ring that jutted from the center.

      Cali tried unsuccessfully to lift it, pushed power into her muscles with magic, and failed again. She crouched beside the wood square in thought, then joined her sticks into a staff and pushed it through the handle. The lever plus her enhanced strength were sufficient to pop the cover free, and she let it fall to one side.

      She directed a small ball of flame through the opening. The fire illuminated a short ladder leading to a basement that was barely higher than she was tall. “This doesn’t look promising,” she muttered but descended carefully. She directed the sphere around the cramped area—which was only slightly larger than the living room in her apartment—and found nothing other than the packed dirt floor under her feet and the stone walls on all four sides. Disappointment welled within her but she pushed it away.

      The dagger had to have led me here for a reason. She examined each of the walls—first with her eyes, then with her magic, and finally, ran her fingertips in slow exploration over the surface and pressed inward.

      By the time she had completed the two sides and made it halfway through the back one, she had begun to feel a little despondent when she found something new. A slender opening, more tall than wide, was hidden from view by a clever shadow cast by the surrounding stone. If she’d relied only on vision, she wouldn’t have discovered the crevice. With growing excitement, she pulled the dagger out and pushed the tip into the gap. It slid fully into place with only the hilt on the outside. She waited but nothing happened. “Well, that’s anticlimactic.”

      Her words echoed in the small space. Trying to turn the knife brought no change, and her attempt to move the weapon in any direction other than in and out met with the same result.

      “Fine. Be that way.” She took a deep breath and shunted magic into the blade, willing it to reveal whatever secrets it held. A click sounded, and a portion of the wall about a foot to the left of the dagger swung inward. She had to crouch and pass through sideways to fit. Fortunately, the passage beyond was short. It ended in a wooden door, one far less rough than anything she’d seen thus far in the village. It opened on well-preserved hinges as she pushed through. Behind it lay a room that immediately reminded her of her parents’ bunker in New Orleans.

      A lamp overhead came to life as she entered and a soft glow emanated from it to banish the room’s shadows. It was rectangular, longer than it was wide, and the two side walls had long tables running down them. Again, they were wood and of a craftsmanship that exceeded the village outside. So my parents probably brought them here by portal. The far wall held three floor-to-ceiling wooden cabinets, each with closed double doors.

      Wooden storage boxes rested on about half the table area and the remainder of the space was empty except for the sheen of dust that covered all the horizontal surfaces in the room. Two uncomfortable-looking chairs were tucked under the table to the right. She lifted the lid of the closest box and set it aside. Within the container was a jumble of books and papers. She examined a few but they were written in the language of House Leblanc that she hadn’t yet had time to learn. With a sigh, she returned them and covered the crate again.

      She checked a few more but discovered nothing that brought either information or clarity. I’ll have to take these to Emalia. She can add them to her to-do list. The thought of her great-aunt inspired a smile. Her efforts in New Atlantis agreed with her, and she seemed more alive with each day that passed. It made pushing so much work on her almost guilt-free. Almost.

      When she was no longer able to distract herself by checking the less interesting items, she approached the cabinets at the rear of the room. They were identical in every way, and the tables ended far enough from them that the doors could swing open unhindered. She opened the one on the left and was surprised to find it empty. The hangars and shelves reminded her of the locker in her parents’ other secret hideaway, and she assumed they might have once stored the uniforms and associated equipment there.

      She checked the one on the far right next. Four black backpacks, each filled to bursting, rested on shelves. She pulled one out and almost dropped it on her foot due to the unexpected weight. It unzipped to reveal a treasure trove of emergency supplies, from packets of dried food to first aid items.

      So, my parents had go-bags for us. That was smart and they are something I need to move back to Earth. Being able to portal from danger made the gear less necessary than it might be for someone without that ability, but preparation was always good. She hauled out the other three and lugged all of them into the center of the room.

      Finally, she couldn’t delay it any longer. She strode to the remaining cabinet and yanked the doors open. Inside, carefully mounted in what could only be custom holders, was an assortment of more weapons than she’d ever seen in a single place other than Alessand’s shop. The doors and the sides held smaller ones like knives for cutting, stabbing, and throwing. One with a missing partner looked exactly like the dagger she’d used to open the room, and she tucked it into her belt.

      The back wall had a clear dividing line about two-thirds of the way up. Above were four pairs of pistols and two rifles. Below were swords, two sized for larger people and two for smaller. Unlike the elegant weapon she attempted to reconstruct, these were basic items designed for efficiency. The leather-wrapped handles looked well worn.

      She sat quickly, even though she hadn’t made the conscious decision to do so. The reality that her parents had fought and probably killed criminals outside the law could no longer be ignored. She’d chatted to Tanyith about his girlfriend’s belief that they were vigilantes. Perhaps, by definition, that’s what her parents had been. But so were she, Tanyith, and the others who fought for what they believed was right. She wouldn’t think less of them because of it.

      Cali pushed herself to her feet, suddenly filled with directionless anger. “No, it’s more than that. They should be thanked—or celebrated—for doing what others couldn’t. Maybe there were mistakes and maybe there weren’t. But if good people do nothing, evil flourishes. And, like them, I have only four words to say to that. Not. On. My. Watch.”

      She grabbed a backpack and emptied it, then dumped the smaller weapons, including the pistols, into it. She hefted it over her shoulder and took one last look around her. It wasn’t all she’d hoped for unless important secrets lay inside the crates but it was enough.

      Now, it’s time to see if Tanyith wants new daggers. With a smile, she headed to the exit.
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      A night’s sleep had tempered the enthusiasm she’d felt at the discovery of her parents’ weapon stash. A vague sense of exhaustion pressed at her—not a physical tiredness but a mental one. Her life had too many open loops at the moment, and the way her subconscious constantly poked and prodded at them was like picking scabs only to discover the wound beneath hadn’t closed.

      “But, on the good side, I’m smart enough to know that going to the bunker alone was stupid and I won’t make that mistake again.” Fyre wore the same disapproving expression he’d had since she’d told him he couldn’t join her. He sat stiffly in the corner of the apartment’s living room and watched as she prepared a bowl of cereal for breakfast in the small attached kitchen.

      She took an apple out of the basket on the counter and threw it at him. He snapped it out of the air and chomped noisily three times, then swallowed with a gulp. It didn’t make him appear any less annoyed at her.

      Cali sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. Can we let it go, please? I promise, we’re together from now on.” His expression remained unchanged but the emotions that radiated from him softened. “If I give you another apple, will you quit it?”

      “I can get my own apples,” he muttered.

      With a laugh, she threw a second one at him and he caught it with a loud crunch. “Yeah, I know you can but at heart, you like to play as much as the rest of us.” She pulled the refrigerator open, checked the date on the milk, and put the bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios on the shelf beside it. “I think the milk is old enough that it may have achieved consciousness. Let’s have breakfast in New Atlantis instead.”
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        * * *

      

      After the anticipated meal—which consisted of Emalia’s always amazing sourdough French toast—Cali and Fyre cleared the Oriceran bunker and moved everything into one of the spare rooms in the mansion. She portaled to the tavern in time to pick up Scoppic and Invel and brought them to work with Emalia.

      Well, Scoppic is here to research, anyway. The way the Drow and her great-aunt lit up when they saw each other was a clear indication that Invel had interests beyond the collection of books and papers scattered around the formal dining room table.

      She left them to their tasks with a wave and a parting, “Find out everything you can. I need every last piece of information you can get out of there. None of you will leave that room until every word is translated.” The responses varied but all were notably disrespectful. She looked at Fyre and shook her head. “Honestly. I’m the matriarch of a noble house and people still treat me like a slacker.”

      The Draksa grinned at her. “Well, you did withdraw from your classes so you are kind of slacking.”

      “Ya gotta rub salt in the wound, don’t ya, buddy? You are not a nice draggylizard.” She’d discovered the name she’d made up annoyed him and since then, had done her best to include it in conversation whenever possible. “Besides, I do have a few things on my plate at the moment. My career as an investigator will have to wait a while.”

      Maybe forever, at this rate. My future is certainly turning out different than I’d expected.

      Cali took the winding path to the chamber where her parents’ memories were stored. Fyre entered with her, looked around the room as if impressed, and slipped under the large wingback chair. With both of them in the space, even with most of him hidden under her, claustrophobia crept in at the edges of her mind. She banished those feelings with an act of will and did the same with the many concerns that banged around in her head. None of them was relevant in that moment as she was there to ask a difficult question. The answer wouldn’t change how she felt about her parents but it nonetheless carried a palpable weight.

      Now focused, she selected the last of the rods in the sequence, which she and Emalia had agreed was likely the final one recorded. She slotted it into the basin and an illusion of her mother, frozen in time, flowed into existence above it. In silence, she absorbed the finer details of the image, the kind face, and the long dark hair. Finally, her heart full of longing for what could have been, she managed to croak, “Hi, Mom.”

      The magical representation suddenly came to life and her mother’s face softened in a wide smile. “Cali, my love. It’s good to see you.”

      “And you, Mom. I don’t know if I’ve ever said thank you for leaving these memories for me. So, thank you.”

      Her mother nodded. “It was the least we could do when we discovered we would be forced to leave all the safety nets we’d constructed for you and your brother behind.”

      A lump of emotion caught in her chest and she coughed to banish it. “So…uh, I have a question for you. Well, a couple. The first is, when did you record this? It’s the last one in the cabinet so I’ve assumed it’s the final message.”

      “I created this on the day before we intended to leave New Atlantis. Well, in the early, early morning of the day we intended to depart. If it’s the last one, I can only presume we made it out as we hoped.”

      “Why didn’t you make any more in New Orleans?” She hadn’t planned to ask that question but the words leapt out of her mouth before she knew they were coming.

      Her mother gave her a soft smile. “I can’t say what happened after this moment, but I can tell you we wanted to. It might be that we couldn’t find the magical materials needed as they are unique to New Atlantis as far as we knew. Or…it could be anything, really. We had hoped to continue to leave these for you both until you were grown.” Her expression stretched into a grin. “At least that’s what I said to your father. Personally, I wanted to keep doing it forever.”

      Cali laughed. “It was a good plan. But if you did it, I haven’t been able to find it. Although that’s not why I came. There’s something else I need to know.”

      Her mother’s face turned somber. “I will share whatever I can, of course.”

      “A friend who visited a secret place you left on the surface thinks that you and Dad were vigilantes who hunted and killed criminals outside the law. She doesn’t argue that the people you apparently targeted mostly deserved what they got.” Even talking to a magical version of her parent, she felt the need to soften the accusation. “But her opinion is that it was wrong. I don’t agree with her but what I want to know is if you had planned something like that. Or, if you didn’t, if you think it might be something you’d do.”

      The other woman’s lips curled and she frowned as she considered the question in silence. It stretched long enough that Cali started to fear she’d somehow broken whatever made the conversations with the past versions of her parents possible.

      Finally, her mother sighed. “We were angry when I recorded this. Very angry. At the general indifference of most of the Nine and the betrayals by the others. But I can’t imagine a situation where we would do such a thing of our own volition.”

      Her heart started to beat with its normal rhythm again as the woman continued to speak. “We intended to go to the surface and live anonymously until you were old enough to choose whether to join us or not in an effort to reclaim our lives and standing in New Atlantis. During that time, we had only three goals—survival, raising you, and finding a way to save your brother. Whatever we did should have been driven by one of those.

      “Anything is possible, of course.” Her mother shrugged. “But I don’t think it’s likely that we would have picked a fight with anyone or that we would have engaged in one we could have avoided. I can’t say what might have changed after we left the city for the dirt above, but I cannot conceive of us suddenly becoming crusaders without a very, very powerful reason.”

      She sighed as relief surged through her. “Good. That’s good.” The emotions from Fyre, which had supported her through the whole conversation, were in agreement. “Thank you. I knew it had to be something other than what Barton thought.”

      The magical image nodded. “Keep an open mind, my daughter. There’s no telling what might have happened. But I’m glad you’ve found comfort in my answer.”

      Cali stood and held the rod for a moment. “Thanks, Mom. I miss you.” She pulled the slim wand free and stored it in its receptacle, then knuckled the tears away from the corners of her eyes. With a sniff, she gave a hoarse command, “Let’s go, scale-face. We have important things to do.”
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived in the dining room, Emalia, Invel, and Scoppic were all bent over the table. The gnome had to stand on a chair to manage it. One of the boxes she’d retrieved from the Oriceran bunker stood open on its surface and papers were spread out. Her great-aunt looked up as she entered. “Cali, good. Come here.”

      She obeyed and peered at the object of their interest. It was a plain sheet of legal pad paper with writing on it in her mother’s hand. “What does it say?”

      “It gives the location of another piece of the sword,” Invel replied. “One of the other families apparently shared it to taunt your parents, or at least that’s what Elisinia wrote.”

      Cali frowned. “How does providing them the location accomplish that?”

      Emalia shook her head. “Because it’s virtually unreachable.”

      “How so?”

      Scoppic adjusted his glasses as he straightened on the chair to meet her eyes. “You see, it was given as a gift to a very bad person to celebrate his ascension to a new role. The blade fragment is hidden inside a golden statue of a tiger.”

      They all stared expectantly at her, which made her feel like she was missing something important from the conversation. “Okay, so, let me ask a different way. What the hell are you talking about?”

      The older woman chuckled. “According to your mother, the statue was given to Peng Jian, the leader of a criminal organization in Shenyang, China. She writes that the group’s leadership and much of its membership is made up of former elite soldiers. Since his personal icon is the tiger, there is no way he’ll surrender a gift of such significance willingly.”

      Her brain whipped through the information again and immediately began to spit out possibilities. Each was more ludicrous than the last. After a few moments of that, she shrugged. “Well, then. If that’s where it is, that’s where I’ll go.” Fyre growled, and she uttered a chagrined laugh. “Correction, that’s where we’ll go.”

      She sighed and shook her head as the only reasonable path forward swam into clarity. “I’ll owe so many people too many favors after this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanyith portaled to the docks of New Atlantis and within minutes, was already annoyed at being in the domed city. It wasn’t the location itself, of course. The architecture was pleasant and most of the people were gregarious and welcoming. No, the reason he was there was what soured his mood. Finding a note on his door to summon him to a meeting with the bastards who threatened those he cared for would always put him in a belligerent frame of mind.

      He hired one of the runners who constantly hung around the docks and sent the girl with a message for Cali—simply to tell her he was in town and going to visit “old friends.” She’d know what it meant and if he ran into trouble and didn’t report in after a reasonable amount of time, he imagined she’d come looking for him. At least, he hoped so.

      The walk to the Privateer Pub was shorter than it had been from the Leblanc mansion and decidedly more pleasant to do on his own rather than in the company of the goon who had escorted him on the previous occasion. The weather under the dome was warm and comfortable, the same as it always was. He thought with a small laugh that if New Orleans could find a way to accomplish the same thing, it would become the prime tourist destination in the country.

      The afternoon crowd inside the venue was stunningly normal, merely folks having lunch and drinks in the same way as they might anywhere. It was easy to forget, amongst the battles and the politics and the people trying to manipulate him, that New Atlantis was mostly full of ordinary citizens. Admittedly, they were of a higher economic class than him but that didn’t make them any more special.

      Rather than turn toward the back room where those who had rudely demanded his presence would doubtless be waiting, he veered left and headed to the bar. The bartender was different than the one who had been on the job the last time. He was a strong-looking middle-aged man who had let some of his former muscle go to fat but was still demonstrably imposing enough to keep his clientele in line. A large black mustache drew attention away from the rest of his face very effectively. “What’ll ya have?”

      “A pint of whatever you’ve got in the cask.” He grinned and gestured toward the small barrel.

      “Good choice. It’s strong, though. You’ll want to take it slow.” The liquid that filled the glass as he twisted the valve was deep-red and ended with a crimson-tinted white foam. Tanyith accepted the drink, took a sip, and nodded in appreciation.

      “Nice. Thanks.” He threw some local currency on the bar, double what his beverage cost. “Can I ask you a question?”

      The man scooped the offering up and replied, “Sure. I won’t promise to answer, though.”

      “I’m meeting with the folks in the back room but I don’t know them very well. They’re from the Malniet family but outside the main line, I think. Is there anything else you can tell me?”

      With a guarded look at the back door, the bartender leaned closer. “I can tell you three things. First, you’re right, although they’re fairly close to the main line, regardless of blood. They’re often the voice of the patriarch in this part of town. Second, they have their hands in all kinds of things around here.” The way he said it strongly suggested that he referred to criminal activities. “And, finally, you don’t want to cross ʼem. People who do tend to wind up disappearing—probably as shark food.” He straightened and moved to the other end of the bar without waiting for a reply.

      Great. Well, it’s not any worse than I expected but certainly not as good as I might have hoped. He drank half the glass at a relaxed pace, perfectly fine with making them wait a little longer before he strolled to the back. The door yielded to his push and he passed through to find the scene essentially as he’d anticipated.

      The two sat in the same positions they’d occupied the last time—the pocked-face man on the left and the freckled blonde on the right. He took the chair across from them and spun it so he could sit reversed and lean his arms on the top. “It’s so great to see you again. Thanks so much for the invitation.”

      The man laughed. “Hardly an invitation, but if it makes you feel better to call it that, you do what you need to do.”

      He answered the taunt with a smile. “Oh, I very much doubt you’d enjoy it if I did what I need to do.”

      The woman shook her head. “Let’s not lose focus, gentlemen. Tanyith, don’t forget that your lady friends are one word away from taking their last breath. And if you have any doubt about our resolve in that area, feel free to test us. We can give up one without any particular damage to our plans. Which would you like to see die first? The old girlfriend or the new?”

      He suppressed a growl at her words but allowed the anger to show on his face. Barton had eyes watching Sienna and was naturally wary in her own right, but magic tilted the balance. It was always possible that the Malniets could make good on the threat against one or the other. “Fine. You’ve made your point. What do you want?”

      The man rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “Oh, several things. You won’t want to do them but in the end, I’m sure you’ll realize that you need to.”

      Yeah, that would probably be true if your compulsion was still working. Since you’re not freaking out right now, I guess Nylotte managed to hide the evidence of her efforts. “Anything’s possible. Can we quit dancing and get to the point? I have places to be.”

      The woman grinned and snarked, “Are you going to visit Leblanc? Maybe add her to your little harem? I think the Jehenel idiot might have gotten there first.”

      Tanyith stared at her for a moment, his face expressionless but his eyes smoldering, and turned his attention to her compatriot. “You should put a muzzle on her. She brings your collective IQ way down and it’s fairly low to begin with.”

      The man tilted his head mockingly. “And yet you’re the one on our hook rather than the other way around. What does that say about you, lover boy?” He leaned forward and lowered his hands. “Okay, enough fun. You’ll do three things for us. First, you’ll put the torch to that wench Usha’s place. It doesn’t matter if anyone’s in it or not but if it’s still standing in a week, we’ll move on to the endgame of our little relationship.”

      His eyes widened. “You’re picking up some powerful enemies, aren’t you? One would have thought that House Malniet had enough on its plate right now.”

      The other man didn’t respond to his taunt. “Second, you’ll collect information on your city’s council of idiots—where they live, where they work, and who they love. Your connection to the dwarf should make that easy for you.”

      The hell I will. He shook his head. “That’s asking too much.”

      “Like most things in this partnership we have going on here, such decisions aren’t your call. You’ll do it or you’ll face the consequences of not doing it. And we haven’t reached the best part yet.”

      He could see in the way the woman tensed that the moment Nylotte had warned him about wasn’t far away. The Drow had said that the caster would probably try to use the spell while he was in front of them to ensure it was still working. They’d determined together that it would likely be some form of discomfort and that the only way to deal with it was to fake it when it happened. The back of his mind began to chart angles and distances for the battle that would follow if he failed.

      The man grinned broadly and seemed almost gleeful. “Finally, you’ll go down off the bat when the Leblanc girl calls upon you to fight our house. Our relatives will know not to kill you, and you’ll simply let them hit you and take you out of the combat.”

      Tanyith laughed. He couldn’t help it. As he started to reply, he felt the surge from the woman. Stiffening, he twisted like his back—which had been the most frequent source of pain while he was under the influence of her magic—had cramped. He mimed holding in a shout before he slowly returned to normal. When he thought enough time had passed to sell the act, he said, “How do I know your people will keep your word?”

      “You don’t.” The man shrugged. “But why would we throw such a useful tool away? You’ve given us everything we’ve wanted from you so far and that’s led to some very interesting discoveries about chemicals that affect magicals. We can put that into use in oh so many ways. So, no, we don’t intend to lose your services yet.”

      Deliberately, he scowled, although the sentiment behind the pretense was real enough that he could react the way they most likely expected him to. “When I get out from under this, you’re dead.”

      His contact laughed. “The only way you’ll get out from under anything is if you’re dead. I’m not worried. But by all means, fight and see what it gets you. Hell, to be honest, I kind of want you to.”

      He pushed to his feet and threw his chair aside to clatter on the floor. Neither of his blackmailers rose to the provocation, and he stalked through the door and slammed it shut behind him. People in the restaurant area turned to stare at him, but he ignored them and hurried out of the bar. The fresh air helped to calm him, as only part of his actions and reactions had been false.

      I can’t wait until I can beat the arrogance off their faces.
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        * * *

      

      He had cooled off completely by the time he reached the Leblanc grounds and Invel opened the front door to let him in. “Caliste is sleeping,” the Drow explained, “and Emalia and Scoppic are translating. That left Jenkins and I, and he’s not the best at physical tasks, from what I understand.”

      The disembodied caretaker of the house replied calmly, “Indeed so. Fortunately, there are so many around to help now.” He sounded pleased and Tanyith imagined that if he’d been stuck alone in an abandoned home for as long as the retainer had, he would feel the same way.

      Invel gestured toward the kitchen. “There’s coffee if you like or hot water for tea. Plus various snacks. We’ll have an afternoon break in an hour or so if you’ll join us.” He nodded and followed him into the kitchen. They chatted amiably and were eventually joined by Emalia, who bustled around organizing sandwiches and snack cakes while the Dark Elf made several pots of tea.

      By the time it was all ready, Scoppic, Cali, and Fyre had also arrived. She looked a little worn but had an air of resolve about her that hadn’t been there when they’d last been together. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Emalia, Scoppic, and Invel found the next shard.”

      “And?”

      “It’ll be a little hard to get.” The others laughed with varying degrees of disbelief. “Okay, it’ll be very hard to get.”

      Tanyith grinned. “Being your friend is never boring.”

      “Just wait.” She shook her head. “You don’t know the half of it. But at least it comes with fringe benefits like the constant risk of death.”

      He nodded. “Well, who could ask for anything more?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali had sent Tanyith to the tavern and he had portaled from there to his apartment to get ready. He and Kendra had been unable to find much time to spend together of late since the situation with the Atlanteans and the Zatoras had landed squarely in the lap of her inter-agency task force.

      But tonight, they’d both agreed to set aside whatever they had going on to go out on a date. He had made a reservation at one of New Orleans’ trendiest restaurants and had plans to see a blues band at a dive bar thereafter. In his opinion, fancy meals and local bands were the best things the city had to offer.

      On the side of the Quarter that was closest to the Drunken Dragons, Effervescence was small, beautiful, and difficult to get into. He’d had to put down a hefty deposit simply to reserve two seats at the bar as their tables were booked months in advance. They’d be expected to have drinks, the obligatory bottle of champagne, and a tasting menu chosen by the chef.

      It was one of his favorite ways to spend an evening. They would face no decisions other than what to drink and he had the opportunity to focus all his attention on his companion. He finished dressing, put cufflinks in his shirt, and pulled his suit jacket on before he portaled to an alley near the restaurant.

      After the short walk to his destination, he realized he’d arrived before Kendra and stood outside the clean white building with its black shutters and ornate ebony doors to wait. He watched the passersby warily, alert for trouble, but the people on the street were merely normal folks living normal lives as far as he could tell.

      Tanyith couldn’t remember having lived a normal life. The events since his imprisonment had banished all of that from his memory and he didn’t see any likely change in that situation anytime soon. He was determined to enjoy each moment for what it was, to flow like a river from one set of rapids to the next, and to seek calm when not among the rocks.

      The sight of his date made him smile. Kendra Barton wore a dress, which was as unusual as anything else in his life. It was black and thin straps over her shoulders supported a form-fitting sheath that ended above her knees. She carried a clutch purse that he was sure would be adequate to hold a pistol and probably a set of handcuffs. Her hair held more of a wave than usual, and her makeup was more pronounced. He strode forward to intercept her and kissed her cheek in greeting. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      She stepped back and made a show of studying him carefully. “Hello yourself. Not bad, Shale. If you don’t ruin things with your mouth, I might invite you home later.”

      “It’s always my mouth that betrays me,” he said with a laugh.

      “That’s the case with most criminals.”

      “We’re back to that, are we?” He raised an eyebrow.

      The detective broke into a grin. “Nah, I’m only screwing with you. So, this is the place, huh?”

      He nodded, opened the door for her, and gazed appreciatively at the view as she preceded him into the restaurant. “We’re at the bar,” he said, and she moved to the nearest seats with reserved placards on them. He slid onto the chair next to hers, and the bartender appeared a moment later.

      She was a thin woman, blonde and probably in her mid-forties, wearing an immaculate black dress that covered her from neck to wrists and disappeared behind the bar. Her metal bangle bracelets chimed against one another as she smiled and asked, “What can I get you two?” She slid wooden coasters in front of them.

      Kendra said, “Manhattan,” and Tanyith held up two fingers. The bartender bustled away and he grinned at his date.

      “So. How ya been?”

      “Fine, except for the storm of garbage that came from what went down at the Zatora place.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I can see how that would be a challenge for y’all. Did you find out anything interesting?”

      She accepted her drink from the bartender’s hands and took a sip before she set it down carefully and looked at him with what he thought of as her cop eyes—sharp, inquisitive, and suspicious. “Signs of a fight that included magic. You wouldn’t know about that, would you?”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” He shrugged. “It’ll cost you to find out.” One of the difficult parts of their relationship was that they often had to keep secrets from each other for personal or professional reasons. The only thing they could agree to commit to as an absolute was sharing if safety was an issue. As the action at the mansion didn’t qualify as that, he wouldn’t betray Cali’s confidence without a significant quid pro quo.

      She laughed, unoffended. “Nah, it’s not worth the price right now, whatever it is. I don’t have anything to offer.”

      His entendre-laden reply was forestalled by the arrival of their first dish. Oysters, of course, one of the key gastronomic elements of New Orleans Cuisine. These had been grilled and were dotted with brown gravy. He used the tiny fork provided to spear one from its shell and eat it. He wouldn’t have expected a chipotle sauce with the seafood but it worked well. Kendra lifted the shell to her mouth and ate the meat that way, and he momentarily lost his train of thought. She noticed and laughed at him again.

      “Ah, Shale, you’re so easy sometimes.” She offered him the third but he declined, and she snagged that one with the fork. “Delicious. So, what’s going on that you are willing to talk about, then?”

      “Oh, the usual. Upcoming battles, the threat of you and Sienna getting killed, and damn Aiden Walsh is out there somewhere causing trouble.” He’d shared the knowledge that Walsh was part of the Zatoras but nothing else from the battle.

      “Convince those blackmailing bastards to visit the city. I’ll lock ʼem up.”

      He chuckled. “Did you get an AET team while I wasn’t looking?” The anti-magic version of SWAT wasn’t a resource available to the NOPD as far as he knew.

      She shook her head. “No such luck. But I’m confident we can take them.” She lowered her voice. “We found a cache of anti-magic bullets in the mansion. Each member of the task force has a magazine full. It’s not nearly enough but it’s a step in the right direction, for sure.”

      The next course arrived, some kind of dumpling with a soy sauce and he bit into it carefully to discover that it was filled with sausage—hot, spicy, and delicious. He yanked the napkin from his lap to his mouth to avoid dribbling juice onto his suit. Kendra managed her portion with far more elegance.

      Suddenly, an internal pressure he hadn’t noticed suddenly gained impetus and he had to speak. “Hey. Can I be serious with you for a minute?”

      She dabbed her red-painted lips and nodded. “Sure. Shoot.”

      “I need more.”

      His companion chuckled, low and sultry. “Is that an invitation? Or are you referring to the food?”

      He shook his head and tried to calm the hammering of his heart. “No. I mean that I want to…uh, move our relationship forward, I suppose.”

      She laughed again, this time a little more playfully. “Are you asking me to go steady?”

      That inspired a reciprocal laugh from him. “Yeah. I guess I kind of am. Or we could always do the grown-up version and move in together.”

      Her expression morphed slowly into something entirely more serious. “You’re not joking, right?”

      “No. Not even slightly.”

      “You actually want to live with me.”

      Tanyith nodded. “Look, I don’t know what the future holds but spending what few uncommitted minutes we have apart from one another doesn’t make sense to me. On my part, at least.” He didn’t add the words but his mind supplied them. Unless you don’t feel the same way, that is, in which case, I’ll find a hole to hide in for a decade or so.

      Her reply was delayed by the arrival of the next course. She filled her mouth with the miniature quiche and chewed slowly while he did the same and wondered how long she’d make him wait for her answer. Finally, she finished the mouthful, drained her drink, and turned to him with a smile on her face. “Okay.”

      Relief coursed through him. “Really?”

      “Really really. However, we’ll need to set some ground rules.”

      “That seems fair. You go first.”

      “No criminal activity of any kind in my apartment. No contraband, no illegal weapons, and nothing that could cause me to lose my job.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it’ll be your apartment, will it?”

      Kendra laughed. “We both know your apartment is a hole compared to mine.”

      “Okay. Fair enough. Now I have one. No peeking at one another’s phones.”

      She imitated his eyebrow-raise. “Already planning to step out on me, are you?”

      He shook his head. “No. But we both need to protect confidential information and I can’t see any other way to ensure that.”

      “Agreed.”

      The bartender interrupted to uncork a bottle of pink champagne and pour them each a glass, which signaled that the more substantial courses of their meal would soon arrive. Kendra added, “No extra expectations. We live together but we still do our own things. When we’re in the same place at the same time, it’s all good, but no demands. I can’t deal with that right now.”

      Tanyith lifted his glass in a toast. “Me neither. So, to togetherness.”

      She tapped hers against his with a small clink. “Togetherness.”

      They spent the rest of the meal in happy conversation and added one or two details to the arrangement as they occurred to them. When it was over, they strolled down the street to where the car she had called would pick them up. Even at night and even this far on the fringes of the Quarter, a fair number of folks wandered around. He nodded at a man who strolled past them. “Do you think they know what’s going on? Do they realize there’s a gang war happening right under their noses?”

      The detective shook her head. “I doubt it. And that’s probably for the best. Most people can’t face that kind of stress day in and day out and they shouldn’t have to. That’s where those like us come in.”

      He laughed. “Idiots, you mean.”

      “You said it, not me. But what I meant was the fighters. Most people are maxed-out fighting their own battles. Some of us can give more, though, and we’re called to do it. It’s in our nature.”

      “That’s an awful nice dress for a fighter, by the way.” He grinned.

      She responded with a smirk. “You should see what’s under it.”

      “I’d like that. I’d like that very much.”

      A Honda Accord pulled up, the one the ride app on her phone had promised. “Well then, get in and do something about that at our apartment.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The day had arrived. Rion Grisham hadn’t slept at all the night before and spent it instead in the company of a bottle of Jack Daniels and his memories—not only of Colin Todd, although those were not far from his mind, but of the path that had brought him to this place. From the early days as a leg-breaker for organized crime in the north to his current position, it had been a fairly straight diagonal and he’d always traveled upward toward more wealth and power.

      Lately, though, that arrow had become a flat line because of the actions of the magicals in his city. He didn’t consider himself a xenophobe and would happily work with or take from any race, color, creed, or species if it moved him closer to the things he wanted. The Atlantean gang was another matter entirely, however. It had been foolish to think that keeping them around would spread the heat from the authorities enough to make that strategy worthwhile. It wasn’t often he did something so ultimately wrong-headed, and he couldn’t imagine why he’d done it on this occasion. But after they’d seen his former lieutenant off with the proper pomp and circumstance, it would be time to set that error to rights.

      With a groan, he levered himself up from the table, ran a hand through his rumpled hair, and padded toward the shower to scald the sleep away. Only a half-hour remained before the start of the day’s events and he owed it to Colin to be at his best.
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        * * *

      

      When Strang and Ozahl arrived, he was suitably prepared to face the day. He’d shaved, tamed the tangle atop his head, and dressed all in black—shoes, suit, shirt, and tie. The clothes were cut to obscure the presence of the guns under each armpit and the one at his lower back. Each was filled with anti-magic rounds, and he carried a spare mag for all three in his pockets. When the enemy came—and he had no doubt they would—he’d be ready.

      The point of this meeting was to make sure the rest of his people would be ready as well. He gestured at the table and his lieutenants took their places while he rang the bottom floor to demand coffee and breakfast. Assured that it was on its way, he sat and looked at his two companions. “So. Today’s the day.”

      Strang nodded. “It’s gonna be a perfect one with a good temperature, and it’s sunny. We’ll have the right kind of sendoff.”

      The mage showed signs of agitation, shifted in his seat, and drummed his fingers. That’s not much of a surprise. When things get tough, you start to fray around the edges. Some fierce magical you are. Grisham stared at him and asked, “Is there a problem?”

      In response, the man sighed and straightened. “You know this is a bad idea. Why are you going through with it? The dead don’t care. They’re already gone.”

      He shook his head. “We’ve been through this. It’s not about Colin. It’s about the rest of my people. We have to show them we’re not afraid.”

      The magical looked as average as he always did, with mousy-brown unstyled hair, khakis, and a button-down shirt. No one would ever imagine that he could be a threat, which was probably exactly what he wanted. Ozahl leaned forward and spoke in a low, sharp tone. “But we should be afraid. This is a security nightmare. Hell, for all we know, the entire church is already wired to explode.”

      The Zatora leader chuckled dismissively. “You worry too much. We’ve had people watching the cathedral for days, inside and out. No one’s done anything of the kind. We planned for this, remember? We’re ready.”

      The mage shook his head and muttered something under his breath, but he leaned back in his chair, apparently content to still his protests for the moment, at least. Breakfast arrived on a rolling cart, and they busied themselves for a few minutes spreading toast with butter, preparing cups of chicory coffee, and loading their plates with eggs and potatoes. They ate in silence and the unspoken agreement that fuel was a priority momentarily delayed the conversation.

      When he had finished eating, Grisham tossed his napkin onto the table. “Okay, Jack, what’s the plan?”

      Strang set his silverware aside and downed his coffee. The man had put a dark suit on over a dark shirt and as usual, it all looked too small on him. His shave was smooth, though, both on his face and his head. “We already have lookouts in every direction. Four teams of two on the roof, at least one on each street for three blocks, and two guards posted at each entrance. We swept the location two nights ago and again last night. It’ll be done hourly today.”

      His boss nodded. “What are they carrying?”

      “Everything we could find. Pistols everywhere, plus rifles or shotguns for those not in public places. The shooters on the roof have their weapon of choice, and their spotters have ARs.”

      “Anti-magic bullets?” Ozahl asked,

      The other lieutenant shrugged. “Some. We don’t have the right caliber for the snipers and I’ve never heard of shotgun rounds of that kind. But more than half our people have at least one magazine.”

      Grisham nodded. “It’ll have to do. So, Ozahl, what have you done to prepare?”

      The mage straightened again, having slouched in his chair to finish his coffee. “Last night, I did the wards inside the building. We should be warned if someone uses magic to get in. As we discussed, doing it earlier would have tipped our hand but I decided that since the place was locked down, it wouldn’t be a risk.” The leader grunted, and he continued. “I’ll be on the roof too and will be able to detect others’ magic. I’m better than any other magical in this city, anyway, so I should be able to identify anyone who tries to sneak in under an illusion.”

      He turned to look at Strang. “I’ll want someone with me who can protect me from attack and be my communication person. Two, if we have them to spare. Be sure they have extra anti-magic ammunition. I’ll be a prime target.”

      That drew a frown from the man. “But I thought you were better than everyone. Why do you need protection?” The minuscule quantity of positive feelings the two might have felt for one another in the past had clearly been banished by recent events.

      The magical gave a thin smile. “It doesn’t matter how good I am if the Atlanteans portal a group of folks up there to kill me. I could survive and escape, of course, but you, your people, and our boss would all be sitting ducks. Of course, if that’s what you want, I’m game.”

      Strang growled annoyance. “You’ll have your guards.”

      Grisham nodded. “Excellent. It sounds like we’re ready. Now, let’s go over everything again from the start. Jack, tell me where the outer cordon is positioned.”
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        * * *

      

      Across town in the main room of the Shark Nightclub, Usha sat on the low stage and stared at her audience of one. Danna was seated at a front table in her fighting clothes—tough black leather pants, matching boots that reached past her calves, and a bright red leather jacket. She felt underdressed in her jeans and sweatshirt but she wasn’t willing to put her battle dress on until the last minute.

      “So. What’s the plan?” her second in command asked.

      She grinned. “What makes you think I have one? I thought we’d simply roll in and cause trouble.”

      The woman laughed. “Please. The Champion of New Atlantis doesn’t ‘simply roll in.’”

      “Dammit. Betrayed by my awesomeness.” She shook her head and her long ropes of hair swatted her cheeks. “What do you think we should do?”

      “Well, answer me this. Is the funeral part of the reason you activated the magic in the drugs?”

      Usha stiffened in surprise. “How do you know about that?”

      “I hear many things.” Her companion shrugged. “I keep my ear to the streets as you know. Plus, I’ve still made deliveries. If enough people say they’re feeling off, you start to put two and two together. Maybe the better question is why you chose to not tell me.” It was delivered without any particular venom but it nonetheless hurt to hear it.

      “I didn’t want you tainted by my choice. Or anyone else, for that matter. It was my decision to make and I made it.”

      Danna nodded. “Sometimes, you should try not being an island.”

      Usha laughed. “Like you’re one to talk. I still don’t know about your mystery man and that would be far more fun to share. We all have our secrets.”

      The teasing reference pulled a smile from her second. “Touché. So, is it part of today?”

      She nodded. “When the rest of our people get here in an hour or so, we’ll take anyone who won’t be useful in a fight and get them out on the streets. They’ll spread the word that Grisham and his people are responsible for the withdrawal symptoms they think they feel. Between that and the way the magic fires them up, by the time the funeral starts at sunset, everyone who’s been taking Shine will be primed and ready to kill any Zatora they see.”

      “And the magicals?”

      Her shrug was dismissive. “I couldn’t be sure the council would refrain from interfering with our plans and bringing their individual communities to bear. So, with their magics weakened for a time, the Zarcanum-using magicals in the city won’t be able to play much of a role even if the do-gooders at the top call upon them to do so.”

      Danna shook her head. “It seems like you have that part well-covered. What about the rest of it?”

      Usha stood, began to pace the room, and gestured as she talked. “My first thought was to trap the venue or to get our people inside and have them wait. But we saw Zatora presence way earlier than expected, so that option wasn’t viable.”

      “So they know we’re coming.”

      “I’m not sure know is the right word. At the same time, it would be foolish to think we wouldn’t and they’re not that stupid. Certainly, if the positions were reversed, they’d do the same. While there’s no way they could be aware that we were behind the whole thing from the start, it’s also safe to assume we’d take advantage of it. They’ll underestimate our commitment, though. At least that’s what I’m hoping.”

      Her second in command nodded, crossed her legs, and bounced her foot in time with Usha’s steps as they echoed through the space. “How committed are we?”

      Usha grinned. “We’re all in. Every person. We’ll get Grisham tonight or we’ll die trying.”

      The other woman whistled dramatically. “Damn, girl, you’re fired up.”

      She laughed. “I’ve had enough, Danna. It’s not that I’m tired because actually, I’m more energized than I’ve been in ages. It’s simply that I’m sick of it all. The Zatoras, the pretentious magicals and their ineffective council, the smaller gangs and independents who bite around the edges of our territory because we can’t spare the attention from the big fish to deal with the minnows. And, of course, the nonsense with Caliste Leblanc.” She shook her head and anger rose with every word. “After tonight, everything will be different. And once we start down this road, we don’t stop until we win.”

      Danna rose to her feet and turned slowly to keep her gaze locked on her boss. “And what constitutes winning?” Her voice was a mixture of excitement and concern but definitely held more of the former.

      “For tonight? Grisham and his top people dead and the rest run off. After that, we’ll deal with everything else, one thing after the next, with overwhelming force.”

      Her second grinned. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you like this. It suits you.”

      “What will suit me is seeing the look on Rion Grisham’s face right before the light fades from his eyes and knowing that he knows who beat him. Before the night is out, he’ll see that whoever he thought I was, he has no clue about who I really am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ozahl portaled to the top of the cathedral two hours before the ceremony to begin his preparations. He hadn’t remembered that the building had a peaked roof, which rendered his plan to position himself in the middle useless. He chose a side, sat with his back against the low wall that ran along the edge, and wriggled to get comfortable.

      He wore his usual illusory persona but had traded in the normal outfit for heavy jeans, boots, and a coat. Beneath it rested a bulletproof vest he’d acquired long before he’d joined Grisham. He wouldn’t take any unnecessary chances tonight as for all he knew, the Atlanteans might have found their own source of anti-magic bullets. Plus, there was no guarantee that the Zatoras wouldn’t turn on him at an unexpected moment—especially Strang, who seemed to have inherited Colin Todd’s innate distrust of him. Well, that’s fine. I killed one of you so there’s no reason I can’t kill the other.

      Tonight, though, that was Danna’s job. Her involvement in the battle made his stomach hurt, but he had no way to keep her out of danger and she wouldn’t allow him to if he could. She’d laughed when he’d suggested she sit the fight out—or at least stay in the back—and responded, “I will if you will.” He couldn’t, of course, so she wouldn’t either.

      Damn her for being so competent all the time.

      With a sigh, he cleared the worries from his mind. He would be required to maintain his focus even more than usual. To say that the magic he planned to perform would be taxing was a serious understatement and he couldn’t afford distractions. He nodded to his guards as they finished their climb to the roof and pulled the knotted ropes others had positioned a day before up behind them. “I’ll be mostly checked out. If I say anything, relay it. If I need to know something, you’ll have to shake me out of my trance or I won’t hear you.”

      They approached and sat on either side of him, removed rifles from over their shoulders, and rested them across their laps. The man on his right replied, “We’ve got you. You do your thing, we’ll do ours.” The other one reported in over a walkie talkie to confirm that they were in place.

      Ozahl sent his thoughts spiraling inward. When he had blocked out all the sensory input from his body, he sank into his magic and pushed it out slowly. He felt the presence of his guards first, then more people as it spread in a sphere around him. His limit was less than a mile but that would certainly be enough. He didn’t want to push beyond the edge of Jackson Square in any case for fear of getting results that weren’t aimed at the cathedral itself.

      When he found Decatur, identified by the fast-moving people he sensed in cars, he gave his power a new command. Instead of detecting life, he redirected his intention to react to the presence of magic. That would give him a signal if someone used power within the bounds of the spell or if a magical creature such as Leblanc’s Draksa partner should appear. Nothing leapt out at him. The greatest challenge for him would be to maintain his discipline until something did because, inevitably, something would. Depending on what triggered his senses, he might even do what he’d promised and provide a warning about it.

      If his guards wondered why he suddenly smiled, they didn’t interrupt him to find out, which was all for the best.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the cathedral, Grisham made another circuit to ensure that everything Jack Strang had told him was true. With only an hour before the starting time, he wanted a last pass to look for possible trouble locations. Obviously, the biggest one would be the front entrance, where the entire Zatora organization would flood in to attend. It wasn’t an optional event because he needed to show everyone in the city of New Orleans that nothing scared him. To do anything else would be to risk losing all they’d spent so much time and effort building up.

      “And that won’t happen, not while I still draw breath,” he muttered under his breath as he nodded to the guards at the side entrance. They’d cleared the basement earlier and locked every access so no one could come from that direction without him knowing about it. The balcony that ran around most of the sanctuary held several of his men and a number of secured ropes so they could descend to the bottom level quickly if needed. All the exits from the main room that led to the rest of the building had been barricaded, and nothing short of explosives would get through them.

      If it came down to a melee, his people would win. Those who had it would wear body armor under their funeral clothes and he fully expected knives, blackjacks, and every other kind of street weapon to be near to hand as well. If the enemy tried to use magic from outside, the snipers would eliminate them or his mage would. Ozahl didn’t know it, but the two men with him had been tasked with guaranteeing that if anything went wrong, the magical wouldn’t make it out of the adventure alive. Tonight, the Zatora leader’s trust was limited to himself and maybe Strang.

      Grisham finished his circuit and walked to the front of the room where the closed casket rested on a long table, draped in yellow-and-blue cloth. He placed one hand on the top and whispered, “We’ll make your death count, my friend. I promise we will.”
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        * * *

      

      With thirty minutes to go, things began to happen. Danna crouched atop the building filled with shops that bordered Jackson Square on the side closest to Cafe du Monde and her head moved constantly in all directions. The position gave her a good view of the thickening crowds along Decatur street.

      Usha’s plan to inflame the drug-using contingent of the citizenry seemed to have paid dividends. The individuals looked as unwell as they were angry. I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. Had she been provided the opportunity, she would have argued against activating the magic. She lacked the brutal dedication that such a sweeping action required. Fortunately or unfortunately, the Atlantean leader had it in excess.

      I guess that’s what made it possible for her to become Champion. Movement from across the street caught her attention. Members of her gang stalked quietly into position, took seats at the restaurant, watched the buskers who still worked the sidewalks, and posed as tourists. Unlike the sprawling Zatora organization, their group all knew each other. They were fewer in number but stronger in dedication and resolve. Every ounce of that would be needed to bring about the defeat of the enemy.

      The square itself became an unofficial gathering point for the crowd, a place for them to talk to each other and reinforce what they already thought—or what Usha had primed them to think—which was that their current pain was the fault of the Zatoras, who right now prepared to gather and honor one of their fallen members. She swiveled to study the cathedral. Hard-looking men and women held position on the entry steps and carefully checked each person who attempted to enter the building. Some received a nod, others required a quiet word, and a few were taken off to the side for what looked like a thorough search.

      She unmuted the microphone attached to her earphones and said, “I’d say we have about fifteen minutes before they get up the nerve to start moving. There are Zatora guards in the square but they haven’t engaged with the people. They look nervous, though.” She raised her eyes to the roof of the cathedral where she knew Ozahl would be and noticed the telltale tip of a rifle barrel. “They have snipers, as expected.”

      Usha’s voice replied in her ears. “Everything is playing out exactly like we thought it would.” Danna laughed internally. Exactly like you thought it would, anyway. “We’ll wait until things start to happen with the humans before we swoop in and engage them.”

      “That’s not particularly surgical,” she observed. “It’ll be hard to find Grisham in the press.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, sweetheart. If we can’t find him, we’ll go to Plan B.”

      A shiver of apprehension traced down her spine. The other woman hadn’t filled her in on the details of the backup strategy but given how involved and outright violent Plan A was, she feared what else might be on the table. With another glance at the rooftop, she whispered, “Keep safe, love.”
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        * * *

      

      Usha was the communication hub for the gang as she wanted to ensure that all commands came from her directly. She hung up with Danna and called each of the men she’d selected to scout the streets around the cathedral. They returned identical reports—there was no sign of additional Zatora reinforcements anywhere nearby. She didn’t think Grisham would put all his people into a single kill box but apparently, he was as tired of the status quo as she was.

      Before every battle on the path to winning the tournament in New Atlantis, she had finished her preparations in the same way. It seemed only natural that she do so now, as well. She closed her eyes and spread her arms wide.

      “Universe, I come to you again with the same promise as always. Win or lose, survive or die, I will not give up. I will not back down. I will not lose my courage. I will be a shining star to rival those in the night sky above the waves and a bright light to illuminate the shimmering currents below them. I swear it with all that I am. Harken to my vow and lend me your grace for the fight ahead.”

      She opened her eyes again and nodded decisively. Saying the words sounded as right as being back in her combat gear felt. The heavy leather pants that had been patched and resewn after every battle were tucked into her reinforced boots, which had quick-release blades set in the toes and heels. She wore a tight tunic of heavy material cinched at the waist by a wide belt. It held potions, a pair of daggers, and a few tricks. An armored vest similar to what the police used covered her chest and dense ceramic plates protected her upper and lower arms and elbows.

      Her hair had been bound and threaded through a ring at the back of the protective collar she wore around her neck. Finally, the hilt of a sword rode over her right shoulder. It was the size of the weapons of the nobility and was similar to the one she’d used in her ascent to Champion.

      She was ready and her people were ready. Somewhere, Rion Grisham thought he was ready too, but he was wrong. It was time to show him how big a mistake he’d made. She pressed the button to contact all her subordinates and snapped the command.

      “Go. Go now. No one stops until the Zatoras are no more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Danna chose to deal with the snipers herself so no one else would be up there to present a risk to Ozahl. However, the way they’d been positioned and the unexpected guards she’d seen climb up the side of the cathedral required a change of plan. She’d hoped that she and the mage could simply wait on the roof while the chaos ensued below and then, depending on whose side won, that one could enter at the end to help with the mop-up while the other disappeared.

      It had been a good strategy but Grisham’s paranoia had screwed it up. Instead of appearing and wiping them out, she summoned invisible force barriers and held them directly between the two sniper positions at the front of the building and the people below. She ducked behind a chimney and only exposed enough of herself to watch the shooters so she could be sure to keep the magic in place.

      From her vantage point, she could also see the crowd in Jackson Square begin to move in response to Usha’s command. The men they’d seeded among the citizens shouted and pushed as they instigated the kind of virulent response their plans called for. It was like watching the ripples from several stones thrown into a pond as the anger and motion spread. When two ripples met, the speed of those involved increased. In moments, the whole mass of people—probably eighty at least—began to stride toward the entrance to the cathedral.

      Across the large green space and in the shadow of the building that ran perpendicular to the church and formed one boundary of the square, figures darted forward but remained low to avoid detection. Usha’s plan called for sending the frustrated mob in as a diversion while her people advanced on the periphery. They’d identified the Zatoras’ outer defensive layer some time before, and as soon as the group in the middle began to move, the outliers would have been eliminated. Those who watched the other approaches would find their efforts futile. The Atlantean leader had decided to put all her resources in one place and relied on the distraction to keep them safe during their approach.

      Shouts emanated from the area of the cathedral stairs as the guards there threatened the oncoming mass of people. That only served to shift them from a fast walk into a run. The sniper rifles barked but the bullets struck the force shields, stopped, and fell, ineffective and unnoticed, to the ground below. Danna pushed more magic into the barriers with a grin at the frustration the shooters doubtless felt. The crowd below flowed out of her line of sight and she knew it would be only moments before blood would begin to spill—which was fine as long as it wasn’t hers, Ozahl’s, or Usha’s.

      Only a couple more minutes of this before the fight will move inside, and I can make sure it works out that way.
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        * * *

      

      Grisham bellowed orders to his people. Those tasked with moving the coffin to safety heaved it onto the waiting cart and pushed it to a corner of the altar, away from the chaos that was about to ensue. The front doors slammed shut as the guards on the stairs retreated inside ahead of the mob. That was an unexpected twist, and he felt a grim amusement at the elegance of the play. While he’d luxuriated in his confidence about the numbers, the Atlantean wenches had whipped up cannon fodder. When this was over, he would enjoy watching Ozahl torture every secret they held out of them for as long as the magical could keep them from expiring.

      But first, he had to rally the rest of his gang. “Make a semicircle around the doors. Use the pews for cover.” He took a position as far from the entrance as possible, shielded by the heavy marble altar on which the casket had rested. Several weapons were stashed at his feet, and he lifted an automatic rifle to his shoulder to sight down the center aisle. His people hunkered behind the wooden seats seconds before the doors broke under the weight of the bodies that pushed against them. They’d never been designed for serious defense and it was beyond their ability to resist a dozen angry citizens determined to overcome them.

      He’d searched for options to avoid shooting his fellow humans since he’d first received the report of them gathering outside but had been unable to come up with anything. And I definitely won’t let them stop me from killing the damned Atlanteans. He squeezed the trigger and stitched bursts of bullets across the three in the middle. At his action, his teams opened fire and the initial wave fell in no time. When they fired at the second, though, translucent barriers shimmered into existence to protect them.

      With a curse, he ejected the magazine and snatched the one filled with anti-magic bullets that lay at the base of his cover. By the time he had it loaded, the newcomers were too close to his forces for him to shoot cleanly. He looked at his teams on the balcony who hadn’t yet engaged and nodded at the closest one. She passed the word to her comrades before she aimed her rifle into the melee and fired into the rear ranks of the enemy and those who weren’t already in close combat with Zatora defenders. The distraction allowed his troops on the floor to rally, and they fell back to the sides, which left him firing lines down the center to engage more of the Atlanteans’ proxies.

      In the next moment, the pews themselves became airborne and hurtled toward him and the people on the upper level, and he ducked behind cover. Apparently, they’d exhausted their supplies of pawns because the magicals had clearly entered the playing field.
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl didn’t react to the magic below as the folks inside the cathedral would already know about it. He sensed the distraction he’d told Danna to create begin to come to life and broke out of his trance in feigned panic. “There—over there…something big is coming!” On the side of the building opposite the square, a fireball suddenly appeared. “Go, let’s go!” He lurched to his feet and ran toward it.

      His guards bolted to their feet and one pushed ahead while the other remained only a few steps in front of him to report the incident to whoever he was in contact with downstairs. When they approached the sniper position, he feigned a cramp in his leg and stopped. The man closest turned to look at him and reeled as a force bolt struck him in the face. He tumbled and Ozahl blasted the second guard in the back of the head and delivered a fireball into the sniper and his spotter on the corner.

      He shouted in pretended alarm and scrambled up the middle incline as he yelled, “Someone down there killed them!” The other sniper team shifted their gaze to look for the danger and he incinerated them as well. He leapt off the back of the building, used force magic to control his descent, and landed cleanly on the ground below. When he turned, he located the two guards positioned at the outside of the rear entrance, who cringed close to the structure and looked for an enemy. He sprinted to them and shouted for them to open the door.

      They complied and he kept the satisfied grin off his face. The first part of his plan—which had nothing in common with the ones the Zatoras or the Atlantean gang followed—was complete. Now, it was time to find his next target, one Jack Strang. The man had been notably absent from the site since Ozahl’s arrival. His subconscious had chewed on that fact while he used his skills to supposedly guard against enemy magic and had actually been alert to the possibility that the Malniets would use this moment to turn the tables on Danna and her allies.

      By the time he was jarred out of his trance, his mind had provided him with two certainties. First, neither Cali nor any other noble family was in the location—or, at least, they weren’t using any magic nearby. And second, the cluster of bodies he’d initially categorized as part of the gang in the main room below were reinforcements for the Zatoras. He had to give the old man credit for hiding pieces of the plan from him. In return, he would wipe out those extra forces—starting with Strang, who was doubtless leading them.
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        * * *

      

      Usha wrapped herself in a force shield as she marched toward the entrance to the cathedral. The initial push had forced the defenders back and allowed her people to gain a foothold in the space. An illusion sprang to life around her, the shimmer of which no one would notice in the chaos inside the doors. She was careful to avoid firing lines and to dodge the bodies that careened through the opening or fell onto the steps. Grisham was positioned at the far end of the hall but it would be impossible to reach him easily given the barrage of lead exchanged through the room.

      She looked up and located the first enemy on the balcony to her left. He fired down with a rifle to target Atlanteans as they defeated their closest Zatora opponents. She raised a hand, reached out with her telekinesis, and used it to yank his weapon forward. The strap pulled him over the edge and he plummeted with a shrill scream. One of her gang blasted him with fire magic.

      With space created for her by his demise, she triggered a force-assisted leap to reach the higher level. No one reacted to her landing and three enemies stood ahead of her, all with their attention focused on the battle below. She felt a surge of satisfaction as she drew her sword from its sheath, something she hadn’t done except during training in years. Usha surged forward and channeled her speed and momentum to slice the first without warning, stab the second before he could do more than flinch at her approach, and sever an arm from the third as he twisted to bring his rifle to bear. She spun and delivered a back-hook kick to his head that launched him over the railing and into the melee below.

      When she looked away from the fallen man, Grisham’s gaze was on hers. He smiled in recognition and pulled the trigger on his weapon. It was the first time she’d ever seen a rocket launcher in real life and the way the missile grew in her vision as it approached was almost beautiful. She threw herself back with a scream and a call for her magic. The explosive detonated, exploded a hole in the wall, and collapsed half of the balcony to the floor below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rion Grisham bared his teeth in a fierce grin as he watched the balcony crumble. It was the first time since the tavern that he’d set his eyes on the witch, and watching her scramble and run was as pleasant as he could have imagined it would be.

      Hopefully, I got her. I won’t be stupid enough to go find out, though. The battle had devolved into individual fights, and his safety had to be his primary consideration. As long as he lived, the Zatora organization lived, so his death was doubtless one of the main points of this exercise.

      I gotta hand it to the wench. Using the mob was a good play. He had another card left in his hand, however. He yanked the walkie-talkie from his belt and shouted, “Now,” to the man on the other end. The affirmative reply was immediate. He shoved the device into his pocket and yanked the pistols from the weapons stash at his feet. You can never have too many guns. They were the same model as those in his shoulder holsters and filled with anti-magic rounds.

      He set one on the surface in front of him as he popped the magazine out of the other to verify that the bullets had their telltale blue mark, then repeated the process with the second. Part of him wanted to charge into the fray and get personal payback from the damned Atlanteans, but the rational portion of his brain prevailed.

      There will be more than enough time for revenge later. He remained crouched behind the marble block and swiveled his head methodically from side to side while he waited for his ace in the hole to appear.
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        * * *

      

      Danna fought her own battle on the opposite side of the room when the rocket struck the balcony. She knew with a certainty that Usha must have been the target, despite a complete lack of evidence to support it. Other than the fact that Grisham would be dying to use his heavy artillery on one or both of us. She detonated a force blast that careened her opponent and both enemies and allies nearby away from her and raced to the rubble along the far wall.

      The sound of rounds smacking into the wooden pews behind her made her run faster and she cast a shield around her in case. If the bullets were anti-magic, it wouldn’t help, but surely not every Zatora had the rare ammunition. It was a reasonable precaution, and only her fears for Usha had stopped her from thinking of it before she’d thrown herself out into the open.

      The rubble was already shifting when she arrived. She used telekinesis to lift heavy pieces out of the way and in no time at all, had freed her friend. Surprisingly, a wide grin had appeared on Usha’s face. With a shake of her head, she asked, “Are you insane?”

      The other woman laughed. “Maybe. I’ll let you know once this is over.” They turned together in response to a loud explosion from the far side of the room and near the front. Where a door had stood, only flaming wreckage remained and a large group of people streamed through the opening. Her boss patted her on the shoulder. “That’s your problem. Grisham’s mine.”

      “If you think he’s your only problem, we should talk. I’ve compiled a list. You have many, many more.”

      The woman straightened once she’d retrieved her sword. “It’s a date. Right after we wipe these idiots out.” She darted to the left to pursue her target.

      Danna sighed in a mixture of amazement, disbelief, and the recognition that this was exactly what she should have expected from the other woman. “Fine. I guess I’ll go give the newcomers a proper welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl managed to fell the last couple of men from the reserve group with a lightning blast and they twitched bizarrely at his feet. He snarled in frustration at the timing of his arrival and his stupid reflex attack and moved forward cautiously in case his actions had been noticed. As soon as he stepped into the open, a bullet drove through his magical shield and caught him in the chest. He rolled out of the way of the barrage and called a wall of force to block the entrance to the passage his targets had emerged from.

      The pain was intense despite the bulletproof vest. He guessed the shot had probably cracked a rib, at least, and focused on controlling his breathing while he took a healing potion from his pocket and drank only enough of it to fix whatever had been broken. Common sense reminded him that he couldn’t afford to waste even a drop since he couldn’t know what awaited him in the room beyond. One thing was certain, though. Now that he’d been seen attacking Zatoras, his time as a mole inside the organization had ended.

      He pushed himself to his feet and muttered, “And good riddance.” It took only a moment to change the face he wore so he wouldn’t be easily recognized by those he’d betrayed before he picked up a rifle from one of the fallen men. No one would expect a mage to carry a weapon, which might give him an edge if anyone chose to engage him—or at least enough of one to eliminate them with magic before they realized he wasn’t human.

      After a deep breath, he released the magical barrier and waited several moments, but nothing happened. Finally, he risked a look around the corner and found the hall empty. He’d lost track of the bigger picture while he dealt with his issues, but as he walked forward, the sounds of battle, anger, and pain reached his ears. He’d hoped for a nice bottleneck, but the delay had allowed the reserve force to spill into the main room.

      Fine. It’ll be more fun facing all the Zatoras rather than only a handful. He launched a ball of force into the ear of the closest human, who fired his rifle toward the center of the room. His target collapsed with his skull broken.

      A bald head appeared in his view and vanished equally as suddenly, and Ozahl grinned. “There you are, Jack. I’ve been looking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Danna launched herself over the battle to cross above the melee. Halfway to her destination, she locked gazes with a Zatora on the far balcony in the instant before he shot her. The pain when the anti-magic bullets struck her chest was bad, but the plates that reinforced the front part of her leather jacket prevented them from penetrating. The one that caught her arm, though, destroyed the material and buried itself deeply in her bicep. A wave of agony surged through her.

      The distraction caused her to land badly, and she pounded into the far wall and lost her breath. She had the presence of mind to wash the enemies closest to her in flames before she fumbled for the healing potion she carried in one of the jacket pockets. Stars encroached on the edges of her vision, and she realized she couldn’t draw enough air. The impact had obviously damaged one or both of her lungs. She swallowed the liquid and spilled some over her face in her haste to start it working.

      A warm rush accompanied her body repairing itself. She snatched the energy potion from a different pocket, swallowed that too, and leapt to her feet as strength surged through her. As her focus settled, she pushed her magic into her senses to give her a hyper-detailed view of the surrounding battle. An adversary close by was in the wrong position, and she side-skipped at him, swung her leg, and drove her heel into his extended knee. It shattered with a sharp snap.

      Danna didn’t see him fall because she had already turned toward the next opportunity. A dozen feet away, a Zatora raised his rifle to shoot at a downed Atlantean. She stabbed her open hand forward and fire erupted from it and rocketed into his weapon. The heat ignited the gunpowder in the bullets and the weapon exploded to take him out of the fight and injure both enemies and allies around him.

      She honestly didn’t care, not when she was deep in her combat trance. Her motion became only opportunity and execution, chained one after the other in a long strand of precision violence. She eradicated three more but was jolted from her detachment by the arrival of her lover, who wore a different face than she’d expected. He lifted his gun in mock surrender and gestured for her to keep doing what she was doing. She turned to find her next target with a grin. With him fighting on their side, secretly or not, the Zatoras couldn’t possibly last much longer.

      And I’ll finally get to introduce our mole to Usha when this is all over.
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        * * *

      

      Ozahl stalked forward in search of Grisham’s lone remaining lieutenant. He would have preferred to go after the boss but assumed that Usha would want to claim that particular prize for herself. At least I can keep any additional support from joining that fight. He battered every Zatora in his path with force bolts as he made his way toward the back of the sanctuary and remained close to the wall so those on the balcony wouldn’t have a clear angle on him.

      He found Strang in the middle of a triangle formed by downed Atlanteans. The man aimed a rifle at yet another one in the center of the space. A force blast spun the weapon out of his grasp and it clattered on the floor beyond. The Zatora lieutenant turned with eyes full of anger. It was downright rewarding to watch his thoughts play out on his face—the delayed recognition of the identity behind the changed appearance, the surprise, the disbelief, and then the confirmation of his suspicions. He mouthed something Ozahl couldn’t make out and ran to the doors.

      His blast of lightning went wide because someone bumped into him at the wrong moment. He growled annoyance and thrust the interloper aside with a burst of force magic, then raced after Strang and grinned. The headlong flight through the empty square headed toward Decatur looked awkward for the big-bodied man. A well-placed telekinetic yank on his foot brought him down in a tumble.

      The mage walked slowly toward his foe as the Zatora lieutenant rose to his feet and brushed his trousers off. He seemed almost happy as he said, “So, I was right. It was you behind all this.”

      He shook his head. “Not all of it. But if you mean the death of Colin Todd, oh yeah, that was totally me. The hardest part was waiting for the right moment.”

      “Why? How did they get you to switch sides?”

      “Since you’re about to die, I guess you deserve to know. I was never on your side.” He summoned his lightning, poured the power into the other man, and only stopped when there was no possibility of his survival. “I’m on my own side.”
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        * * *

      

      The battle seemed to be dying down but Usha didn’t care. She hoped her group was winning but again, that wasn’t relevant at the moment. Only one thing was—finding Rion Grisham and killing him. She had wrapped herself in a force shield to avoid unexpected attacks and held her sword one-handed and reversed so the blade pointed back on her right side. She kept her other hand free just in case.

      A hail of bullets forced her into cover as the leader of the Zatoras darted up from behind his marble protection. She crawled toward the center of the room, hidden by the wooden pews that separated her position from his. Options for killing him were everywhere—the grand lamps that hung above the front part of the church could be yanked down and the large statues on their high pedestals could be toppled. If she wanted to, she could probably even hit the object he used for cover hard enough to crush him.

      But, after all that she’d been through, she needed to make it personal. The fact that he was still around when he should have tried to run told her he felt the same. When she reached the center, she looked at the rubble against the far wall and reached out both her hand and her magic. One of the large pieces of stone, about half her height, glided toward her and hovered in the middle of the aisle. She stepped forward behind it and raced to the altar.

      Bullets cracked against her makeshift shield. The impacts flowed through her magical connection and made her ache, but she maintained it. When she reached Grisham’s cover, she leapt over it and released the stone to crash into the obstruction. She landed cleanly but he wasn’t there. Usha dove forward as more rounds whipped past. Quickly, she scrambled to her feet and hurled a wide wave of force in that direction, and her opponent catapulted into the marble pulpit. His head met it first with a resounding thwack, and his face slackened as he slid down it. The pistols he held in each hand fell away.

      The Atlantean gang leader crossed the space between them slowly, her gaze fixed on her adversary. When she arrived, he looked dazedly at her and a trickle of blood seeped from the corner of his mouth. He laughed hoarsely. “So. You outplayed me.”

      “You cared about the wrong thing. You were fighting for money and power. I was fighting for my people.”

      He coughed and took several moments to catch his breath before he replied. “Keep telling yourself that. It won’t make it true.”

      With a sharp motion, Usha slashed the blade across his body to ensure he wouldn’t speak again. She turned and faced the main chamber, where the battle had ended.

      “Zatoras still alive, your organization is dead,” she shouted. “Get out of my city in the next twelve hours or you will be, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s another fine day in New Atlantis,” Scoppic enthused as he stepped into the kitchen on Monday morning. Emalia chuckled and Invel raised an eyebrow at the gnome.

      “It is indeed,” she said. “Coffee and tea are in the usual places and today, we have chocolate muffins.”

      He clapped enthusiastically and hurried to the low buffet that held the items. She shook her head and grinned at the elf across the table from her. “I had a feeling he’d thrive here. You too.”

      Invel nodded. “And this has clearly been good for you as well. It’s not everyone who gets to have a private chat with an Empress.”

      She snorted softly. “Shenni’s not all that impressive. Her time on the throne has been notable for political games but little else.”

      “That is the primary role of the monarch, isn’t it? Making sure no one threatens their rule?”

      “I always thought it was to serve the people.”

      He laughed. “You are an optimist.”

      Emalia nodded. “Guilty as charged. Speaking of which, we’ll divide our tasks today. I need to spend time in the library looking at Atlantean history while you two continue to go through the things Cali found on Oriceran.”

      “What do you hope to find?”

      She rose, refilled her coffee mug, and put her second muffin of the morning on a plate. “Options, my friend. I’m hoping to find options.”
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        * * *

      

      The mansion boasted several libraries, and it took her a while to locate the one she sought. It was more or less an official requirement that every noble house contain a set of the authoritative histories of Atlantis. They were produced by the palace each year and approved by representatives from the Nine. That meant there would be nothing particularly exciting in them, as anything controversial would likely be dropped from the permanent record in the process.

      However, what she was looking for wasn’t a matter of controversy, per se. One of the things the nobility embraced wholeheartedly was their connection to the traditions of Old Atlantis as well as those of New, and she hoped to turn that to Cali’s advantage. A whisper at the edge of her memory told her something was there for the finding but unfortunately gave her no indication of where it might be hiding.

      But if there was one thing that she possessed in abundance, it was patience. She pulled the first tome from the shelf and sat in the large wingback chair to read. The light from the window behind her illuminated the page perfectly. She wiggled to get comfortable and took a bracing sip of her coffee, which was positioned at her left hand on an end table. “All right, book. Tell me your secrets.”
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        * * *

      

      Emalia was yawning through the third installment when she found what she was looking for. It required rereading the passage a few times to be sure she had it right before she stood with a groan and walked as quickly as her tired body was able to into the kitchen. She assumed that if her niece was up and about, that was the most likely place where their paths would cross.

      As luck would have it, both the girl and the Draksa were there, arguing over who should get the last muffin. The older woman shook her head and interrupted the disagreement. “I’ll ask Invel to make another batch so knock it off, you two.” She thumped the book on the table to emphasize the point.

      Cali laughed, “Dang, woman, you’re saucy this morning.” Her red locks were a tangled mess and her shorts and t-shirt looked decidedly slept in.

      “It’s afternoon.”

      The girl frowned and peered at her watch. “Okay, whatever. Scoppic said you were reading history. Did you find anything interesting?”

      She sat beside her. “I did. As you know, most of the established nobles love to talk about how awesome everything was in Old Atlantis whenever something happens here that they don’t like.” Cali nodded. “Well, it turns out that long, long ago, the rules of ritual combat were a little different. To avoid decimating entire families, the opponents could agree to end it with a single battle using selected Champions.”

      “So, kind of like trial by combat in Game of Thrones.”

      Her great-aunt frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Cali sighed. “Honestly, are you aware of anything that’s happened in the last decade? Never mind. Keep going.” She sipped her coffee and waited expectantly.

      “Anyway. If the Malniets agree to it, you can end the fight against them with only one more battle.”

      She frowned. “Do you have any recommendations on how to do that?”

      “A few.” Emalia grinned. “I think I’ll drop by one of the neutral houses and start setting the stage. You send a runner to request a meeting with Styrris this afternoon. My guess is that by tonight, the word will spread widely enough to reach his ears and he’ll feel like he has no choice but to meet you.”

      The girl tilted her head and stared. “You’re manipulative, you know that?”

      The woman laughed. “It runs in the family.”
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        * * *

      

      Her great-aunt’s timetable had been largely correct. Whatever she had done while she talked to the other houses resulted in an invitation to visit the Malniet mansion at nine that evening.

      She’d considered what to wear for an hour and after coming to no particular conclusion, had gone through her mothers’ outfits one by one. While it was an enjoyable way to spend time, she ultimately didn’t want to play the game they expected. Finally, instead of putting on the trappings of the matriarch, she decided to go with a more martial approach.

      Comfortable with her choice, she donned her combat uniform and made an extra effort to ensure that each of the compass patches was clean and vibrant. To the usual ensemble, she added thigh scabbards for her new daggers and positioned them on the outside of her leg beside the pouch on the front that held her potions. She wondered if her mother had worn the same weapons, perhaps hidden under the voluminous formal gowns the Nine had preferred at one time.

      “Do you plan to talk to him or kill him?” Fyre asked. “The look doesn’t exactly scream ‘conversation.’”

      “Either option works for me, but I’ve planned for the first one. If I wanted him dead tonight, I’d take one of the pistols and ask Diana for anti-magic bullets.”

      The Draksa snorted from where he sat near the mirror. His position ensured that she had to look at him every time she wanted to look at herself, which summed up the level of his need for attention quite well. “No one in their right mind would let you use a gun.”

      “Hey. Diana gave me one, remember?”

      “Yeah, a stun gun. Which is all you should ever have.”

      She pointed a finger at him. “I’m sure it would work on you, you know.”

      He grinned. “Try it. You’d be an ice cube before it gets out of the holster.”

      “Go bother someone else, will ya?” She waved a hand at him.

      Jenkins spoke in his disembodied voice behind her and she jumped. “Matriarch Caliste, your escort has arrived at the front door.”

      “I have an escort?” She frowned.

      “Yes, Matriarch. It is customary. You would be within your rights to have one of your allies with you as well. However, having chosen to hold this meeting at his home, Patriarch Malniet is ethically obligated to see to your safety.”

      Cali and Fyre made almost identical scoffing sounds at the juxtaposition of “Malniet” and “ethical.” “You know, that’s a good idea. How about you ask Invel if he’d like to take a stroll? And Fyre will join me.”

      “Of course, Matriarch.”

      She checked her outfit in the mirror again. “I wish I had a sword. It would complete the outfit, don’t you think?”
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        * * *

      

      Her chaperone for the walk was a prissy looking teenage boy. His severe long black coat reached almost to his ankles, and his dark hair was slicked against his head. On a much older man, it might have been a good look. On him, it was pure pretension. She resisted telling him so but she and Fyre spent the entire trip commenting on it telepathically.

      Mean spirited? Maybe. Necessary for our entertainment? Absolutely. Besides, he’s trying to imitate his patriarch, which makes him a chucklehead in my book. She also maintained a running conversation with Invel about his business interests and how she might help him expand them into New Atlantis. It was only partially show, as she was certainly willing to do so. But her other purpose was to ensure the opposing family’s representative heard that she was making plans to be in the city for some time in case Styrris was under the illusion he could wait the situation out.

      Upon arrival, Fyre and Invel were instructed to remain outside, as they were not explicitly part of the invitation. Both bristled, but she told them not to worry. “It’ll be a quick meeting, I’m sure, and the family is on the hook for my safety.” She looked at her escort. “Get it? On the hook? Because your family symbol is a hook? Oh, never mind.” She followed him into the home and a servant closed the door behind them.

      The entrance area was about the same size as her own—which essentially meant far bigger than it had any need to be—but much more lavishly furnished. A thick green carpet ran down a long hallway and about halfway down, an open door spilled a cascade of light into the otherwise darkened corridor. The boy stopped and gestured for her to go forward.

      She considered the path ahead and whispered, “Know that if there’s something bad down there, being young won’t stop you from dying with anyone else who takes action against me.” His eyes widened and she was hard-pressed not to laugh at the fear her completely false threat had engendered. Like I’d kill a kid. Hell, I don’t want to kill anyone.

      To appear unconcerned, she strolled forward slowly and peered at the art hung on the walls. The pieces were mostly hidden in shadows but appeared to be portraits with small metal nameplates beneath. The alphabet was again unfamiliar, so she assumed it was the Malniet house language. She turned the corner into the den and focused on the merrily burning fireplace. Two chairs were placed in front of it with a round table between them. She walked toward them and veered in the direction of the empty one.

      The man in the other made no move to rise and merely stared at her as she came into view. He was light-skinned—almost deathly so—but dark in hair, clothes, mood, and voice. “What do you want, Matriarch?”

      Cali shrugged. “The list is fairly long. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give me the information you know I’m seeking and let this be done?”

      His smile was thin and condescending. “No, I don’t believe I would.”

      She set her hand on the back of the empty chair and remained standing. “Then I guess I’m looking for vengeance, justice, that kind of thing.”

      He barked a small laugh. “So, will you attempt to kill me now? You won’t leave the house alive. And those you love shall meet their ends soon after.”

      “Oh, you mean what do I want right this minute? Sorry, I misunderstood.” She gave him a sweet smile. “Two things. First, I wanted to return this to you.” She slid her hand into her pocket and removed the badge she’d taken from one of the troops at the museum after she and the agents had retrieved the sword shard hidden there. “I thought about giving it to the Empress as proof of your inability to follow the rules, but I realized that was probably what you were hoping for. It doesn’t seem like you to make such a stupid mistake.” She tossed it onto his lap.

      He didn’t rise to the bait. “And the other thing?”

      “I’ve been doing research. I think a long, drawn-out affair that ends with me cutting through the last dregs of your family to reach you is unproductive for us both. I have other things to do, and you surely have to get on with…well, whatever the hell you spend your time doing. Matriarch Cormier, if the rumors are true.” She shook her head. “Anyway, in Old Atlantis, ritual combat between houses could be ended by an agreement that a single battle would stand for all. I propose we do that now. My Champions against yours.”

      “How many?” His tone betrayed no interest, only irritation.

      “Your choice.”

      He sighed. “I’ll have to consider it. You’ll have my answer within the week.”

      Cali nodded. “Sooner is probably better than later. There’s no telling what might happen to your pool of potential fighters in the meantime. It could be they’ll hear rumors of your proven lack of honor. Or about how members of your family keep dying inexplicably.” She grinned. “There are so many possibilities, Styrris, and they increase by the moment.” She raised her left hand from the chair, but the tiny listening device she’d pushed into the crevice at the top corner of the leather remained.

      She backed away, her gaze fixed on him, then his silhouette, and finally, only his chair until she was out of the room. Once in the hallway, she spun on her heel and marched toward the open front door, where the boy who had brought her stood and watched her approach. A mental message to Fyre caused him to growl suddenly at the Malniet escort. When he turned in alarm, she slipped the recorder under the frame of the portrait of the severest-looking family member. She continued out the door and waved for Invel and Fyre to fall into step beside her.

      The young escort moved as if he would follow, and she raised a hand without stopping. “If you leave Malniet property before I’m back in my house, your life is forfeit. Don’t try me, cupcake.”

      As they walked on, Fyre sent her a mental message. “You’re not good at threats.”

      She chuckled inwardly. “True, but I didn’t need to be good to scare him.”

      “Petty.”

      “Yeah. I’ll wear that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Usha portaled to the New Atlantis docks very early on Tuesday morning. She’d slept most of the previous day after the events at the funeral the night before, and her slumber was notably nightmare-free. Danna had led the charge to roust the remaining Zatoras from their hiding places and drive them out of town. The few who resisted, as she’d promised, no longer resided among the living.

      Shadow loomed over the city, the dome’s magical light source dialed down to provide the sense of a changing sun. In Old Atlantis, the rulers had experimented with extended days and even no nights, but the inevitable need for sleep had resulted in a cycle very similar to that on the surface. She’d chosen this time because she wanted to reacquaint herself with her home.

      Although, strictly speaking, the domed city isn’t really my home. Not yet.

      Her family home lay in another part of the larger web of New Atlantis. Several wrecks had been connected by magic and technology to create a large space in which multiple families lived and worked. Many such collectives of varying degrees of sophistication were distributed across the ocean floor. She’d been lucky enough to be in one of the nicer ones.

      After her departure to join the tournament to become Champion, she hadn’t returned. Achieving the title meant leaving her past behind and she’d done it with her family’s blessing, even though that required severing all ties. It was an old—and in her opinion outdated—rule. The Empress, however, had invoked it when she had pledged her service. As in all commitments to her monarch, she’d remained true to that promise.

      Now that her people were on course to take New Orleans, though, she could see an end in sight. It surely wasn’t too much to expect that Shenni would grant her some downtime in the small home near the dome wall, earned as part of the reward for her victory in the tournament. Even if she was to be sent to the surface again for a different task after the city finally fell under the control of New Atlantis, a break would be welcome.

      Maybe Danna will come and stay for a while and we can explore this city together.

      She hadn’t felt this level of triumph since she’d been dispatched on the mission to secure New Orleans for her ruler. Meticulously, she had cleaned her combat gear before she donned it for this visit. It seemed only appropriate that she appear in her Champion’s uniform to share the good news with the monarch. The sword she’d been given by the Empress after her pledge of loyalty rode in a sheath across her back, removed from its place of honor in her apartment for the first time in years. Still, it would be hours before Shenni would grant audiences, and she planned to spend the intervening hours soaking in the atmosphere of the city where she truly belonged.

      Her chosen path followed an inward spiral toward the palace. She appreciated the irony as the street she selected for the last portion took her past the banners with the compass symbol of House Leblanc. The girl was still an issue but far less of one now after the elimination of the Zatora threat. In truth, she found much to like in the young matriarch. If destiny had not placed them on opposite sides, she thought they would have made formidable allies.

      But some things aren’t to be. She stopped at the inner ring to allow the guards there to question her, and they allowed her through after only a short delay. The “sun” above had mostly risen, and she held out a small hope that Gwyn might provide her with a meal—or at least coffee—while she awaited the Empress’s pleasure. When she reached the doors, she found them closed before her. She nodded to the guard on her right, who was clad in shining mail that sparkled in the morning light and supported a trident in his left hand. “Champion Usha to see the Empress.”

      His deep voice expressed no emotion whatsoever. “The seneschal will be with you shortly, Champion.”

      I guess security has been tightened since my last visit. Maybe because of the rivalry between Leblanc and Malniet. She kept tabs on what went on in the undersea city, and that conflict was the primary subject of rumors and gossip at the moment. That, and the whispers suggesting that the ancient patriarch of Malniet plans to wed the young matriarch of Cormier. It’s like a soap opera here sometimes.

      The doors parted to reveal Gwyn between two of the Empress’ elite guards. They were in the palace colors—deep blue and scarlet—and wore lighter mail than those outside and bristled with far more practical arms, including short spears, long swords, and daggers. The woman’s face seemed to be filled with equal parts regret and conviction, but her tone was all the latter. “Champion. Please surrender all your weapons except the sword.”

      Usha frowned at the reception, which her status would normally have prevented. She didn’t argue, though, and simply drew her daggers from their sheaths and handed them over, along with the belt that held her less direct threats. She scuffed a sole on the floor. “The boots have blades built in.”

      A flicker of unhappiness spread across the seneschal’s face. “You’ll have to leave them here.” She turned to the guard on her right. “Get the Champion appropriate footwear. Now.” He bustled away at her command, and Usha crouched to remove her boots. By the time she had finished, new ones had arrived in the same color and type of armor as the man wore. She nodded at the show of respect and donned them. When she was done, she straightened.

      “Is this acceptable?”

      Gwyn shook her head. “One more thing. Please turn.”

      For the first time in the process, Usha considered that something might be wrong enough to put her in imminent danger. Either of the men could kill her easily while her back was turned. Still, the desire to obey her Empress—and by extension, her Empress’ main underling—made her spin on her heel. Her sword’s sheath jerked as they secured the hilt to its holder to prevent her from drawing it. While she could certainly free it, the delay would be sufficient for whatever guards would be present—and she was now positive that she would not meet Shenni one on one—could kill her before she could draw it.

      Of course, I don’t need weapons to kill. But they know that and doubtless are counting on me knowing they know that to keep me in check. More soap opera political nonsense.

      “Please turn again,” Gwyn requested and gave her a thin smile. “The Empress will see you immediately, Champion.” The older woman turned and led the way down the long corridor and the brace of guards fell into place behind her as she followed. She’d already assumed they were headed to the throne room before they took the first corner that would lead them there. Extra guards stood at the ready everywhere, and she had begun to take that particular occurrence personally.

      An unexpectedly large group crowded the formal chamber when they arrived. At least one male was dressed in house colors—Cormier, imagine that—and several others with no clear lineage had gathered around him. They might be merchants or nobles outside the main bloodlines, or who knew what else. She was positive that of them all, she had started lowest on the social ladder and was likely the only person who had truly earned her place in the room.

      On the throne, her ruler gazed on her with a plastic smile. Usha had spent enough time with the other woman to know the real person behind the role she played. She was dressed in a long scarlet robe with a blue cloak covering a shoulder and an arm. Her tentacled hair was piled atop her head and seemed to writhe gently.

      Shenni nodded at her and spoke. “Welcome to New Atlantis, Champion. What news do you have to report?”

      She strode forward and gave an appropriate bow—shallower than anyone in the room would be permitted to offer save the seneschal and the main-bloodline representative from Cormier. “I bring word of great success, my Empress. The opposing faction in New Orleans has been crushed. Its leaders are dead by our hands. It is now only a matter of time before the city itself falls.”

      While she hadn’t expected thanks, she had anticipated a kind word, congratulations, or a similar response. Instead, the Empress asked, “You do not yet have control of the city?”

      Usha frowned as ice trickled down her spine. “No, Empress, but as I said, it is but a matter of time.”

      Her ruler’s voice conveyed anger when she responded. “Well then, Champion, I suggest you get back to it. Do not feel compelled to visit us again until your work is complete.”

      The dismissal shocked her, but her body performed the appropriate actions, pledged to do as the Empress commanded, bowed, and backed away. Once she reached the hallway with the throne room doors shut behind her, the impact of her ruler’s words hit her. She was essentially banished from the city and cut off from support.

      Stunned, she turned toward the exit and her anger grew with each doorway she passed through—and many were present along her path. Gwyn intercepted her before she reached the entrance and motioned her into a side room. She complied solely out of respect for the older woman.

      Once inside, with only the two of them present, the seneschal said, “My apologies, Champion. The Empress…has much on her mind at the moment. I am sure she will regret her choice of words in time.” It was as close as the Empress’ chief servant could get to criticizing her ruler, something Usha understood completely.

      “I appreciate you saying so, Gwyn. However, I don’t know that you’re correct. It appears that things I once took as bedrock are actually sand.”

      “Times are changing, Usha. The Empress is caught between priorities. I do not claim to understand her choice in this matter but I am certain it is less about you than about the larger situation.”

      A sense of certainty about what she had to do came to her in a flash, and she stretched her hand to the buckles that secured her sword—the Empress’s sword, really—to her back. She released them and pulled the sheath over her shoulder. To her credit, Gwyn never once looked fearful.

      At least someone still has trust in me. She offered the weapon to the seneschal, who accepted it reluctantly. “This belongs to Shenni’s house. It’s time it was returned.”

      The woman nodded. “It has had quite a history, one particularly relevant to these times.”

      “You can store it in the palace where my Champion’s weapons stand. I’ll take them with me. Maybe put a little plaque beneath it. ‘The sword that began the destruction of House Leblanc.’”

      Her companion looked uncomfortable. “You know the girl is seeking the shards?”

      “I do. And if she ever finds the truth, she’ll target me—and your Empress.”

      The seneschal nodded. “What will you do now?”

      “After we retrieve my weapons, I’ll go to New Orleans and take care of my remaining business there. Once Leblanc is dealt with and we root out any hidden Zatoras, the city will belong to the Empress.”

      “And after that?”

      Usha shrugged. “I’ll return here and live quietly, I imagine.”

      Gwyn shook her head with a smile. “I can’t see it, Champion.”

      She chuckled and the pressure in her chest diminished slightly. “Me neither, but it’s worth a try, right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali put her hands on the chests of the two wizards who tried to punch each other. Fortunately, they were both tall, thin, and more accustomed to magic intimidation than the physical kind.

      “Would you two please stop?” She tasted only cinnamon on her tongue as her strange magical sense kicked in, which meant they were both simply messing around for the fun of it. Still, they had already spilled their drinks and risked those of several other patrons with their wild gesticulations.

      “Knock it off,” Zeb shouted from the front, “or I’ll let her throw you both out.”

      She twisted to look at him and asked, “Oh, pretty please, may I?”

      The wizards stopped thrashing, glared at each other, and turned to sit at their respective tables, accompanied by laughter from their friends. She rolled her eyes, picked up the spilled glasses, and returned to the bar. The dwarf grinned as she approached. “Don’t you get enough fighting to resist feeling the need to threaten old men?”

      Her snort made him grin. “First, those are two very accomplished wizards when they’ve had a little less to drink. Second, there’s never enough fighting. Third, Fyre, bite the dwarf.”

      A soft snore came from the Draksa’s position behind the bar, and she rolled her eyes. Zeb laughed. “He’s on my side as long as my supply of soda water doesn’t run out.”

      She sat on an empty chair while he made the next round of drinks for the customers in the common room. The tavern was less crowded than usual, and she attributed it to the uncertainty after the big blowup earlier in the week. She was very glad she hadn’t been warned about it because she would have felt the need to intervene. That meant she’d probably have wound up either damaged, dead, or with a whole host of new people upset at her.

      “So, has the council done anything but talk?” she asked,

      He nodded as he poured the contents of an unlabeled green bottle into a glass. “Delia has secured her people’s property and helped the gnomes do the same. I’m sure the others are putting their communities in order, too. Last I heard from Brukirot, he’s champing at the bit for the name of someone he can target. Vizidus and I thought we should talk that over with you before we take action since the only real target is the Atlanteans now that the other gang is gone.”

      “Yeah, it would probably violate a rule to cut the heads off that particular Hydra at the moment.” She sighed. “I’m fairly sure that even if I wasn’t involved, I’d get blamed.”

      “That’s what I thought. Oh, and Diana’s partner Cara was here with a man named Deacon. They did a security check of the tavern, your apartment, and the one next door, and the detective’s as well.”

      “Great. I think they’re coming to New Atlantis to make sure we’re all good soon too. Why didn’t they do Tanyith’s place?”

      Zeb laughed. “I’ll let him explain that one to you.” He finished filling the glasses on the tray. “Now go, do your thing.”

      Cali took the drinks and slid off the chair as she said much louder than necessary, “Fine. Keep your secrets. Jerk.” His laughter followed her into the common room, where several patrons smiled at their antics.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the night passed in a pleasant blur. Cali’s mind remained on her work and off the many things that tried to worry her. Zeb and Fyre held down the front of the house, and no one else tried to provoke a fight. Her only complaint was that she didn’t have the chance to throw anyone out.

      As closing time approached, Tanyith and Barton entered and took their usual seats at the side of the bar. She gave them a wave but kept at her job until the place was empty and everything was cleaned up.

      As she slid onto the seat diagonal from the pair, Zeb pulled his chair over. He drew four glasses from his cask of homebrew and put one in front of each of them. She sipped it and found the drink equally delicious and strong. I’ll stick to sips, I think. In New Atlantis, she was the legal age for alcohol and since she spent more of her time there than anywhere else lately, the dwarf apparently respected their traditions. The others drank more deeply, and the couple offered words of appreciation to their host.

      Tanyith asked, “Aren’t you past the point where you need the money from working here?”

      Cali shrugged. “Not really. Even the recent bonus—” She stopped herself from mentioning the Zatora mansion, not knowing how knowledgeable Barton was. “Uh, isn’t enough to make me feel secure. Besides, I have an apartment and friends here, and so on. Plus, I don’t have as much time to help Sensei Ikehara, so I’ll start to pay him for whatever days I miss.” Her life was as up in the air as it had ever been, and although she could probably make it without the money from serving, it was an important touchstone to remember her true self.

      She took another sip and changed the subject when she felt the weight of their eyes on her. “Anyway, what’s this about not doing a security check on your apartment, Tay? Are you an idiot?”

      Barton laughed, a deep-throated sound that conveyed a sense of satisfaction. “Well, there’s no doubt about that. But I don’t see what it has to do with his living arrangements.”

      “Ha, ha, ha, you’re so very funny,” he replied. “To answer the question, I…uh, moved.”

      The realization struck her in an instant. “Are you two shacking up?” They nodded. “Ew. Gross.”

      The others laughed and Fyre, who was faking sleep, sent amusement into her mind. Inside, she was happy for them, but she absolutely wouldn’t let them know that. “So, what’s the fallout from the big event?”

      The detective frowned and sighed. “That was not a good night. The task force is still looking at all the evidence, trying to get a clear picture. The church folks are pressuring the bosses to release the building so they can start repairing it, and we’re under pressure to go faster. All we can say for sure is what everyone knows. There was a big fight, magic was involved, and the Zatora leadership didn’t survive it.”

      “And the organization itself?”

      “It appears to also be gone. There is no sign of them on the streets. Again, word around town is that the Atlanteans gave them a deadline and once it was past, found whoever wasn’t smart enough to leave and sent them to join their bosses.”

      Cali shuddered. “That’s cold. I hope most of them left.”

      “I will say that the loss of life appears to be less than any of us would have expected. It looks like the magicals were mainly looking to eliminate the brains of the organization and fought only to incapacitate the rest.”

      “That’s good, anyway.” She drummed her fingers on the bar as she thought. “So, our friends at the Shark Nightclub have gotten rid of one set of enemies. That leaves them with the smaller gangs, the council, and me.”

      Tanyith added, “Us,” and Zeb nodded in agreement.

      “Okay, us.” She shook her head. “I wonder how that’ll play out. Maybe we should let the council take them on and deal with the fallout when it comes.”

      “You know you can’t do that,” the dwarf replied.

      “Yeah. I do. But for once, it would be nice to throw all the pieces in the air and let them fall where they may.” She took another sip of her drink and pushed it away. “Can you replace that with a soft cider?” He nodded and she swiveled to face Tanyith. “So, do you feel like going on a trip that will almost certainly result in danger and possibly death?”

      He laughed. “Where do I sign up? You make it sound wonderful.”

      Barton frowned, and Cali thought she saw a hint of possessiveness in it. Nah, I’m surely imagining that. Detective Kendra Barton has a heart? No chance. “Where are you going?”

      “China.”

      Tanyith coughed on his drink. “Come again?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, that China. I started to tell you in New Atlantis but we were sidetracked. It turns out the scumbags who scattered the fragments of my parents’ sword sent my mother a message telling her where one was—in the hands of a really scary person who lives in Shenyang, a city in southeastern China. I have to go there to get it.”

      “Is he likely to give it up easily?” Zeb asked. He set the glass in front of her and she took a deep drink.

      “It doesn’t sound like it. But Diana has agreed to provide both transport and help so we have that going for us.”

      “That’s a lot and not a lot at the same time,” Tanyith observed.

      “It’s a big task. But who knows? Maybe he’ll simply decide to hand it over if we ask nicely.” Disbelieving looks appeared on the other faces, and she added quickly, “Hey, it could happen.”

      Barton shook her head. “And when it doesn’t?”

      Cali sighed. “I can’t save my brother without it. So, at that point, I’ll do whatever I have to do.”

      The other woman faced her boyfriend. “And you’re enough of an idiot that you’ll do it with her, aren’t you?” It wasn’t a question.

      “Guilty as charged,” he countered. “And what kind of person would I be if I didn’t?”

      “A smarter one, that’s for sure,” she replied and swiveled to look at Cali again. “Try not to do anything overly stupid, would you, please?”

      “When have you ever known me to be stupid?” They all tried to speak at once, including Fyre, and she raised a hand and yelled, “Shut it!” Everyone laughed, and she shook her head. “Honestly, aren’t you supposed to support your friends? What is wrong with you people?”

      She hid her grin behind the act of taking a drink of cider and sent a silent thank you to the universe for having such an amazing group of companions in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali and Tanyith had pulled together their battle gear and stored it in two large duffel bags, which they brought to the basement of the tavern to wait for Diana’s team to open a portal. When the rift appeared, she looked through it and saw a strange corridor, somehow ancient-looking, made of unfamiliar material. Cara, Diana’s second in command, smiled at them from the other side.

      “Come on through,” she called. “It’s about time you saw our place.”

      They dragged their bags through the opening, Fyre crossed immediately after, and it closed behind them. The hallway they were in ended in a heavy door, and their guide led them toward it. Beyond was a small room with a bed, a dresser, and little else. Cara said, “Cali, this is yours. Drop your stuff here and we’ll head to Tanyith’s.”

      Impressed by their willingness to give her a space, however temporary, she obeyed. A right turn and a short walk took them to Tanyith’s room, and he left his bag there as well. Cara led them out of the area through a door that led to a larger hallway. She turned to face them, and Cali was once again momentarily jealous of her muscles, her long black hair that fell so perfectly, and her classically attractive features. “So, welcome to our Vimana.”

      “The what now?” Tanyith asked.

      Cara laughed as she began to walk down the corridor. “Vimana. It’s like a Kemana, only less geographically limited.”

      Cali frowned. “So we should be worried about earthquakes?”

      The agent smiled. “Not exactly. The Vimana can fly, apparently, but we don’t have the amount of magic it would take to make it happen. For us, it’s merely a base that’s well hidden.”

      “Where are we?”

      The woman grinned. “That would be telling.” They came to a large doorway and walked through it into a room that was clearly a technical area. A wide array of equipment stood on plain white tables around the chamber, most of it unrecognizable. The few items she could identify were both expensive and impressive. “This is Glam’s lab. She makes and breaks things of every kind here.” A blonde woman who every man in the universe would describe as “cute” rolled into sight on a wheeled desk chair and waved at them. “Hey. Welcome to my lab. Touch nothing.”

      She laughed. “Ready Player One, right?”

      Glam pointed at her. “You’ll get along with Rath really well.” She looked at Fyre and grinned. “Hey, I’ve heard about you. The troll thinks you’re awesome. His words.”

      He smiled and nodded. Cara shook her head and moved to a different door. “And through here is Deacon’s workspace.” They entered a room with server racks covering one wall and displays filling the one opposite. In the middle was a desk with several keyboards, mice, and other computer equipment that she assumed was probably as impressive as the equipment in Glam’s lab had been. Behind them sat a frowning man with dark hair, and he paid them no notice as he pounded the keys on his keyboard and muttered curses.

      “He’s playing Fortnite,” Cara whispered. “There’s a kid in Brazil who’s making his life miserable. Everyone else thinks it’s hilarious. When he’s not playing games, he’s a computer wizard. Literally, he uses magic and computers together.”

      “I’ve heard of that,” Tanyith replied, “but could never quite understand how it worked.”

      “We basically feel the same. All that matters is that it does.”

      She led them into another hallway and Cali asked, “Who will come to China?”

      “I will. Hercules will since he’s our pilot and we’ll have support from Glam and Deacon. But the others are all out working on a different issue, even Rath, so they can’t join us.” She grinned as they came to an otherwise undistinguished door. “But you have to meet the most important member of our team.” She opened it to reveal a long-legged off-white dog with a long nose, who leapt up from a sound sleep to bark and wag his tail furiously at them.

      Cali cried, “Doggy,” and fell to her knees to pet him.

      Cara laughed. “This is Max, Rath’s partner in crime. He’s a Borzoi.”

      The dog licked her face and bit at her ears, and she collapsed to the floor to protect herself. He barked and danced around her, which made her laugh even harder. In her mind, Fyre observed, “Rather undignified.”

      She replied in kind. “Shut up you, he’s adorable. Take notes.”

      After a few minutes during which the others gave the dog some attention and the canine and Draksa exchanged suspicious sniffs, they extracted themselves from him and headed out the door. Cali shook her head. “You have quite a setup here. It feels like family.”

      Their guide grinned. “It’s exactly that. We’ve been through so much together. Most of us are closer than siblings, at least.” She tapped a small earpiece and asked, “Hercules, are you about ready?” After a small pause, she nodded. “Okay, we’re mostly set. You’ll want to sleep on the flight and you’ll get some medication to help you with that. But first, let’s have something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      The meal had been good—including several fish dishes for Fyre—and Cara had shown them the rest of the facility after. The agents had exercise rooms, a training room with customizable obstacle blocks of some kind, innumerable weights to lift, and all kinds of other resources scattered around the place. Still, it seemed like they used a very small section of a very large…well, whatever the Vimana was. Their tour guide hadn’t offered much more information than that.

      They retrieved their gear and hurried to the plane. It was unexpectedly huge, and the cargo area held vehicles and even more equipment. She guided them into the fuselage and pointed them toward cabins after she handed each of them a pill. “If you have any problems, move forward. That’s the direction of the green lights.” She gestured toward a tiny LED that protruded from the wall. “Otherwise, I’ll wake you when we’re about sixty minutes out so you can get ready.”

      Tanyith looked a little bewildered at the suddenness of it all as he asked, “How close is the landing area to our destination?”

      “About an hour’s drive. The plane is our home base while we’re there. Hercules will stay with it in case we discover the need for a fast exit.”

      “Thanks again for all this, Cara,” Cali said.

      The woman grinned. “We consider it an investment. We’ll be sure to use you mercilessly any time something is going on in New Atlantis or New Orleans, count on it.” The agent made a shooing motion at them and moved toward the front of the plane.

      Cali turned to Tanyith. “Sleep well, I guess.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. I have to say, this outdoes all the other crazy stuff you’ve dragged me into.”

      “Somehow, I think it’ll only get weirder.”

      Fyre snorted. “Epic levels of weirdness.”

      “Look who’s talking,” she countered,

      “Yeah, the smart one.”

      She sighed and stepped into her cabin. “Get in here or be shut out.” He complied and she took her pill and stretched on the bed like a good non-agent before she buckled the straps across her chest and waist to keep her from becoming airborne if something unexpected happened. Inwardly, she laughed.

      Oh, I think it’s a guarantee that something unexpected will happen. Probably any number of somethings.
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        * * *

      

      As promised, Cara woke them before they landed. Cali dressed in one of her mother’s outfits, a black suit with a matching blouse. She put on the fashionable boots her mother had left too and pinned the compass symbol to her lapel. It took far too long to get her hair untangled, but she managed it and pulled it into a bun. She checked the look in the mirror and thought she carried off “professional business type” fairly well.

      From his position on the bed, where he was stretched with all four paws in the air, Fyre disagreed. “No, you don’t.”

      She turned and ordered reflexively, “Shut it, you.” When she realized what had happened, she asked, “Wait, you read my mind?”

      “Yes, I guess.” He flopped onto his side and looked at her. “You were thinking loudly.”

      “What does that even mean?” She frowned.

      “I don’t know.” Fyre gave her his Draksa shrug. “All I can say is that I could hear you—like you’d whispered it.”

      “Awesome.” She rolled her eyes. “Less privacy is exactly what I need in my life.”

      He snorted frosty mist into the air. “I bet Nylotte will teach you how to better guard your mind. Of course, that might require a higher level of intelligence than you possess.”

      “Just for that, I’m glad you have to stay in the car.” She stuck her tongue out and headed into the corridor. Tanyith was waiting, dressed in his own surprisingly fashionable suit. She frowned. “Did the little woman choose that for you?”

      His expression scornful, he closed his eyes and shook his head. “First, I have very good taste in clothes. Second, if Kendra hears you call her that, she’ll shoot you—or at least use a taser on you.”

      “She’s welcome to try. Heck, when all this ritual combat nonsense is over, let’s set up a cage match. No weapons, no magic, and only talent and strength.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

      She laughed. “Your sincerity is overpowering. Dial it back, man.” Cara appeared from behind him and waved for them to follow her. The agent was dressed almost identically to her, except that in place of boots, she wore low heels and completed the outfit with a dark-scarlet blouse instead of a black one.

      With a wink, Cali strode forward and Tanyith followed, and Fyre padded out of the room to join them. The agent led them to a large SUV, black with tinted windows, and climbed into the driver’s seat. Cali and Fyre chose the back, which left Tanyith to ride shotgun. The broad ramp that comprised the rear of the plane’s lower level descended to reveal a grassy patch with a dirt track ahead.

      The agent gunned the engine and the car rocketed forward, and Cali twisted to look at the plane. It was in the middle of a wide field, barely visible except for the open ramp. She remarked on it, and the other woman nodded. “It has a sophisticated camouflage system, mainly cameras and displays. When it works, it’s great, but if one panel is damaged, you’re suddenly not nearly as hidden.”

      “Do panels get damaged often?” Tanyith asked.

      She laughed. “Our work isn’t exactly boring, so yeah, it’s fairly frequent.” As they drove, they talked about random things, none of them important. When they reached the ten-minute mark according to the navigation system, Cara turned far more businesslike. She pointed at the glove compartment and said, “The comms are in there. Find the one that best matches your skin tone and ear size and put it in.”

      He complied and handed the box to Cali. She selected an earbud and slipped it in. Chatter was already active and after a few moments, she realized it was the pilot Hercules and Glam. She repeated what she heard in her mind, and Fyre gave her a couple of slow blinks to acknowledge that he received what she had sent.

      Hercules’ deep voice reported, “The drone is overhead and I don’t see anything of concern. How about on your end?”

      “Deacon is tapped into local systems,” Glam replied, “but he doesn’t have any blips either. I have satellite, but it’s less useful than your drone so that’s boring. I think everything’s on the up and up.”

      Cara explained quickly. “We made an official request for this meeting through channels that Peng would respect—the head of a criminal organization in San Francisco who owed us a favor. The rules are simple. If anyone draws a weapon, everyone dies. Anyone who survives on either side is taken out by the gang for breaking his promise for peaceful negotiation. Otherwise, we’re good to have a conversation.”

      Tanyith looked half-shocked and half-horrified. “You people don’t play around at all, do you?”

      The woman chuckled. “Well, this arrangement is kind of weird even for us but yeah, our games are generally at the high-stakes tables.”

      The resort that had been chosen for the meeting appeared in the distance, a venue mainly for wealthy tourists in the style of Taoist architecture with a multi-layered roof that jutted upward at the corners. Fyre clambered into the back at the sight of a checkpoint, and she felt the tingle of magic as he veiled himself. Their car was stopped about a half-mile from the building, and when Cara rolled the window down, they were informed that they’d have to walk the rest of the way.

      In her ear, Glam quipped, “It’s a good thing you all dressed up. There’s nothing like a long walk in high heels, right, Croft?”
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      Cali was impressed by Cara’s lack of complaint as they crossed the distance to the resort. The grounds were immaculate and she could almost picture the clientele in vacation wear—which for some reason, in her mind, always included the slouchy boating hats rich people sometimes wore on television. She maintained a running mental commentary for Fyre about what she saw. Tanyith chatted to the agent during their walk and occasionally, their earpieces would carry a snarky comment to them from Glam. No one else seemed worried.

      She, on the other hand, was full of concern. The Draksa’s calm, sarcastic presence in her mind was all that kept her from displaying it. The main building grew larger as they approached, and she questioned whether she should have involved the others at all.

      I’m sure I could have found someone to portal me to somewhere nearby rather than risking their lives for my brother’s.

      “You’re thinking loudly again,” Frye replied. “And we chose to be here. Stop being a drama queen.”

      “You’re a drama queen.”

      He gave a mental snort. “Mature. Real mature.”

      The walk ended at a dark wood bridge that stretched over a man-made waterway. It was blocked by two men in black suits and sunglasses, who greeted them with aggressive expressions. In a heavy accent, the one on the left demanded, “Weapons.”

      She opened her coat to show she wasn’t carrying anything and endured an overly friendly pat-down from the second guard. The process was repeated on Tanyith and Cara before they were permitted to advance. On the opposite side of the short bridge, two almost identical guards awaited them and a Chinese woman in a beautiful red dress stood in front of them. She had dark hair that flowed in waves to her chest and a smile on her perfectly made-up face.

      With a slight bow, she said, “Your bracelets, please.” One of the men stepped forward holding a lacquered black box, which he opened to reveal an ivory inner layer of sumptuous fabric. Cali slid the items off her wrists and set them inside it gently. The fact that it felt so weird sparked the realization that she hadn’t been without them since the moment Zeb had gifted them to her. The man stepped away with the box, and the woman bowed again. “We shall take very good care of them and they will be returned when you depart. Please, follow me.”

      She turned and led them through the automatic doors, which swished aside to permit access to the cool interior of the lobby. Sunlight poured in through the peaked glass roof and its tinted windows reduced the potential glare to comfortable levels. The large area was notably empty, save for a ring of chairs and low tables set in a horseshoe shape at the far end.

      “Minimalism much?” she muttered.

      Beside her, Tanyith gave a small laugh. “It’s beautiful, though.”

      “What do you think a room costs here per night? Like, a thousand dollars?”

      Cara, who had probably heard her through the comms since she was a few steps away to the left, replied, “Money wouldn’t do it. This is only for those who are invited.”

      She frowned. “Who does the inviting?”

      “The government, usually, or those with enough power to influence the government.”

      She recognized Peng Jian from his pictures as he walked into view from their right and stood behind the luxurious seating arrangement. Two more guards took position on each side of him. Their dark suits were a marked contrast to his white one, the only color in his outfit a pale-yellow shirt and a matching pocket-handkerchief in his jacket. His face was strong, handsome, and displayed his Chinese ancestry in every line. What was most notable about him, though, was the way his eyes bored into her as she approached like he was trying to look inside her—and maybe succeeded.

      When they arrived, he gestured to the chairs. “Please, sit.” They complied, and she stiffened involuntarily as her earpiece cut Glam off in mid-sentence.

      The woman who’d escorted them said, “All communications in and out of the building have now been eliminated. We are secure, sir.” She backpedaled out of earshot.

      The man took his seat and regarded them without speaking. Servers bustled in and placed small ornate trays on each side table with hot tea and what looked like cold juice. He gestured for them to try it, and she lifted the glass to her lips and sipped. It was plum wine, sweet and very welcome after the long walk. She returned it to the table as the others did the same.

      Cara broke the silence. “Thank you for agreeing to meet us. We are in your debt.”

      He smiled, revealed perfect teeth, and leaned back in his chair with a small cup of tea in his hands. His accent was minimal as he replied, “Indeed you are. Perhaps, one day, an opportunity will arise for me to collect what is owed.”

      The agent returned his smile. “Perhaps so. I fear we will increase that debt before our conversation is finished, however.”

      Peng nodded. “By all means, then, please share what you’ve traveled so far to tell me.”

      Cali had echoed the discussion to Fyre and felt his wariness through their mental connection. “I’m with you on that, buddy.” The man’s self-assurance was entirely intimidating. She was glad they’d decided the agent should do all the talking.

      “We have discovered that you hold an item of some value to us. We would like to acquire it.”

      He laughed and sipped his tea before he replied, “I have many, many items of value. Some I treasure more, some less. To which do you refer?”

      “A statue of a tiger given to you when you became the leader of your organization.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “That is one of my most valued possessions. What is your offer?”

      Cara shrugged. “Ten thousand dollars, US.”

      Cali’s breath stuck in her chest and Tanyith stared at her and looked equally shocked. Holy hell, that’s a crap-ton of money.

      Peng shook his head. “While I would enjoy the negotiation, the truth is there is no amount of money I would take for that object. Look around you. Clearly, I have what I need and more.”

      The agent nodded and paused to sip her tea. When she set the cup down again, she asked, “So, if not money, what would convince you to part with it?”

      “This can’t be good,” Fyre whispered in her mind.

      “Right?” she replied.

      The man straightened in his chair and locked gazes with Cara. “There is another object I would accept in trade for it. However, that item also cannot be procured with money, else I would have it already. Should you acquire it, I would be willing to make an even exchange.”

      The woman mirrored his posture. “Surely a man of your status is able to get anything he chooses. What could we possibly do that you cannot?”

      He waved a hand. “Let’s say I’d prefer to use a third party for this particular endeavor. And since you have a need I can fulfill, perhaps you are the logical option to address my desire.”

      “We would have to know more, of course, before we commit to anything.”

      He stood and signaled that the conversation was at an end. “You may ask Daiyu for whatever you require. She will speak for me on this matter. Do not make the mistake of thinking there is the possibility of negotiation here. And as time passes, I may find another who is willing to undertake this task, so I would caution you against delay.” He turned and strode from the room, his guards behind him.

      The woman who had escorted them approached and said, “Let us discuss this in a more private setting.” They rose and followed her across the expansive area and through a door whose material was so identical to the wall and whose fit was so tight that it was almost invisible. Beyond it was a small lounge with the same comfortable chairs, dim lighting, and a bar along one wall. She sat and gestured for them to do the same.

      Once they were settled, Cara asked, “So, what is this task your boss needs taken care of?”

      Daiyu smiled. “A rival organization holds an object that should belong to us. We can’t get it directly for fear of an open war that would serve no one. However, if you can procure it, we all win.”

      “Except for your enemies,” Cali replied.

      The woman nodded. “Just so.”

      “What is it?” Tanyith asked.

      Their host shook her head. “You will be told only what you need to know and only when you need to know it. Once you commit to the task, we will provide you with all we know about the location and the likely opposition. Only when you are inside their compound will you learn what the object is.”

      She scowled. “Trust issues, much?”

      Cara raised a hand to silence her and spoke before the other woman could reply. “We accept the task. We’ll need to return to our transport to prepare.” She raised her palms and said, “I’ll reach into my jacket for something. You have no reason to be alarmed.” Her hand slid inside and withdrew with a small fabric pouch tied with a drawstring. “This is one of our communication devices. You or a person of your choice can use it to speak directly to me.”

      Daiyu took it from her and flowed smoothly to her feet. “Then you should go now. You will almost certainly want to act under cover of darkness and as Master Peng said, time is of the essence.”
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        * * *

      

      Their exit from the resort had been the reverse of their entrance. When they reached the truck and after the obligatory pats for Fyre from everyone, Cara flipped the armrest open to reveal a storage compartment and ordered, “Comms in here.” When they’d complied, she closed it and sighed. “That will block all signals for a while. The car will let Hercules know what we’re up to through a direct encrypted channel. From here, we’ll assume the comms are vulnerable to others listening in.”

      “Then why did you give her one?” Tanyith asked,

      The agent smiled. “Two reasons. First, we do need to communicate with them and after this is over, we’ll change the protocols and render that one useless. We do it often. But more importantly, it’s always active, whether they want it to be or not. The chances are good they’ll lock it in their own protected box but if they don’t, we’ll be able to listen in to everything they say.”

      They discussed generalities on the way back, and when they pulled into the plane, Cara led them forward to a room they hadn’t yet seen. It had displays on all four walls and a large table in the middle that was also a display. The agent spoke into the air. “Boss, are you there?”

      Diana’s voice replied almost instantly. “Go, Croft.”

      While she explained the situation, Cali sent to Fyre, “We totally need codenames. You’re Draggylizard.”

      He sent a mental snort in response and bumped her leg. “And you’re Agent Orphan Annie.”

      She tossed her head. “You’re jealous. You wish you had such nice hair. Or any at all.”

      “Nope,” he replied. “I like having brains instead. But you know, if the tradeoff works for you, who am I to judge?”

      She tried to think of a snappy comeback when Cara’s words shattered her concentration. “Yeah, it’s what we feared. I’m fairly sure they’re sending us after a Rhazdon Artifact. The woman is clearly a magical.”
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      It was difficult to believe how fast it had all happened. Cara and Diana’s team launched into action and in no time at all, a drone flew overhead, blueprints of the building were in their hands, and a heat-mapped count of the people within was available. They’d discussed bringing extra firepower, but the agents were dedicated to other tasks and with only twenty enemies inside, most of whom would hopefully be asleep when they gained access, it didn’t seem necessary.

      Cara had reviewed the plan with them several times. They would enter as quietly as possible and use magic and stun weapons to deal with anyone they encountered. If it all went sideways, they’d be able to go loud, but the best result would be in and out with no battles. She’d led them to the lockers and rummaged through them to find equipment that would fit each of them, so both she and Tanyith now looked exactly like any of the agents would.

      Each carried a stun pistol on their hip, a regular one in a holster at their lower back, and a stun rifle strapped across their bodies. After a few minutes of practice, they felt they could draw the weapons easily. Cali’s bracelets were hidden under the uniform fabric, and they each had potions available. The agent’s pockets bulged, presumably with additional gear.

      As night fell, they were on the move again. The plan was to take the SUV as close as they could before detection became a risk. Glam and Deacon had plotted the electronic emanations from the house and discovered their security cameras and sensors ran to a distance of about a half-mile, so they would park three-quarters of a mile away and head in. Cara wore the stylish glasses all the agents had, which allowed her to drive without headlights. They’d put the comms on as soon as they entered the car, and one of Peng’s people had provided them with information as they drove.

      Cali sent a mental message to Fyre. “The bastards still won’t tell us what we’re looking for.”

      “Control freaks,” he replied.

      She chuckled, glad to have the Draksa along. Cara had suggested he was too identifiable and should be left behind, but both of them had objected strongly. His proven ability to veil himself had sealed the deal. They’d wear full-face masks for the break-in to obscure hair and facial features and gloves to hide their skin color. The single thing they didn’t want, above all, was to have the infiltration traced back to them. As Diana had said, “We all have enough enemies. There is no need to add one more. Let them assume Peng’s people did it.”

      “Well, it’s kind of true,” Tanyith had remarked. “For the moment, we are Peng’s people.”

      “Nope,” Cara had countered. “We’re our own. We merely happen to share an interest with him right now. As soon as that’s over, no one will have an instant’s remorse at winding up on opposite teams. For all his smooth illusion of culture, Peng’s a violent warlord who deserves a bullet as much as every one of them.”

      The agent’s strong feelings had stuck with Cali. Diana and her people seemed nice but they had a hardness about them that went far beyond anything she’d ever felt. I wonder if that’s how they were before the job or if facing evil all the time made them that way. And if so, what does that mean for the rest of us?

      Fyre answered her thoughts. “Zeb had any number of adventures and he turned out okay, right? So, maybe it’s a little of both, but it’s not for sure that you’ll end up the same.”

      She smiled and patted him gratefully but didn’t put her thanks into words.

      The car slowed and stopped, and the other woman announced, “We’re here. When you mentioned Peng, we did some digging and discovered he’s been gathering artifacts. Diana’s boss assumed the guy would make a play like this, which is why we were prepared for it. When we get inside, keep your eyes open. It seems easy but it might not be. At all costs, don’t let them find out who you are, even if you have to kill them to stop it. You can’t afford that heat.” She popped the armrest and put her comm in again before anyone could reply. “On the move.”

      They covered the quarter-mile to the outer perimeter at a fast walk. Cara chatted with Glam and Deacon at the base and quickly found and compromised the security cameras with small electronic devices she shot at them from an air pistol of some kind. As Cali understood it, they allowed the techs direct access to the equipment through a relay in the drone above and at that point they could do anything they wanted with them. They avoided the sensors buried underground by snaking through a winding path. She sent to Fyre, “I have to get a pair of those glasses.”

      The veiled Draksa flew overhead and circled the installation lazily. “I bet whatever they’re doing with technology, you could do with magic,” he replied.

      “I’m not so sure about that, buddy. But thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Finally, they reached the physical barrier, a high wall with razor wire above it. “Well, that’s not real welcoming,” Cara commented. “We’ll use magic to go up and over. No wards are present that I can detect.”

      “Try not to smash into anything, Cali,” Tanyith quipped.

      “Shut it, you.” In truth, she couldn’t promise a controlled flight. It’s one more thing to put on the to-do list. The others went over first and she followed on a burst of force power and landed cleanly on the other side. Exterior lights illuminated the grassy space in front of the building, which was a single-level home that stretched in both directions from a central entrance, and a long area also extended to the rear from the middle.

      They’d decided to enter on the far right-hand side through a window and into a room that hadn’t registered a heat signature all day. The windows were all shaded, which prevented the drone from getting a good look inside, but it was the only location that seemed free of people. Tanyith cast a veil over them all and they raced into position. When they arrived, Fyre touched down beside Cali.

      Cara withdrew a small suction cup assembly from a pouch on her thigh and used it to cut a tiny hole in the glass. She handed the equipment to Tanyith, pulled a thin cable out of her sleeve, and threaded it through the opening she’d made.

      “Okay, the camera shows it’s only a storage room. I see shelves everywhere with what looks like boxes of food, plus maybe fuel for a generator or something.” She retracted the cable and took the glass cutter from her teammate. A soft snick sounded from the pane—probably the result of telekinesis—and she slid the blade of one of the pair of daggers she carried between the window and its sill to lever it open. “Shut up, no one asked you, Demon,” she muttered and returned the knife to its sheath.

      Diana had mentioned that she and Cara both had weapons that could talk to them, so Cali presumed that’s what the comment was about. It was preferable to thinking the woman had lost her mind, anyway. The agent scrambled through the aperture and the others followed. She drew a very dim lightstick from her belt and waved it to reveal the shelves she’d described.

      “Okay. Cali, open the door,” she whispered. “I’ll go first, Fyre next, then Tanyith, and you. If we see a single enemy, I’ll disable them with the stun rifle. If we see two, everyone fires. If there are three or more, it’s time for an ice blast.” She pointed at the door.

      Cali crossed to it and yanked it open. The agent stepped through it and the soft snap as her weapon discharged was followed by the equally muted thump of something heavy landing. When the others had passed, Cali followed and saw the woman drag a body back toward her, its hands and feet bound with zip ties. She deposited it in the room where they’d entered and closed the door when she emerged again.

      “Okay, there’s no way to tell what’s in any of these rooms so we’ll clear them one by one. The drone shows only three with more than one person in it, so we’ll follow the same rules going forward. If we’re lucky, they’ll all be disabled before they know what hit them.” They proceeded methodically through the building and the spy craft above provided them with a warning of every presence in the house. When they’d completed their sweep, two things were obvious. First, the security was inexcusably lax, and second, they had come across exactly zero magical objects.

      They gathered in the central area and Cara frowned with her hands on her hips. “Okay, what the hell, people?”

      “Have you checked everywhere?” Glam asked over the comms.

      “Am I an idiot? Of course I have. Unless it’s extremely well disguised and doesn’t give off any magic at all, it’s not here. Peng’s guy said it’s jewelry of some kind but we didn’t find it in any of the logical places.”

      “Do me a favor.” Deacon sounded perplexed. “Go to the back of the central corridor and put your hand on the wall.” The agent shrugged and walked in that direction and the others followed. When they were in place, he asked, “Is that the rear wall?”

      “Yes. It’s made of the same wood planks as the rest.”

      “There’s a three-foot gap between your heat signature and the visible end of the house.”

      She muttered a curse and ran her hands over the wall. “I don’t detect any illusion, so it has to be something physical. Look around.”

      Tanyith found the trigger hidden behind a statue on a low desk. He pressed the button and a rectangular section slid aside. Cali stuck her head in and saw a dark staircase leading down. She moved out of the way so Cara could look, and the woman swore again. “Okay, we have a basement of some kind. Are there more heat signatures?”

      “None,” Glam answered, “but the drone’s sensors might not be able to reach that far down.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She turned to face Cali. “We have to assume worst-case—that we’ve been detected and reinforcements are inbound. This is obviously more than merely a house so we’ll do a single sweep through the basement, fast and hard. Anyone we see goes down, however they need to. Choose stuns first if you can.”

      She led the way down the stairs cautiously but quickly. “Light,” she ordered, and Tanyith created a globe of flame and threw it forward. It revealed a large room with mystic runes etched on the floor. “No one move,” the agent said and they all froze in place. “Do you see this?”

      “Yeah,” Glam confirmed. “The computer is searching for matches now. It looks like something elvish but not in a language we have on file.”

      Cara growled annoyance. “Awesome. Is that thing in the middle what I think it is?” Cali hadn’t noticed anything in the center of the room, so she stared harder until she finally saw it. A necklace rested at the center point of the markings, seemingly made of teeth. Some were human-sized and others were definitely not human.

      Diana joined the conversation. “It has to be, Croft. Does it feel right?”

      “Yeah, it does.” As the other woman spoke, Cali realized her skin was crawling and presumed that’s what they were referring to. “So, my thought is telekinesis.”

      The lead agent replied, “Agreed. Do it.”

      Cara sighed and said, “Okay, y’all, get back up the stairs and be ready to run.” They complied and a moment later, she barreled toward them. “Got it. I’m sure we set alarms off now if we didn’t before. Let’s go—out the front. Hercules, bring the car to us.”

      They burst out the door and sprinted to the gate in the wall. The agent battered it with force blasts when they were still a fair distance away and Cali and Tanyith followed suit. Fyre flew overhead and added a barrage of ice to the metal. It yielded seconds before the car arrived, driven remotely by the pilot.

      “Get in.” Cara ran around the back, lifted the rear hatch, and slammed it shut again a moment later. She fell into the driver’s seat and they accelerated toward the plane. “Hey, Peng’s guy,” she said into the comm, “Meet us at the rendezvous in twenty-five minutes.” She threw her comm into the protected box and waited as they did the same. “We have an analysis device in the back. It’s scanning what we took so at least we’ll know everything there is to know about it before we hand it over.”

      Cali shook her head. “I’ll never be able to repay you for this.”

      Tanyith laughed. “Think of it this way. If they’d managed to buy it for ten thousand dollars, you really wouldn’t have been able to pay them back. Maybe they’ll let you be the base bartender for the next century or so.”

      She let herself collapse in the back seat and rested her head on Fyre’s surprisingly soft scales. “Cara, please stun Tanyith. He talks too much.” Laughter was the only response as she closed her eyes and let the Draksa’s breathing soothe her jangled nerves. She focused on the fact that as soon as they made the trade, she’d be one step closer to freeing her brother.
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      Danna and Ozahl had arrived for dinner together and the mage wore a new disguise that she’d never seen. This was the one they planned to show Usha and the one he’d use in most circumstances until their future was secured. He’d said he might go back to looking like Aiden Walsh after that but honestly, she was a fan of the current choice.

      His body was the closest he’d worn to his real one in public for some time, as far as she knew. It was trim and athletic, more a swimmer’s figure than anything particularly muscular but attractive nonetheless. The face, though, was very different. He had chosen a distinguished look, a little older than his actual age—or at least what she thought was his actual age—with a few smile lines at the corners of his eyes. His nose was sharp and suited his other features well, and the rings around his irises were bright blue. His sandy blonde hair was cut into a longish professional style.

      He’d done away with the slouchy clothes his previous persona had worn. Tonight, he sported a fine-looking dark-blue shirt and pale-yellow tie, having opted to go without a jacket for the evening. She had chosen a dress, simply to provide a contrast, and the black sheath was snug in all the right places while it covered everything adequately. She wore dark stockings and low heels. Her healing potion was in her patent leather clutch, along with a lipstick and emergency makeup.

      She had been busy with her responsibilities since the battle at the cathedral and sensed that her partner was bored now that his main occupation was no more. That had led to the decision to spend an evening out together like they were two ordinary people, more or less. She’d called ahead and reserved a secluded table at a local restaurant that served amazing Ghanaian food, heavy on the creams and the spices. The international cuisine options in New Orleans were something she’d miss when they lived in New Atlantis.

      Although, as nobles, I suppose we can portal to wherever we want and whenever we want, within reason. They’d be targets once their work was complete but that wouldn’t be anything particularly unfamiliar for either of them.

      Over a basket of sweet sugar rolls and glasses of wine, they traded small talk, flirty lines of little or no consequence. She could tell that he itched to move beyond it, even though he did his best to hide it. With a smirk, she said, “Okay, you’ve done enough to earn your excellent boyfriend star for the day. What is it you’re trying not to say?”

      The mage looked shocked for a second, then burst into laughter. His grin showed his almost perfect teeth, although he’d given himself a single slightly crooked one, doubtless for the sake of believability.

      His voice hadn’t changed and was still low and delicious. “Well, now that we’ve crossed one problem off the list, it’s probably time we took a look at the others.”

      She nodded. “You’re right. It’s been a whole five days since the big event. We’re slacking.” Her teasing sarcasm made him laugh again.

      “You haven’t been. But me, on the other hand? All I’ve done is try on new outfits.”

      “Fair enough.” She grinned and took a sip of her Malbec. “So, what did you have in mind?”

      “It appears our initial plan to destroy Cormier while everyone is distracted by Leblanc and Malniet is doomed. The rumors are that there will soon be a marriage between Malniet and Cormier, which doubtless means that if the ruling line was to falter, there’s almost certainly a deal in place for Malniet relatives to take it over.”

      She frowned. “Do you think Empress Shenni would be okay with that?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly, I imagine she’s already involved and would probably try a double-cross. But that merely substitutes Rivette for Malniet taking control of the fallen house. No, we’ll need to go in another direction, unfortunately.”

      They paused while their main dishes arrived—shredded chicken over rice in two different sauces. They’d trade plates halfway through so they could enjoy some of each. After sampling her food and almost swooning with delight, Danna asked, “So, that means Leblanc, right?”

      Her companion pointed his fork at her. “Not necessarily. I think Styrris Malniet has made a grave error here. His own house is now in jeopardy as well. Depending on how much damage the girl does to him, it may turn out that his family is the one lost to history.”

      She considered his words. “How do we take advantage of that?”

      Ozahl shrugged. “We watch and wait and see where we can strike a decisive blow to make things go our way.”

      “It might not be an issue, soon.”

      “What’s up with that, anyway?”

      Danna had told him about the intention to end the ritual combat with Leblanc but hadn’t had additional details to share until the day before when Usha called her in to discuss their plans. It had been a pleasant couple of hours spent in the land of “what if,” but they’d failed to come up with anything more solid than the initial idea. “We’ll challenge her to a final battle and field our best fighters against her. Either we’ll win—in which case, the fight to replace House Leblanc begins—or we’ll lose, which means our group can’t mess with the girl anymore.”

      “That doesn’t stop you, though, right?”

      “I left the rules behind long ago, love, as did you.” She grinned.

      His expression matched hers. “Very true. Okay, do you want to do a little rule-breaking before the fight? We could perhaps eliminate some of her supporters?”

      She chewed thoughtfully and took a sip of her wine before she answered. “I don’t think so. She’s done well so far and I think maybe we should let her make an honest attempt unless you believe we need her to lose in order to reach our objectives. Now, quit hogging and give me your plate.”

      With a laugh, he traded with her. “No, not ‘need.’ It might be easier since there are so few left in the main bloodline and no ancillary ones, but we can always keep that as a backup plan. As long as we take action in the shadows, there’s no reason to believe that Styrris and his clan are any particular danger to us.”

      “How about the Empress? If she’s backing him?”

      “She is an opportunist at her core. She’ll wait until she sees where the current is headed and then find a way to steer it to her benefit. I can’t imagine she’d risk herself to save him, even if they’re currently working together.”

      “That makes sense. So maybe the better question is, how can we undermine Malniet?”

      “I hear more rumors that suggest the girl has offered him a final battle according to an old tradition. It’s a logical move since he has way more family than she does. There’s no guarantee he’ll agree, of course, but I do wonder if it would help him decide more easily to find some of those he might depend on in future fights suddenly unavailable.”

      Her grin immediately revealed her interest. “What do you suggest, exactly?”

      He shrugged. “Some threats to get them out of town. Maybe light kidnapping if it becomes necessary but certainly nothing more than that.”

      “They’ll be more likely to identify your disguises down there, you know.”

      The mage nodded and waited while the staff cleared their empty plates away. “I’ll have to use a little stagecraft here and there, for sure, in case someone sees through the magic. It’s not a problem.”

      “Okay, then. It sounds as if we have a plan.”

      “Thank goodness. I was likely to die of boredom if this period of peace continued much longer.”

      Danna laughed and they continued to talk about inconsequential things over dessert, exactly like normal people.

      One day, hopefully, we’ll be normal people who also happen to lead a noble house.
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      Emalia looked in the mirror and admired the work the tailor had accomplished. When she’d decided to enter the game on Caliste’s behalf, it was obvious that some weapons would be required. While her great-niece fought with swords and magic, her battles would be with words and required the right outfits to enhance her credibility.

      She’d done her research and found a designer on the cutting edge of Atlantean fashion. It had shifted from frilly to functional again, another turn of the wheel that moved between styles every five years or so and often brought back elements from the past or occasionally broke new ground.

      The designer had chosen to blend old and new in this particular selection. It was a loose dress that fell mostly straight to the waist and widened in a flowing skirt. The pattern was subtle, turquoise on blue, and gave the illusion of sunlight filtering through waves. Metal compass symbols pinned a cape at her shoulders that swept back to hang to the backs of her knees. It was light and airy and would be at the mercy of any breeze. The suggestion had been made that she use magic to keep it in place, which was likely the point of the extra item—to show that magic was so easy for a noble, they could use it for their wardrobe.

      It’s showy but it’s all part of the game.

      To complete the outfit, she wore earrings and a necklace—both of coral and pearls—and carried a small purse on a golden chain over her shoulder. Inside were the usual things found in a noblewoman’s bag, including a brush, makeup, a small vial of perfume, and so on. Hidden within the handle of the brush were two tiny listening devices and two slightly larger receivers. If the opportunity presented itself, she would leave them in useful locations, despite Cali’s misgivings.

      Jenkins spoke quietly from the corner of the room. “You should leave in the next few minutes to arrive on time, Miss Emalia.”

      She smiled at her reflection, which looked both elegant and confident. “Thank you. Please ask Invel to meet me in the entryway.”

      Calm and resolved, she walked carefully down the stairs. The heels she wore were a little higher than she preferred but essential to accentuate the cape and provide an extra illusion of height for the ensemble. The Dark Elf smiled at her as she descended. He was dressed in a shirt and slacks appropriate for the walk to the palace. As she stepped beside him, he offered her his arm and she took it and gave it a squeeze. “It’s good to have you here.”

      He beamed, a look with more than a trace of roguishness in it. “It’s lovely to spend so much time with you, my darling.” He’d taken to using that pet name since coming to New Atlantis, and she found it mildly surprising that it didn’t bother her at all to hear it. Quite the opposite, really.  She wouldn’t have thought she was in the right place in her life for romance but apparently, the universe had other plans.

      “Charmer. Jenkins,” she said to the air, “if I’m not back in a few hours, send Cali to inquire at the palace and at House Terriau.”

      The disembodied voice replied, “Yes, Miss Emalia.”

      Invel opened the door and ushered her through.
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        * * *

      

      She left the Dark Elf in a small chamber at the side of the entryway. Gwyn had overseen the searching of her bag and his person and found nothing objectionable. The seneschal escorted her deeper into the palace and turned down a hallway to a part of the building Emalia had never been in before.

      “Is this the path to the dungeon?” She quipped,

      The other woman chuckled. “No, not at all. It’s simply one of many meeting spaces. The Empress has decided to see visitors in this one today. She does change her preference from time to time.”

      Maybe because she wants to throw off potential assassins. I’d worry if I were her, the way things are going lately. “It certainly makes sense. She must get bored with the same routine, exactly as we all do.”

      “I suppose so, although she never complains of it. I, on the other hand, very much enjoy a change of pace.”

      Emalia nodded. “Which is also entirely understandable.” They passed a washroom and she asked, “May I stop for a moment? My hair has an issue.” It did, one that she and Invel had deliberately created on the way over. She pointed at the offending locks. “It will only take a second.”

      Gwyn smiled. “Of course.” She took a position in the hallway that would enable her to watch as Emalia hurried into the small chamber and stood in front of the mirror.

      She had practiced until she had the action perfect and now ejected the first set of devices from the brush handle and palmed them without discovery. Once she returned the item to her purse, she tucked the tiny objects into an almost invisible pocket on the exterior of the bag. She slung it over her shoulder, rubbed her palms together, and exited. “Thanks so much.”

      The seneschal shrugged and began to walk again. They made a couple of turns and stopped outside an open doorway. Inside the room, Shenni sat with the matriarch of House Cormier, drinking from small cups, with a teapot between them. The Empress smiled at her arrival. “Emalia, do join us. Gwyn, pull up another chair.”

      She took the offered seat, formed a triangle with the other women, and took the Empress’s extended hand to kiss, even though the setting didn’t require it. The leader of House Cormier was a mousy woman with brown hair and darting eyes, thin almost to the point of ill health. Shenni was dressed in monarch-casual, a long robe in the palace’s particular shade of blue. Her ruler let the silence hang for a moment, doubtless for her amusement, before she spoke. “Brielle and I were discussing her impending nuptials.”

      Emalia smiled. “I had heard a rumor about that. Congratulations, Matriarch. I hope this is a love match as well as a political one.” All relationships among the nobles were political and from what she could see, this arrangement was entirely that. While Styrris wasn’t repulsive physically, the man’s personality was unbearable.

      The other woman returned the smile but it seemed forced. “Thank you. I know it’s the right thing to do.”

      Shenni interrupted before she could comment on the wishy-washy answer. “So, what brings the representative of House Leblanc to the palace today?”

      She shifted her position to face her more directly. “I have come with a request, Empress.”

      “Very well. Let’s hear it.”

      “Butt out.” She said it with a smile but it was, nonetheless, a bold thing to say to one’s ruler.

      The Empress laughed and broke into a grin. “Ah, that’s why I love your family, Emalia. You have no interest in banter and simply go directly to the point. Would you care to elaborate?”

      “Actually, I guess this involves the matriarch as well.” She inclined her head toward Brielle. “House Leblanc currently has a disagreement with House Malniet. We feel the apparent involvement of the palace—which has been the subject of several rumors—would create an inappropriate imbalance and prevent Patriarch Styrris from making wise choices. Caliste asked me to request that you remain neutral in this matter.”

      Her two companions exchanged glances before the Empress looked directly at her. The other woman’s eyes seemed angry and pierced her own. She maintained a calm demeanor and waited for her reply. After a moment, Shenni provided it. “I’m afraid your matriarch’s beliefs are incorrect. The palace has no role in or opinion on your endeavor. Our supposed ‘involvement’ is simply in the binding of the two houses, Malniet and Cormier.”

      She turned to speak to Brielle. As she did so, Emalia palmed the tiny listening device and attached it to the bottom of her chair in another much-practiced movement. She continued to lean forward to adjust the strap on her shoe, then straightened again. After a few minutes, the Empress addressed her again. “Was there anything else?” The frost in her tone made it clear that there shouldn’t be.

      “No, Empress, thank you.” She rose and was escorted out by Gwyn. The woman seemed irritated, probably at her harsh words to her superior. When they reached the waiting room, she passed the second part of the listening device to Invel and blocked the transfer with her body, then turned to distract the seneschal. “You know, Empress Shenni should perhaps have a care about who she associates with.”

      The woman gave her a thin smile. “You overstep. I believe it is safe to say that henceforth, the only Leblanc House member who is welcome in the palace is the matriarch.”

      Emalia nodded. “A release gladly accepted. I will miss you, though, Gwyn.”

      The seneschal’s expression didn’t change. “Be well, Emalia.”

      Invel offered her his arm again and they exited together. When they were out of earshot of the guards, he asked, “Did it go okay?”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I’d say Shenni doesn’t like me anymore.”

      He nodded. “What a horrible loss. My condolences.”

      “Indeed.” She rested her head on his shoulder for a moment while they walked, then straightened again. “So, let’s go make other friends.”
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        * * *

      

      In her research, she’d found records that clarified the betrayal House Leblanc had suffered at the hands of House Terriau. In simple terms, Elisinia and Thomas had trusted Matriarch Terriau to provide warning of any actions against them and that alert had never come. One of the later notes sparked her interest, however, as Cali’s mother had written that the head of that house had sent word that she was not involved in the action and that others in her family had isolated her from the knowledge she would have willingly shared.

      It was not unheard of for those lower in the hierarchy to play their own games. Sometimes, the leader of the house permitted it in order to keep their hands clean. At other times, they were truly unaware. Her goal today was to discover the truth from the matriarch of House Terriau. Along the way, she shook out the remaining listening devices and slipped them into the disguised pocket.

      She arrived exactly when she said she would, and the door opened at her approach. Again, Invel was given a place to sit and relax and she was escorted into a different room by a teenage girl. Matriarch Icille Terriau sat in a wheeled chair with a blanket over her legs. Her burnt-orange dress reflected a style long past, as did the heavy jewelry she wore on her fingers and around her neck. Her white hair was pulled into a tight bun and her voice was as sharp as her mind was reputed to be. “Girl. Get us tea and cakes and be quick about it.” She waved a hand at a chair next to her, and Emalia sat.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      The other woman snorted. “I have so few visitors these days, I would have accepted simply to break the monotony.” She smiled and it seemed genuine. “But our houses have a long and troubled relationship, much to my regret. I would not refuse you or your niece.”

      “That relationship is what I’m here to discuss today.”

      “I thought it might be.” She turned as the girl returned with a tray, which wobbled in her hold as she hurried to set it on the low table between the chairs. Sounding suddenly cross, Icille snapped, “Well, pour, girl. Honestly, where are your manners?” The young woman did as she was told and bolted from the room. The matriarch laughed. “She’s been coddled far too much. I’ll turn her into a force to be reckoned with, mark my words.”

      “Your granddaughter, I presume? In the main line?”

      She nodded and lifted her cup in a trembling hand. “Yes. My daughter’s girl. Her husband is an idiot—my daughter’s, I mean. The girl’s too young to marry. Anyone other than Styrris Malniet, anyway.” She cackled gleefully.

      Emalia couldn’t resist a smile. “It is certainly so. And he is part of the reason I’m here, as well. May I explain?” The other woman nodded and gestured agreement. “The Malniets have a secret we must compel them to reveal. At the same time, we also seek the pieces of the house sword that was broken during the…uh, incident.” I probably shouldn’t use the word betrayal here. “Some writings left behind suggested that you might have knowledge that could help us.”

      Sadness flowed onto the woman’s face, starting in her eyes and ending with a frown. “I know what happened to the boy—the matriarch’s brother. It’s a terrible thing. And I hear your unspoken question. No, I was not involved in the action to remove their parents. I was not.” She emphasized the last word as if arguing with an unseen opponent. “It was done without my knowledge. While I watched and waited, others kept information from me.”

      If she’s acting, she’s good enough to have made a career of it.

      “Is there any information you can share now?”

      The old woman shook her head. “My children might know. In fact, I’m sure they do. They’re always in their room, whispering and plotting. I’ve tried to listen in magically but they’re wise to that trick.”

      She grinned. “Would you tell us the location of the shard if you knew?”

      “I would.”

      “Do you think you could inspire them to talk about it behind closed doors?”

      The matriarch nodded. “Certainly. I could make them fear its discovery or some such thing but I don’t know what good that would do.”

      Emalia slid her hand into the pocket of her purse, retrieved the listening device, and held it up for her to see. “I think I have a solution to three problems at once. This will provide a way for us to find out about the shard, a way for you to find out what they’re talking about behind your back, and a way to help your granddaughter learn the important arts of secrecy and manipulation.”

      Matriarch Terriau’s gleeful laughter was all the confirmation she needed that trusting her had been the right choice.
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      Once Cali had finished a long tirade at Emalia about how dangerous it had been to plant surveillance devices in the palace and House Terriau—which the older woman seemed entirely unmoved by—they’d agreed to use the kitchen as the base station for listening to the information from the bugs. Since the arrival times were unpredictable and the knowledge they might gain was so important, one of them would always be on call and Jenkins had volunteered to alert that person if the lights on the receivers changed colors.

      It was her turn for that particular responsibility and she was sound asleep when Jenkins’ voice snapped her out of her haze in the middle of the night. “Matriarch Caliste, there’s something on the boxes.”

      She sat with a yawn, dislodged Fyre from where he lay between her feet, and descended to the kitchen. Barely awake, she pressed the buttons to start the coffee brewing and settled in the chair in front of the black boxes. The LEDs on the top of two of them glimmered green. She started the one connected to the bug she’d left in Styrris Malniet’s den. The recording was of him berating a servant for bringing the wrong bottle of wine. She shook her head and sighed. “Well, that’s useful.”

      “We already knew he was a jerk,” Fyre replied. He had curled in his usual position beneath the table.

      “We did indeed.” She yawned again, rose to fill a mug, and looked at her watch. “One in the morning. Diana’s people could have made this more convenient, you know?”

      He snorted, and his frosty breath chilled her bare toes. “I’m sure your comfort is their primary consideration.”

      “Shut it, you.” She grinned and shook her head to focus. “Okay, Matriarch Terriau, let’s see what you have for us.”

      She activated the playback and a soft click emitted from the box—probably a door closing. Two voices, low and urgent, were clear and understandable.

      “Why the hell is the old bat talking about the sword now?” a man’s tone demanded.

      “The aunt from Leblanc stopped by,” a woman replied. “She must have put it in her head.”

      “Idiots. Both of them. But there’s no way she could know where it is.”

      “My mother is many things, but stupid is not one of them. It’s been hidden there for a long time. She might have worked it out.”

      He laughed. “She’s in a wheelchair. She couldn’t have gone out there.”

      Cali straightened in her chair, all traces of sleepiness gone, and pressed the button to pause the playback. “Jenkins, do we have a map that shows Terriau’s property?”

      “Of course, Matriarch. All the houses have maps of the city. You’ll find it in the second-floor library in the bottom drawer of the cabinet.”

      She didn’t quite run to get it but it was more than a walk. When she returned to the kitchen, she spread the large white paper with its black markings over the table.  It took her a few minutes to orient herself, as the noble properties were only referenced by symbol and she hadn’t yet memorized them all. Finally, she remembered thinking that Terriau should be full of knights and found the stylized helmet that represented them. Like her property, theirs contained several outbuildings, which might be what the two had referred to. She started the recording again.

      “No, that’s true,” the woman said. “Still, if she’s checked the ones on the path, that would tell her it could only be in the others.”

      “Only if she thought to look before,” the man countered.

      Matriarch Terriau’s daughter laughed sharply. “Have you met my mother? She puts the busy in busybody and we’ve been too involved in other things to keep an eye on her.”

      He sighed. “I suppose you’re right. There’s only one thing for it. We’ll have to move it.”

      Cali cringed, unsure of when the conversation had been recorded and fearful of what might come next.

      But it must be from today after Emalia visited. Which means it should only be a few hours old, at most. They wouldn’t have moved that fast, would they?

      The woman growled annoyance. “To where?”

      He responded in kind, “I have no idea. How the hell should I know? She’s your mother. Why don’t you have control of her?”

      Their argument was interrupted by a knock on the door and the recorder clicked off shortly thereafter. She gave Fyre a gentle kick. “Do what you need to do to wake up, buddy. Tonight, we get to be thieves.” The excitement surged through her and she raced up the stairs to dress.
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        * * *

      

      She arrived at the Terriau estate at two-thirty in the morning, clad all in black. The compass symbols on her uniform were covered by their patches, and she’d pulled a watch cap on to hide her hair. The streets were deserted, which allowed her to reach the perimeter of their land without detection. That was the easy part.

      Her careful approach had taken her almost all the way to the rear boundary and close to the ring that separated the Nine from the rest of the city. A six-foot stone wall topped with wicked-looking metal spikes protected the property from trespassers. In the darkness, it looked ominous and brought memories of sneaking into the cemetery in New Orleans.

      Man, that feels like a lifetime ago. She ducked into the shadows and sent to Fyre, “Okay, tell me how many buildings there are that aren’t accessible to someone in a wheelchair.”

      The Draksa flew overhead, hidden behind his veil. “I see three,” he replied. “A big one at the back and two smaller ones in front of it. They have a path between them but aren’t connected to the one that joins the main house with the others.”

      “That’s weird. Maybe they had a disagreement at some point and dug it up?” The buildings on her family’s estate were all easily navigable. “Which do you think I should try first?”

      A wave of mirth came across the channel. “Whichever you choose, it’ll be wrong. So does it matter?”

      She put a growl in her telepathic voice. “No one likes a smart ass, scale-face.”

      “That doesn’t make me wrong.”

      Cali sighed. No, it doesn’t. So we’ll do the closest one first. She looked around to be sure she was alone and built a staircase of force blocks. Her skills had improved a great deal since the night she and Fyre had met, and she scaled the fence quickly and landed on the Terriau grounds. She’d checked for wards but like her property, they had only secured the buildings, not the lawns and gardens surrounding them.

      The one at the back was two stories high and built of what appeared to be white marble in the pale light from the dimmed false sun overhead. Windows were positioned across the second level at regular intervals. The only opening at her height was a heavy door made of dark wooden planks and flanked by carvings of the family’s symbol with both helmets facing inward. She moved into the shadows cast by a large tree that grew beside the structure and opened her senses.

      Magic radiated from the building, which indicated at least one strong ward. I wish Zeb or Nylotte were here. They’re so much better at this than I am.

      “Everyone is,” Fyre replied. “You’re terrible at wards. Oh, and you’re thinking loudly again.”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle at the Draksa’s unending snark. “Shut it, you. I’m trying to work. You make sure you’ll be ready to cause a distraction if I screw up.” The backup plan was for him to fly through the property and trip all the wards from as high as he could so he wouldn’t be caught. She’d use the time to finish her search as quickly as possible.

      But if I get it right, that won’t be necessary. So, let’s get it right.

      Refocused, she switched from passive reception to active magic to poke and prod gently at the ward to get a sense of how it had been created. After a few minutes, she realized it exceeded her ability to untangle it. However, those who had placed it had done so with magical threats in mind, which meant the wards would only detect the use of magic. Several of those on her property had been the same before Zeb fixed them.

      I guess we all have our blind spots. Maybe Atlantean culture is so tied to magic they can’t imagine anything different. She chuckled. Dasante would make a killing here with his three-card monte. They’d be searching for magic while he used sleight of hand to rob them blind.

      She circled to the back of the building in search of a way inside that didn’t involve the use of magic. “Fyre, can you see through the windows?”

      After a short delay, she felt the air move as he flew above her. “No, they’re all tinted.”

      “Damn. Okay.” She had run out of options, but the crazy idea that slid into her head inspired her to keep looking. After a couple of minutes, she realized she had no other choice.

      “Hey, buddy. Do you think you can lift me?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took a fair amount of coordination and the process wasn’t elegant, but the Draksa was able to carry her while she maintained a death grip on his front paws. He hauled her to the roof, and she barely managed to avoid sliding off the edge when she released her hold and the ceramic tiles broke under her feet. She hung by her fingers off the back of the building, facing a window. Once she’d caught her breath, she drew a dagger out of its sheath with one hand and shattered the glass. It fell inward with a shower of small sounds. She could make out shelves and other shapes, but the room was too dim to accurately identify anything.

      It took a moment to clear the remainder of the slivers from the frame, and she eased herself in slowly, hung for a moment, and finally dropped the last several feet to the floor. She rolled and came up in a crouch, ready to deal with anything that might accost her in the darkness. Nothing did, and she waited in stillness for her eyes to adjust. When she could finally see, she confirmed that the area was a large storage room, although a heavy bag attached to a mount in the corner suggested that at one time, it could have been an exercise space.

      That would explain the windows, anyway.

      Heavy canvas tarps covered everything, and she pulled them off one after the other. Dust rose and settled with each movement. She revealed boxes, pieces of old furniture, and even a footlocker filled with clothes that looked a century out of date.

      “Have you found anything?” Fyre asked.

      She yanked the second to last tarp aside and revealed a tall wardrobe. It had a lock on it, the first she’d seen in the building. “Maybe.” A chain was threaded through the handles of the doors and while she was no good at lock-picking, the screws that held the metal braces in place were a point of vulnerability. Quickly, she retrieved the multi-tool she’d taken from the go-bags her parents had left from her belt, folded the screwdriver open, and went to work. Minutes later, she had removed the handle and the door fell open.

      Within lay a fabric-wrapped bundle, longer than it was wide. She held her breath, removed the covering, and sighed with relief. “I’ve got it.” She folded the cloth around it and turned to the main entrance. “And I think I’d like to leave a message.”
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        * * *

      

      The wards had been designed to do two things. The first was to sound an alarm in the event of magic use. They did that job perfectly and a flood of people raced out of the mansion in their pajamas after what she considered an impractical delay. The second was that they were supposed to suppress the magic used so that the offender could be caught while they tried to determine why their power wasn’t working.

      They successfully absorbed her first burst of force magic, but when Fyre flew in and iced the door and she followed up with a bolt of lightning, the combination overwhelmed the defenses and cracked the wood. Her next force blast hurled it free, and she turned and lobbed a fireball into the building before she launched herself over the fence. Somehow, despite the destruction, she thought Matriarch Icille Terriau would be laughing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Usha’s emotional state was volatile, to put it mildly. At some moments, she was almost giddily happy and flushed with the success of her victory over the Zatoras. At others, she veered to the opposite side of the spectrum and was overwhelmed by sadness over the Empress’s behavior toward her. It was an uncomfortable combination, and the only way she could cope with it was by taking action.

      After a few days of rest, she’d sent her people out to expand their territory. The minnows that had nibbled at the gang before were given three options—become a vassal of the organization, leave town immediately, or die. About an equal number selected the first two and sadly, some forced them to apply the third. The overall situation became more stable by the day.

      The Zarcanum supply had been restored and despite feeling unwell in the recent past, most of the clientele were eager to start using again. She’d banished the spell that activated the magic in the drugs so no ill effects would occur. Shine continued to sell, but its purpose now was merely cash flow and dependency. She didn’t envision a situation where she’d have to create a mob again. Still, it was good to know that she had the option if it was needed.

      That left only the council and Leblanc. She imagined that Shenni would tell her to focus on the former because the Malniets might deal with the latter, based on everything she heard. But she had no interest in doing so. She wanted that fight and even craved it. And if victory didn’t come, her options would be substantially narrowed. Either she’d be dead—which she neither preferred nor feared—or she’d be unable to target the girl any longer and would be free to turn her attention elsewhere.

      Accordingly, she sat at the bar of the Shark Nightclub at nine in the morning on a Saturday, waiting for her second in command to arrive. A single worker was present, setting up for the day, and kept her supplied with a continuous flow of hot coffee. She imagined there was work she could do while she waited but none of it seemed to matter at the moment. The battle ahead was one she couldn’t see past. Or, maybe, didn’t want to see past.

      Either way, I’ll take it.

      She’d found a purity of purpose again, if only for a short time, and liked the feeling. When the front door opened and spilled light into the room, she squinted against it and smiled at the silhouette framed in the aperture. The door closed to reveal the woman dressed uncharacteristically in jeans and a man’s button-down shirt. It was suspicious and she grinned.

      “That’s not your shirt, is it? This is a walk of shame moment.”

      Danna shook her head as she sat on the stool beside her and accepted a steaming cup of coffee gratefully. She drank deeply, then grinned. “I will neither confirm nor deny. How about you. What makes you drag me in here this early and with only an hour’s notice, no less?”

      Usha laughed. “Maybe I simply wanted to see what you were like on a Saturday morning when you didn’t have time to prepare.” She shook her head. “No, it’s that I’ve come to a decision and I need to talk to you about it.”

      The woman nodded. “Shoot.”

      “We’ll end it with the girl. Now—well, a week from now. That’s about the earliest we can legitimately make it.”

      “Okay. You know I’m in. What’s the plan?”

      “We’ll need the best people we can find. Who’s left?”

      Her companion sighed. “After last Sunday, we’re not at our best. I don’t suppose you’d want to delay it?” She raised an eyebrow, and Danna laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Okay. We are up to six by the rules and need a minimum of four to match what she brought last time. One of the Empress’s enforcers is still here and he’s worth including. Other than that, we have a shit-ton of average people who are dependable, plus Bear.”

      She grinned at the mention of the Shark’s main bouncer, a burly man who spent his free time—all of it—lifting weights and participating in underground fights. He had powerful magic but most of the time, he was so excited to fight with his fists that he didn’t think to use it. All that meant he was an absolute wildcard and perfect for the bout. “You can stop there,” she said. “We’ll do four on four. You, me, the enforcer, and Bear.”

      Her second straightened. “Now that’s what I like to hear. It’s about time you let me take a crack at her.”

      “I couldn’t risk you before the final fight as I needed you too much. I still do, but we’ll be together so whatever happens will happen to both of us. We’ll decide where we go from there depending on the result.”

      “Excellent.”

      Usha smiled. “So, do you want to tell me more about last night?”

      The woman laughed and shook her head. “Let’s get the battle behind us. Then, all my secrets will be revealed.”

      “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith packed the last bag from his apartment and gave it one final check. He chuckled and said, “She’s right. This place is a hole.” He wouldn’t miss it. In the back of his mind, he wondered if maybe he’d deliberately avoided putting roots down in the hopes that things would turn out this way with Kendra. It was fast, sure, but his feelings for her were seriously intense.

      She was at work today, exactly like every day lately. The events of the previous weekend and the Atlantean organization’s activities since then had everyone in the gang task force on deck twelve hours a day or more, weekends apparently included. On the one hand, it allowed him enough time for his responsibilities and to get moved in. But on the other, he had hoped cohabitating would result in more time together than they were getting.

      Extra work can’t last forever, right?

      He opened a portal from his old living room into his new one and stepped across. Kendra’s apartment was about two and a half times the size of his, half of a duplex in the Garden District that had once been a much fancier home. They had a main floor, a top floor, and shared a basement. She’d separated the second bedroom to use as part-office and part-exercise space and had offered him the closet in there for his belongings. It had made him laugh. They were living together, but not completely together. It was a reasonable decision and kept things slow, steady, and easily escapable.

      Although he had no interest in escaping. He hung the items that needed to hang, piled the rest of his clothes on the top shelf, and used a convenient hook to store the new daggers Cali had given him. He was trying to find a way to carry them concealed but they were a little big to do so easily. A practice session had revealed that he could channel magic through them, which would be a huge bonus in the inevitable next battle.

      Or when I deal with the meddling Malniets.

      He had contacted Zeb and asked him for non-critical information about the council and encouraged him to spice it up with falsehoods. He could delay incinerating the nightclub. Since the man had said a week, he planned to wait all seven days. He could avoid the other requirement until Cali arranged the next challenge against the family.

      Still, he wanted to seem like he was compelled and firmly on their hook, right up until the moment when he dealt with them both. He and Kendra had indulged in a couple of conversations on the matter and she was fairly sure there was a place for them in one of the magical jails nearby based on the evidence he’d be able to present. Extradition could be a complication but not if Malniet fell.

      Tanyith considered whether he wanted to potter around the apartment and try to do useful things. When he realized that the potential to annoy Kendra was greater than the potential to accomplish anything significant, he decided to head out for a walk instead. As he turned to lock the front door, a chill ran from the top of his spine to the bottom. On the white surface was a black envelope with his name on it. He opened it and found another envelope inside addressed to Cali.

      There go my plans for the day.
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        * * *

      

      He checked the tavern first, but Zeb said she was in New Atlantis. The dwarf looked more stressed than Tanyith had ever seen him, but from the way his gaze tracked Janice’s movements, it was probably fear for his glassware. He retrieved the information he’d requested about the council and portaled to the docks of the undersea city.

      His first stop was the Privateer Pub since it was fairly near his arrival point. He’d been told he could leave stuff with the bartender, so he gave the burly man the envelope and a tip. “Keep it safe until my friends come for it.” He cut his gaze to the back of the room and the other man nodded.

      Thereafter, he began the long walk from the less affluent parts of town—but still fairly moneyed—to the ring of noble houses. Halfway there, his attention was caught by the sunlight flashing off metallic scales and Fyre touched down beside him. He greeted him and held up the envelope he’d brought.

      “So, another challenge,” the Draksa said.

      “I presume so. I’m not sure who from but I found it on Kendra’s door.” He didn’t bother to try to hide his anger. To threaten him was one thing but now that he lived with the detective, a danger to one was more or less a danger to both. “My door, that is.”

      Frye nodded. “You made a good choice. Her, not so much.”

      He laughed. “Ah, it’s always nice to be back in the warm embrace of your true friends.”

      The Draksa echoed his amusement and they walked the rest of the way to the house together. When they arrived, Invel opened the door and let them in. “Are you the butler now?” Tanyith asked.

      The Dark Elf drew himself up haughtily. “I most certainly am not, Master Tanyith. I am the second butler after Jenkins.”

      The disembodied voice laughed at the comment and added, “Well, I do have a certain lack of corporeality for things like doors. Perhaps this could be a beneficial arrangement.”

      Cali came down the stairs and looked happy. “What has you so cheerful?” he asked.

      “Oh, nothing big,” she replied airily. “I only found the last piece of the sword.”

      His mouth dropped in surprise and she shared the story with him. When she finished, he couldn’t stop grinning. “So, we’re most of the way there.”

      “Yep.” She tilted her head to the side. “Did you stop by for a reason? Not that you’re not always welcome.”

      “Oh, yeah. This.” He handed her the envelope.

      She opened it and nodded. “We’re on for the Atlanteans and they say it’s the last battle. Apparently, they’ve reached the same place I’m at with the Malniets.”

      “When?”

      “A week.”

      “I guess it’s time to start training.”

      “Soon.” She grinned. “First, though, I have a matriarch to apologize to and a sword to have repaired.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali hadn’t expected another dinner invitation from Wymarc Jehenel after the post-meal activities of the last one and had assumed he’d be too smart to be seen with her until after the current unpleasantness was over. When it arrived in the hands of one of the younger members of his family, she grinned at the smiley face someone had drawn on the missive. She looked sternly at the girl, who must have been all of eleven, and asked, “Did you do this?”

      She nodded with a tentative smile. “Yes, Matriarch Leblanc.”

      “Very well done.” She nodded. “Tell the patriarch I’m happy to have a meal with him but I will choose the restaurant.” The messenger bounded off happily, and she spent the rest of her day alternately napping and communing with the memories of her parents. It was a melancholy experience all around, and by the time the moment arrived to dress for dinner, she looked forward to the distraction.

      Her interest didn’t lie in fancy, though, so she dragged jeans and a t-shirt on with boots and her reinforced leather jacket that Nylotte had given her. She put the metal vials containing her energy and health potions into an inside pocket because the part of her life when she felt comfortable being without them in public was now very firmly in the past.

      The sound of her guest being admitted to the house reached her, and she descended from her dressing room with Fyre at her heels. She’d made a promise not to leave him behind and that included dinners, dates, or whatever this was. While he wouldn’t join them in the restaurant, he’d keep an eye on things from close by and she’d be sure to bring him takeout.

      She grinned and gave Wymarc a hug. “You’re a glutton for punishment, huh?” He was dressed in an informal suit in navy over a heavy t-shirt, with polished brown shoes. Somehow, he managed to look both casual and elegant in a way she had never once accomplished.

      He chuckled. “I guess so. I thought maybe you could use a stress reliever, given all that’s going on.”

      Cali nodded. “Let’s hope that’s how it turns out, huh?” She didn’t comment on the flicker of worry that crossed his features. “Allow me to whisk you away.” She summoned a portal that revealed an abandoned alley on the far side and he made a face.

      “That does not look like a trendy dining spot.”

      She laughed. “Go. You too, Fyre.” They complied and she followed them through. Their destination was around the corner, and she led Wymarc to it while the Draksa leapt skyward, probably to take a watchful position on the roof like some kind of gargoyle.

      Maybe I should get some for the house, ones that look exactly like him. He’d be so annoyed. She made a mental note to look into it at her first opportunity.

      The Rum House was a Caribbean restaurant with great food and a casual atmosphere. All the furnishings were wood and the tables were filled with happy couples and groups. The walls held metal signs and lacquered fish of unusual size. She led him in, claimed a seat at the bar, and patted the one beside her. He slid onto it and a bartender approached immediately. She ordered a Coke and he did the same. For some reason, she enjoyed sitting at bars—probably because of all the time she’d spent doing so across from Zeb—even though she didn’t drink much alcohol at the moment.

      “What’s good?” he asked.

      Cali shook her head. “Don’t worry your pretty little mind about it. I’ll take care of this.” When the bartender returned, she ordered one of each of the seventeen unique taco options on the menu. She grinned at Wymarc’s shocked expression. “They’re not all for us. We’ll eat the ones that look most interesting and have the rest packed to go. Emalia loves this restaurant and I’m sure Fyre will enjoy whatever’s left when she’s done.”

      “Okay, it makes sense. Have you been here much?”

      She shook her head. “It’s a little out of my price range, usually. But tonight, I felt like splurging.”

      “Is there a particular reason?” he asked,

      While she liked the patriarch of House Jehenel, she didn’t trust him. With a shrug, she replied, “Things are looking up, that’s all.”

      “I assumed you’d take me to the bar where you work.”

      “I considered it but then I’d have to hear about it from Zeb every single time I went to work.” She imitated his low voice. “What’s up with that boy from New Atlantis? Are you going to get married soon?”

      They both laughed and talked about random subjects until the food arrived. She chose brisket, pulled pork, and fried fish for her three tacos, and he selected duck, chicken, and cauliflower for his.

      “So, what do you see for the future of House Jehenel?” she asked.

      Wymarc finished chewing, swallowed, and dabbed sauce from his lips with his napkin. “Oh, you know—the usual. Try to increase our wealth, try to increase the size of the family, and try not to be killed by an upstart house with an unexpected vendetta.”

      Cali shook her head. “If you haven’t done anything to earn one, I can’t see why that would be a concern for you. Unlike, say, Malniet.”

      “You never know what kind of secrets might be buried in the past. It could be that an ancestor did someone wrong and they’re watching for an opportunity. It’s not worth being paranoid about but a smart person wouldn’t discount it, either.”

      “Fair enough.” She sighed. “I hope that once this is all over, the Leblanc House can have the same priorities. It would be nice to think there’s a normal life of some kind waiting at the end of this long-ass tunnel.”

      He laughed. “Very poetic.”

      “No question. Seriously, though, I could do without more drama for a while, I won’t lie.”

      “You could simply step away.”

      “I can’t. Not until Atreo is free and can make that decision with me. But in any case, leaving behind all my parents worked so hard for isn’t in the cards.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. It’s always good to have more allies.”

      She tilted her head to regard him curiously and a little challengingly. “Is that what we are?”

      “At least that, I hope.” He shrugged. “Ideally, also friends. If not now, then eventually. I’m much less annoying over time.”

      Cali nodded absently and stared out the window. The foot and vehicle traffic had been fairly consistent while they’d been in the restaurant but suddenly, the pattern had changed and no one was visible.

      “Fyre, what’s going on?” she sent.

      His reply was full of concern. “I can’t tell but definitely something. There are no cars coming down the street, and people are moving away from this block like they’re worried.”

      “Magic?”

      “Who knows?”

      She called the bartender and threw a few bills on the counter. “Bag this, will you? I need to step outside and check something but I’ll be right back.” She rose and strode to the exit and her companion followed hastily. “You don’t have to come,” she said.

      “Allies, remember? What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure yet but Fyre says something definitely is.” She stepped out the door and looked in both directions. The block was devoid of other people and the only cars present were those parked on either side. “This is bad. Fyre, get down here. We’re leaving.”

      “What about the tacos?” Wymarc asked.

      “Forget them.” She circled her arms to create a portal and wasn’t completely surprised when it failed to form. “Damn it. Someone’s blocking me.” He tried as well as Fyre landed beside them.

      His failed too. “You were right. This is bad.”

      She turned to face the patriarch. “Is it you this time too?”

      He gaped in shock. “What?”

      Cali shook her head. “Cut the act. I know you were behind the last ambush and I know you were working for the Empress. In fact, I also know she told you to put the moves on me so that I’d be emotionally compromised when you betrayed me. So I’ll ask again, is this you?” Emalia’s listening device had given her all kinds of information about Shenni’s efforts to undermine her. She’d been a little hurt but was well aware that the games in Atlantis were never-ending and she needed all the allies she could get.

      “No. Absolutely not. Yes, the first one was me, and yes, the Empress told me to deepen our relationship. But I’d decided not to. I didn’t intend to contact you again until you reached out. At first, I thought you were merely another noble playing the game. When I finally learned that you weren’t, I couldn’t be a part of any actions against you. So, no, it’s not me.”

      She sighed and looked past him toward the end of the block. “That’s too bad. That means those scary looking people probably intend to kill us for real.”
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      While the group of people she’d seen approached them, Cali walked slowly into the middle of the traffic-free street. The new arrivals had spaced themselves like bowling pins and carried a palpable menace that increased with each step. Unlike the mostly pretend ambush Wymarc had set up—and she wasn’t convinced that the mercenaries hadn’t planned a double-cross in that situation to eliminate her for real—no sense of restraint was present there.

      These people had come to kill her and by accident or design, the patriarch of House Jehenel. “I see ten,” she sent to Fyre.

      “Agreed. Although they look smart enough to have some in reserve.”

      She motioned for her dinner companion to stay where he was on the sidewalk so one attack couldn’t easily target them both and asked the Draksa, “Do you think you can lock the back rank down before they realize you’re there?”

      “Probably. And if not, I’ll distract whoever isn’t hit.”

      “Okay. That’s Plan A.”

      A flicker of amusement registered from him, mostly hidden by the overwhelming concern they exchanged through the channel. “What’s Plan B?”

      “Improvisation.” She shook her head and raised her voice to shout across the ten feet or so that remained between her and the enemy. “That’s far enough unless you want me to kick this fight off for you. I presume since you haven’t attacked already that you wish to inflict some kind of clever speech on me.”

      Nothing obvious connected the newcomers—no uniforms, no identification patches, and not even a common body type. They weren’t mercenaries, she was sure of that. The leader was a tall, thin man who looked like he spent far more time pursuing mental activities than physical ones.

      “Nothing clever,” he called in response. “I merely felt the need to offer the proper respect to the head of a noble house.” He turned his head to Wymarc. “Patriarch Jehenel, this matter doesn’t concern you. If you walk away now, you will live.”

      That banishes any doubt that they’re from New Atlantis. And since they don’t want to tick Jehenel off, they’re either Malniets, their allies, or Styrris’ hirelings.

      “Gloves off, buddy,” she sent. His mental reply was an aggressive growl, the kind that would make any intelligent person who heard it run for safety.

      Wymarc gave the man a slight nod. “And here is my counteroffer. If you all walk away, you and whoever sent you will remain untouched by Jehenel. But if you don’t, my house will ensure that every last one of you is tracked down, interrogated, and left to spend the rest of your miserable life missing important body parts.”

      Damn. He sounded serious about the threat and she honestly had no idea if he or his family was capable of making good on it. The enemy clearly didn’t think so or perhaps didn’t care.

      “What will be, will be,” the thin man replied, jerked his hands up, and unleashed a cone of fire at her ally.

      Her instinct was to protect him, but she knew that was exactly what they’d expect. I need to get close so they can’t all blast me. She charged the leader and summoned a full body shield to defend her advance. Her hastily crafted barrier activated barely in time and took the impact of fire, lightning, and shadow. In her peripheral vision, Wymarc withstood the attack on him behind his wall of force.

      Fyre rippled into visibility as he dove at the back rank and discharged his frost breath across them in a line. Three were caught fully and transformed into statues locked in ice, while the one who ran forward fell with his feet trapped. The Draksa screeched and several of the enemies cringed and stared at him.

      His actions took the attention off her. Cali dropped her shield and used a sweeping wave of force at ankle height to hurl two of the attackers, a man and a woman, off their feet. A little voice inside her brain criticized her for not aiming the blow at throat level, but the adventure with the agents had only reinforced her desire to be nonlethal as often as she could. The numbers made the likelihood that everyone would survive the fight low, though.

      And if it has to be someone, it won’t be us. She channeled all her momentum into a knee strike and hopped at the last minute to target the thin man’s solar plexus. He crumpled with an explosive exhale, and she grinned momentarily at the panic on his face. Serves you right, jerk.

      She paid for her switch to offense when a force bolt drove into the side of her chest and thrust her off balance. Instinctively, she dove in the direction in which she stumbled and shoulder-rolled on the pavement to avoid the follow-up attack, a burst of flame that detonated behind her.

      Damn it. Get close and stay close, stupid. She rose as her sticks flowed into her hands and used one to launch a fireball into the air that arced toward the center of the group.

      The purpose of the attack was distraction and confusion, and it did its job well. Those enemies who were still mobile scattered in all directions. The man with his feet locked in ice had the presence of mind to throw a ball of fire to intercept hers. When the two met, they shattered into countless falling stars of flame.

      She dodged those closest to her and trusted that her allies did the same. Belatedly, she also hoped the nearby buildings wouldn’t catch alight but couldn’t spare the time to check. She had found her way into the middle of the remaining four assailants and hammered her sticks into whatever body parts were available while she dodged their flailed attacks.

      Fyre dove past her, his claws outstretched, and clutched one of them. He flew with the man toward a cafe across the street and flung him into the wall on the second story between two windows that might have allowed him to rejoin the battle. The stone surface he impacted with wasn’t as accommodating, and neither was the sidewalk at the end of his fall.

      Wymarc’s shouted, “Duck,” made her fall reflexively to the side and roll and a bolt of lightning surged into the person she’d faced. When she stood, she discovered that the man whose feet had been trapped had freed himself and melted his comrades enough out of their cocoons that they could take care of the rest. The part of her mind in charge of monitoring battle strategy revised the number of active opponents from five to eight again.

      Damn it. Right. Gloves off.

      Cali lashed out with her sticks at those closest to her. Where before, she’d aimed at elbows and knees, she now targeted heads and necks. In a flurry of strikes, she eliminated two of her adversaries, and a quick breeze followed by a scream that cut off suddenly told her Fyre had removed another from the fight.

      Back to five. She spun and raised her sticks in an X to block a cone of fire as she channeled magic through them to reinforce the weapons’ defensive ability. She also drew in some of the incoming power and used it to replenish her own as Nylotte had taught her.

      Wymarc blasted the woman who attacked her with a jolt of force magic that hurled the enemy through the window to the Rum House, where the customers had already turned the tables on their sides to create cover to shelter behind.

      At least she wasn’t on fire. That’s something, right? A blazing pain seared through her skull and suddenly, she was on the ground with no memory of how she’d gotten there. “Roll,” Fyre screamed in her mind, and she complied but almost lost consciousness when agony ripped through her, starting from her head and radiating into her body. She raised a hand reflexively, and it came back bloody.

      She heard a noise and realized the Draksa was speaking to her telepathically. He repeated one word over and over, and it took her a moment to identify it and another to realize what it meant. Instinct took control and she yanked out the metal vial with her healing potion and tore the cap off.

      As she lifted it to her lips, the thin man she’d thought she’d eliminated from the fight stepped into view and grinned at her. His face looked pale and skeletal, his smile that of a skull. His foot intercepted the container on its way to her mouth and kicked it out of her hand, and her arm fell aside. Her eyelids fluttered, and she fought to maintain consciousness as he shook his head.

      “Pathetic. House Malniet bids you farewell, Matriarch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The man who loomed over her raised his hand and flames gathered in it. Cali was sure she was about to die when a force blast pounded into his face, snapped his bones, and catapulted him away. Her ally—no, friend, after this—knelt behind her and tipped a healing potion to her lips. Fyre screamed and swooped as she coughed on the liquid and she knew he was protecting them both. Finally, she swallowed enough that she could drink properly and drained the vial.

      Wymarc helped her to stand and she fumbled in her pocket for the other flask. She popped the top, drank half of it, and offered the rest of the energy potion to him. He nodded and drained it. She stretched her hands forward and her sticks flew into them from different directions. They landed with a solidly reassuring smack into her palms. Her ally darted to her right, intercepted an incoming attack, and countered it.

      She turned in search of an adversary and found one a few feet away who streaked lightning blasts at Fyre. She stepped forward, drew her right arm back, and drove her stick into the base of his skull with all the anger and fury she held within her. He collapsed onto his face without making a sound.

      Her expression grim but satisfied, she nodded and sought her next target. Only three still stood and she realized the Draksa must have dealt with several while she was down. “Thanks, buddy,” she sent.

      His mental reply was full of relief. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”

      Despite the situation, she laughed. “So, it’s all about you, is it?”

      Amusement colored the anger and concern that comprised most of his emotions. “Always.”

      She threw her left stick at a woman who was summoning a fireball, and her opponent flinched and lost the spell. She punched with the other weapon to deliver a fist of force into the woman’s solar plexus and her adversary backpedaled in shock and pain. Cali added power to her muscles and hurled her remaining stick in a tumbling line at her adversary’s forehead. The attack effectively disabled the last of their enemies. She turned in a circle and grinned at Wymarc.

      “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not over yet. Turn around.”

      Fyre was filling her in over their mental connection before she saw the reinforcements with her own eyes. Another four had appeared, harder-looking than their previous opponents. They’d sent the weaker ones in first, not trusting the element of surprise, and instead, hoped to wear them down. It had almost worked.

      If Wymarc hadn’t stayed, it would have. She retrieved her sticks magically and adopted a fighting stance with her allies on either side of her. “So, you’re all Malniets, aren’t you?” she called.

      The man on the far right grinned. “Maybe, maybe not. It won’t matter in the end.”

      “Did you hear what I told your friends? It still stands,” Wymarc stated coldly.

      The woman at the other end of the enemy line shrugged. “You’ll have to survive to make that happen and that’s not in the cards for you, I’m afraid. You should have left when you had the chance, Jehenel.”

      The man beside her scoffed. “And once your house falls, I’m sure we’ll find someone far more useful to replace you.”

      Cali’s ability to cope with the nonsense suddenly evaporated. She growled with quiet fury. “The two in the middle are mine. Fyre, the woman is yours. Wymarc, deal with the first idiot.” She let her left stick flow into a bracelet again, summoned a full body shield, and bulldozed forward behind it. The Draksa flew past on her left and dipped and dodged through the gouts of fire two of the enemies directed at him. Her other ally looped to the right to force the one on that side to engage him or risk being flanked.

      She lost sight of her teammates as her focus narrowed to the two opponents in front of her. Both were strongly built men and possessed faces that conveyed fighting experience in scars, lines, and intensity. They separated enough to avoid presenting a single target and battered her defenses with every type of magic they had in search of a way through as she closed. By the time she reached them, she’d come to the conclusion that while she might be stronger than either of them individually, they had more power together than she did. Okay, so I’ll have to be smart about it.

      When she leaned out from behind her shield and blasted one with force, he deflected it easily. Her attempted attack on the other accomplished the same result. She growled and shrank her shield to a typical buckler size, threw lightning at the one on her left, and willed it to strike him and link to the other one like a chain. He caught it on his shield, backed away a few steps, and responded with fire that she deflected with her protective barrier. She fell away from him and to the side and rolled to avoid his comrade’s shadow blast. Using her momentum, she found her feet in the perfect position to deliver a powerful sidekick to the man’s ribs. He managed to lower an elbow to diminish the intensity of the strike and countered with his own, and his longer leg caught her as she retreated.

      Cali twisted awkwardly and let herself fall again. When she rolled up, lightning crackled around her body. They both blasted her with force but she poured energy into her magic and it acted as a shield. For the first time, she understood why Nylotte had wanted to teach her to drain others’ attacks. Maintaining the intensity of the flow that circled her body made her feel like the effort was draining her. She maintained the shield and willed part of the energy to flow into her hands and spill onto the ground to form whips.

      Her enemies tried each of their forms of magic again—fire, force, shadow, ice, and lightning—in an attempt to pierce her defense. She snapped the line of electricity at the man on her right and twined it around his neck. He raised his hands to grasp it, and his power began to flow along the channel that connected them. She frowned, focused, and directed more of her magic down the rope to hold him in check.

      The other one had tried to circle, but she lashed the left-hand whip at him before he moved out of range. He called a shield, but she twirled the weapon in the air, evaded the block, and wound her line around his arm. He immediately sent offensive magic down the channel and she blocked it. She felt no pain, only weakness from maintaining her magic.

      Their contorted expressions told her that wasn’t true for them, and she increased her efforts and pressed harder. They endured and pushed back where they could, apparently having realized the same thing she did. Eventually, she would weaken, and one or both of them would be free to kill her.

      She hoped it wouldn’t happen until Fyre or Wymarc was ready to help her, but she was so deep in her head that she had no idea what transpired in the larger battle. When she let her senses expand, she detected the interplay of magic from her right, which signified that the Jehenel patriarch was still engaged. She felt Fyre swoop and dart above and sent, “We need to finish this. Can you hit my targets?”

      “I’ll try,” he replied but as soon as he altered direction toward them, he cursed in her mind. “No. If I do, the woman will attack you. I have to keep her running.”

      Cali gritted her teeth and pushed more magic at her enemies. She tried to layer the technique Nylotte had taught her to steal some of their power over and above what she was already doing but felt her control of the lightning waver and stopped instantly. She shouted the activation word for her shield charm and it sprang into life, only to immediately fizzle under the barrage from her foes. Their eyes were squeezed closed so her other magical pendant couldn’t help.

      “Damn it. I’m out of ideas, buddy, and I don’t think I can hold these two much longer.”

      She felt a wave of decision from the Draksa and turned to locate him. He flashed into her line of sight and dove directly into the cone of fire his opponent streaked at him. He waggled from side to side as he approached, but she kept the magic targeted on his body. Cali sensed his pain and his determination and winced when his scales began to scorch. The damage was taking a toll and forced his charge to slow, but the final result was never in doubt. His enemy realized his goal at the last possible moment and threw a shield up to take the impact, but he plowed through it and crushed her into the asphalt, then tumbled and slid until his momentum ended.

      “Fyre,” she screamed, both out loud and in her mind, and sent another surge down her lines, desperate to break free and check on the Draksa. Her opponents resisted, and tears seeped from her eyes. His consciousness flickered into a dim awareness. “Get up, buddy,” she told him. “Come on. You can do it.”

      His dark telepathic chuckle was filled with pain. “Legs and wings broken. Will take too long to repair. But I can do this.” She sensed it when he summoned his strength and it flowed into her through their mental connection and filled her with power. Rather than hold it, she simply opened a channel from the magical creature to her lightning lines. Her opponents screamed and writhed as the magic shattered their defenses, washed over them, and fell away. In that moment, she couldn’t bring herself to care if they were alive or dead.

      Cali turned and wrapped the remaining attacker with both lines at the same time and sent a surge through to disable him fast and hard. This one was better controlled and she cut the flow off as soon as he was incapacitated. Satisfied that he would offer no further attacks, she ran to Fyre, knelt beside him, and put her ear on his side to be sure he still breathed and that his heart still beat.

      He twitched and muttered, “Ow. Stop it. Broken. Are you stupid?”

      Tears of relief streamed down her face as she shouted for Wymarc to portal out and get help. She wound her arms carefully around her partner, put her head on the pavement beside his, and sent every ounce of love she could muster across the enduring connection between them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Styrris Malniet was in a rage and privately, Shenni found it deeply amusing. She kept her face serious and nodded while he ranted about the Leblanc girl, the Leblanc family, and any number of other topics. In the corner, Matriarch Cormier huddled quietly and looked decidedly sick.

      I’m not sure what or who compelled her to agree to this marriage, but it’s starting to look like her best outcome is the fall of Malniet—or at least the demise of its patriarch.

      He segued into the need for her to provide him with additional resources and she raised a hand. Instantly, he stopped speaking and apparently retained some mental presence in spite of his fury. “Our arrangement is clear, Styrris. You have a task to accomplish and have committed to do so. Don’t come crying to me because it’s harder than you expected.”

      The man—clearly accustomed to using his authority as a bludgeon—scowled at her. “I was under the impression that we were partners in this.”

      She shook her head. “Then your impression was incorrect. You are one of my subjects and while you and your house have unique things to offer, that does not make you my equal. You would be wise to remember that.”

      His eyes took on a sleepy look, and she could almost hear him mentally committing to her defeat after he had eradicated the Leblancs. You’re welcome to try, old man.

      “What do you, in your infinite wisdom, suggest I should do, Empress?” he asked after a moment.

      The Empress shrugged. “Your ambush failed and clearly, you underestimated the girl. It seems like you would be wise to accept her offer of an early resolution.” He gaped and she laughed. “Yes, Styrris, I’ve heard about it. I dare say everyone has.” She looked at the woman who cringed in the corner. “Have you?”

      “Yes, Empress,” the matriarch replied reluctantly. “I have.”

      Shenni raised a hand. “See? It’s public knowledge now. And given the stunning failure of your family to deal with her when you had the element of surprise, I think you should perhaps try a different tactic.”

      He folded his arms and glared at her. “Such as?”

      “Call in any favors you are owed to secure the best fighters you can find. Limit the final battle to that number. In the meantime, try to remove her allies by whatever means necessary.”

      “And will you assist with this?”

      She smiled. “My Champion is already working on that, although she might not realize it.”
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        * * *

      

      Usha struck, parried, and evaded invisible enemies in the darkened gymnasium. The school was closed for the weekend, which permitted her more practice time in the space than usual. She had funneled some of the gang’s money to the neighborhood since the day she’d taken over.

      This area was home to more Atlantean immigrants than any other part of the city. They had come for new lives and had stayed separate from her organization, which was fine with her. All of them were normal folks from the kinds of places where she grew up, rather than from under the dome. The only thing she asked in return was to use the school gym when the kids didn’t, which meant evenings on most weekdays and now that she was training more intensively, weekends as well.

      With each action, she visualized a different enemy. Before, it had been Grisham and the members of his gang and occasionally, well-remembered opponents from the tournament that had made her Champion. But today, she saw only two people.

      Mostly, she battled Leblanc, who wielded her reforged house sword. The Atlantean leader couldn’t shatter it as she’d done before because only one of the magically enchanted weapons could destroy another and her blade was not magical in the least. It was sharp, effective, and as familiar as her own hands but mundane. As a result, the fights in her mind were drawn-out affairs, full of counters, kicks, and every other technique she knew to win an advantage over an opponent. She wondered if the fact that even her own brain wouldn’t provide her with a victory should concern her.

      The other person she saw at the end of her blade was one she’d never anticipated—Empress Shenni, her face locked in the look of displeasure she’d worn while she banished her loyal Champion from New Atlantis. She found she couldn’t strike the woman and could only defend against the heirloom sword of House Rivette as it sought her life. Finally, dripping with sweat and filled with anger that had no focus, she quit swinging and dropped to the floor. Her mind was a whirl of uncontrolled thoughts, but she constantly returned to the same one.

      First, Leblanc. Then, I’ll know what to do next.
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        * * *

      

      At that same moment, Danna and Ozahl sat on the couch in their living room, shared a bottle of Merlot, and imagined what their future in New Atlantis would be like. They’d heard about the fight in the Garden District and had agreed it was an unsophisticated move.

      “If anything will get to her before you do,” the mage said, “it’ll be a knife in the dark, not a brawl on the street.”

      She nodded. “Especially after that. Now, she’ll be on her guard against everything. Even if we wanted to eliminate her ahead of time, the idiot Malniets have ruined any chance of it.”

      He grinned. “Well, love, I guess it’s good you decided to play fair, then, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, though ‘fair’ might be a strong word, all things considered.” She chuckled.

      “Oh, really?” He turned on the couch to face her fully. “What are you up to, Danna darling?”

      She laughed and pursed her lips in an air kiss. “Only time will tell, my love. I never will.”
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        * * *

      

      In his mansion after meeting the infernal woman who currently occupied the throne, Styrris was no less angry than he had been at any other time that day. His best people—the most accomplished fighters outside the main Malniet bloodline—had failed. Sure, they almost succeeded, or so they said. He wondered how hard they’d tried. Loyalty was increasingly difficult to come by.

      He considered whether it would be worth simply giving the Leblanc girl what she wanted. The plan to dispossess that family had met with failure, and he’d set his sights on Cormier instead. He was sure everyone assumed his future bride would outlast him. Unfortunately for her, that would not be the case. Before he left this world, he would see at least one more house led by his relatives.

      If he played the situation with Leblanc right, it could be two. Part of him knew it was greedy and the rest of him didn’t care. When the days behind outnumbered the days ahead, one grew bold.

      No, I won’t give the girl what she wants. I’ll do as the Empress suggests. Accept the challenge and find the best fighters available. He smiled as a new thought occurred to him. And I’ll try to have Matriarch Leblanc killed before, again as Shenni suggests. If the attempt fails, it shouldn’t be hard to make sure the evidence points to the palace rather than me.

      He sank into his chair, called for a bottle of wine, and stared into the flickering flames. Oh, yes, this will work out nicely. Leblanc falls, or the Empress falls. Either way, I win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeb smiled a welcome at Tanyith and Kendra when they entered the bar. They had both let their hair grow since he’d first met them, which he saw as a sign of their shared contentment. In the same way that old couples grew to resemble one another, they had begun a journey down that path. His was no longer in the ludicrous pompadour, either, but had been slicked back in a more dignified style.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said and retrieved two glasses.

      They sat as he pulled a drink for each of them from his homebrew cask, which was a mead today but a perilously strong one. Even he had to watch his intake, and that said it all.

      “How are you?” Kendra asked.

      He shrugged and handed them the drinks, then drew a short one for himself. “Good, good. Things have been mostly quiet, although I think Janice is a little tired from working such long days.”

      Their heads turned to find the server, who did a great job taking care of the customers, as always. She wasn’t as entertaining as Cali, though, and the tavern was less exuberant because of it.

      Tanyith must have thought the same because he asked, “Will Cali come back to work soon?”

      The dwarf nodded. “She’ll take on a few days, she said. That’ll be good and give everyone else a break.”

      “Except the customers,” Kendra quipped, and they all laughed.

      Zeb stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Hey, Tanyith, you’re not all that busy lately, right?”

      The man chuckled and it had a tinge of embarrassment to it. “I’d say that’s accurate. Mainly, I wait for my girlfriend to get home.” The couple exchanged a grin. “I don’t lack money at the moment but I’ll admit I’m a little bored. Why do you ask?”

      “I thought maybe you could spend a few days a week here in the afternoons to help out. You’re a natural with people and you’d be able to pick it up fast. After a while, I might even be willing to teach you how to brew.”

      Tanyith took a sip as he considered the offer. When he could, Zeb tried to match his requirements with others’ needs. It was why he’d hired Cali, despite her lack of experience, when she’d needed something to focus her energy on. He’d done the same for Janice when her freelance art career hadn’t been enough to make ends meet while her husband decided what he wanted to do with his professional life. It was apparent that the former prisoner wasn’t on a particular path other than supporting Cali and having a routine to keep him steady certainly wouldn’t hurt.

      Finally, the man nodded. “I’d love that. When do I start?”

      He grinned. “Tomorrow at nine in the morning. You get to help me with the stew.”

      “Perfect.” His body language sent the same message, which told him he’d made the right choice yet again.

      His internal voice intruded. “Once you have a group of people who are able to take over for you, maybe you can get back to what you’re really good at.” Involuntarily, he looked at the battle-ax that he’d returned to her place above the bar. No. That part of my life is in the past.

      Laughter echoed inside. “Sure it is. Keep telling yourself that.”
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        * * *

      

      For the first time, Cali was able to visit Stonesreach without having to walk the whole way from the tunnel. Nylotte had met her at the Bulldog in New Orleans and portaled her to the Kemana. They talked quietly as they walked to Alessand’s shop, but the Dark Elf clearly understood that her mind couldn’t focus on any thoughts other than the sword.

      Even Fyre, who trotted at her side, didn’t try to talk to her. It felt like the end of a long journey, although she knew it wasn’t. At best, it was the middle. Okay, maybe two-thirds of the way. But she still had significant challenges to deal with.

      The master craftsman waited for them in his front room and led them to the back. A large table stood in the center made of stone with carvings that filled every surface, runes and letters in yet another alphabet she didn’t recognize. On it lay the pieces of the sword she’d already delivered, correctly arranged. She shrugged her backpack off, removed the last two shards, and handed them to him.

      He set them in place and nudged all the fragments together so it went from the appearance of an assemblage of separate items to looking like a single weapon with many cracks in it. He nodded. “Okay. The moment of truth. Please step back.”

      They complied, and a shimmering force shield spread in a circle from the surface beneath the shards. Only then did she notice the carvings on the floor, which matched some of those on the table. Alessand closed his eyes and extended his hands toward the sword.

      A piece rose into the air, followed shortly by another. As the second neared the first, the edges appeared to turn to liquid and flow together, and after a flash of brilliance, they were one. The process repeated as he reconstructed the blade one section at a time until only the hilt was left.

      Nylotte leaned closer to her and whispered, “Don’t be alarmed, but this is the pivotal moment, the hardest part.”

      Concern sparked in her mind. “How come?”

      The Drow shrugged. “I have no idea. That’s what he said.”

      Cali sighed, exasperated. “Why are you telling me this when I can’t do anything about it?”

      The woman responded with a wicked smile. “Because it’s fun to watch you worry.”

      Her snarled response was preempted by a growing incandescence that covered the two remaining pieces on the table. She had to close her eyes against the glow and when she opened them, the sword master stood with his hand extended as the weapon, now fully repaired, descended into it.

      The shield fell and he rested the blade across his forearm and turned to present it to her. “I believe this belongs to you, Matriarch Leblanc.”

      She grasped the hilt and a surge of emotion flowed through her at the knowledge that she’d reclaimed a piece of her parents’ history and solved half the puzzle of her brother’s release. It took a long moment before she managed to force the words out. “Thank you.”

      He nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      “What will you do now?” Nylotte asked.

      Cali stared at the tip of the sword, which looked sharp enough to cut through reality itself. A certainty of purpose replaced her emotional response to receiving the weapon. When she spoke, it felt like making a vow. “I’ll learn as much as possible about how to fight with a sword so that I can stick this into Styrris Malniet and twist it until he tells me how to free Atreo.”
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April 5, 2020

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the seventh book in the Scions of Magic series! Things are accelerating like a runaway train, and I hope you’re excited to see how it ends!

      March felt like it lasted about ninety days. I am lucky enough that I can work from home, as can my wife, and my kid is homeschooled, so we’re all together. I can’t imagine what it’s like to be living a “normal” life in this situation. For all of you who are still out and about making the world go ‘round, thank you so much for your efforts.

      I’ve been finding mental balance through entertainment; I’m sure many are in the same boat. Rereading books that I love, rewatching shows and movies, seeking comfort in the familiar. We’re currently moving onto season 3 of Justified, which is perhaps the best-written show on television, ever. Some people might counter with The Wire for that particular distinction, and I can respect that, too. In my book, The Expanse is up there, too.

      I started a new video game, Jedi: Fallen Order. I’ve been selecting media content lately mainly based on story, and so far this one is really good. I’m a fan of both Wars and Trek, so for me this fills in a gap between The Clone Wars and A New Hope nicely.

      My kid and I had grand plans for the summer involving travel, amusement parks, and a family wedding. The wedding is postponed, the idea of being around crowds at an amusement park is currently beyond daunting, and since the travel was mostly for amusement parks, it looks like a plan B will be required.

      I’m hoping the world comes out the other side of the current experience with the realization that what has really made a difference so far, what really matters, is community. The connection to others, however we can do so, is being proven again and again to be a vital part of thriving in the world, physically and emotionally. I think many of us who are “readers” already know that – it’s so fundamental to so many of the stories we write and read.

      This is a place where we as a group were definitely ahead of the curve, especially those who have read science fiction and fantasy where such ideas are commonly explored from a variety of viewpoints.

      Okay, off the soapbox. I hope you are well, and I hope you do all you can to stay well. Many adventures lie ahead.

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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April 17, 2020

        

      

    

    
      I think we’re in week 5 of sheltering in place. It’s taken on its own kind of normal, right? As it turns out we are a very adaptable species. Good news. More good news, we are also very creative and giving as well.

      There’s been an explosion of creativity from the weird to the wow, look what they can do! I’ve seen an art museum for pet gerbils complete with recreations of famous paintings but with gerbil faces instead. (One of the gerbils was nibbling on a tiny chair. Must not have read the sign that said, ‘no touching’.)

      Plenty of choreographed dance moves with multi-generations involved. The two grown sons lifting their dad was a particular favorite. But then there’s the people who are taking amazing photographs of sunsets right off their back porch, or people showing off their prowess with violins and guitars and banjos. Even better, they’re generally playing outside so that their neighbors can enjoy it as well.

      Authors are reading their books, museums are showing off their collections, zoos are inviting you inside, musicals are all online and movies that were meant for a theater are available right now on your TV.

      Then there’s the people, like me, who have dusted off their sewing skills and are busy making masks and headbands with buttons for nurses and neighbors. Or signs to thank grocery store workers and custodians. Or a lot of homemade bread that gets shared around a neighborhood. I’m going to take a whack at gluten-free English muffins this weekend.

      My neighborhood has collectively done painted rocks that people leave while on a walk so that their fellow walkers can suddenly come upon a tiny rainbow. We’ve also left giant words of encouragement in our windows for each other like ‘Love’ or ‘Joy’ and posted big paper Easter eggs everywhere for the kids to hunt, and a weekly Zoom happy hour with games. Tonight, there’s a virtual dance party.

      Other neighborhoods have done drive by birthday parties, so someone knows they weren’t forgotten. A small group of us had warm cookies delivered to a neighbor on her birthday. She FaceTimed me biting down on one, a big smile on her face, to let me know it was appreciated. We’ve also done group runs for vegetable and fruit boxes and getting meat from a local rancher. The list is kind of endless.

      So is how much we are all learning to care for and appreciate each other in ways we may not have had time for, or wouldn’t have thought necessary in the past. I hope this is one of those things we take with us after this is all over. More adventures to follow

      Note: If you find this book years from now when it’s all in the rear-view mirror – wasn’t that something?
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      Caliste Leblanc held her sword in a diagonal guard in front of her body, which was positioned in a fighting stance that minimized her opponent’s target options. A trickle of nervous sweat emerged behind her ear, traveled down the side of her neck under her red curls, and slid inside the collar of her Def Leppard t-shirt. With a shiver, she glared across the dimly lit space that separated her from her foe.

      The Dark Elf had an infuriating smile on her face, one of several that she seemingly had ready at a moment’s notice to use in taunting her student. Her unbound white hair fell over her shoulders in strong contrast to her ebony skin. She wore a thin leather jacket that the girl knew from experience was far tougher than it looked and pants of the same material tucked into high boots. The sword she angled in a matching position was slightly shorter than Cali’s and single-handed, where hers had enough length to be wielded with a double grasp if desired. At the moment, she desired.

      Her muscles trembled. It’s so damned heavy I need two hands. I wish she’d quit tormenting me and start.

      Nylotte slipped forward almost without seeming to move and brought her blade up from below to knock hers aside. She recovered quickly, but the Drow hadn’t pressed her advantage. Instead, she said, “You could be dead right now. Perhaps you should devote all your brain to the battle, as whatever portion you’ve currently committed seems inadequate to the task.”

      The girl growled inside where her teacher wouldn’t hear.  Shut up. You’re inadequate. Fyre, from his position curled on a crate on the far side of the basement, sent amusement over the channel that linked them to tell her she’d “thought loudly” again, whatever that meant. The smile that appeared on the other woman’s face gave credibility to her hypothesis that the Dark Ef could read minds.

      Cali stepped forward and brought her sword down in a diagonal swipe at her foe and twisted her wrists to sneak the blade under a block. Her target had already slipped out of the way, which left her unbalanced when her weapon failed to connect. She darted ahead and to her left, and the roundhouse kick that would have connected with her skull only managed to disrupt her hairstyle.

      She spun and raised one hand off the hilt to cast a ball of force at Nylotte’s head. The Drow raised her hand, caught it in her palm, and drained the magic away so its impact was negligible. And neatly added my power to her reserves. Wench. The other woman had taught her that skill, but it was nowhere near as automatic for the student as it seemed to be for the teacher. She drove forward again and launched force at her adversary’s feet as a distraction while she slashed horizontally at her chest.

      Nylotte skipped back but almost immediately stabbed forward. The girl coated her free hand with force and batted the blade away and her mentor disengaged and nodded. “Excellent move, but against some weapons, it might not work. Other magic swords, for instance. It’s possible they could be immune to magical shields.”

      She frowned. “And I assume there’s no way to know in advance, right?” The other woman shook her head, and she grinned. “Well, let’s test this one. You put a shield up and I’ll try to stab you through it.”

      Her teacher rolled her eyes and attacked again.

      They continued with the training for fifteen minutes before breaking to discuss tactics and strategy. The Dark Elf lowered herself into the lotus position to one side of the middle of the circle formed by separate concentric runed rings in the center of the dark basement. She gestured for Cali to sit in front of her. When she tried to set her blade at her side, her teacher sighed as if her student was an idiot. “No, lay it across your legs.”

      She was sure her confusion showed on her face as she complied, placed the hilt on the right, and balanced the weapon on her thighs. “What’s all this, then?” Her attempt at a humorous British accent failed to draw a smile from her companion.

      Nylotte shook her head. “It’s time for a challenge. You mentioned testing the sword. That is something we must do and there’s no occasion like the present.”

      “I only got it last night. Do we have to do everything today? I could use a nap.” Again, the joke failed. Okay, fine, be that way. “What do we need to discover?”

      She smiled. “The most important thing of all. Whether the sword will choose to work with you or against you.”

      “What?”

      The Drow nodded. “It’s almost certain your sword is sentient. That can be a bonus or it can be a nightmare. If you’re unable to convince the blade to be your ally, it will be useless for anything more than hanging on a wall as a symbol of your house’s former strength.”

      Ouch. “Leblanc is stronger than several of the other houses.”

      Her teacher shrugged. “Perhaps, but it’s irrelevant. Eventually, someone will force you into a position where you need to defend against a weapon like that.” She gestured at the sword. “And when they do, if you don’t have the same bond with yours that they have with theirs, you’re unlikely to succeed.”

      “It doesn’t matter. If the house is defeated, so be it. Atreo can come live with me on the surface and New Atlantis can go to hell.”

      “And what if the sword’s cooperation is necessary to free your brother?”

      A chill started at her toes and had become a stabbing icicle by the time it reached her brain. The idea that she had yet another thing to do to release Atreo from his magical stasis—other than beating the antidote for the poison out of the Malniets—hadn’t even been a tiny possibility in her mind. Nylotte had wrecked the serenity that accompanied the apparent illusion of progress.

      “Damn it. Do you really think that’s possible?”

      Something that hinted toward sympathy appeared in the Drow’s eyes, but it flickered away as quickly as it had arrived. “We don’t know. Which is why we need to find out. Now, here, and in a controlled way.”

      Cali sighed. “Okay, tell me what you want me to do.”
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        * * *

      

      The instructions had been frustratingly simple. “Connect with the sword. Use your mind, your magic, your spirit, whatever. It should recognize you through the blood-bond you share with the other members of your family who have used it.”

      “And you know that how exactly?” she’d asked,

      The Dark Elf had merely shrugged. “It’s simply a guess. But, as someone who uses my entire brain most of the time, my guesses are fairly good.” With that, Nylotte had moved outside the circle and brought up each of the shields in turn. When she had asked why a moment before the last barrier snapped into place, her teacher had shaken her head and replied, “Possession is a possibility.”

      She was now alone with the sword, isolated from the world by magic, and expected to discover how to “connect” with what was, by all appearances, an inanimate object.

      Yeah, my life’s not weird at all. Not in the least. She sighed and closed her eyes as she placed her right hand on the turquoise gem that adorned the hilt. Her left fingertips slid gently along the blade and explored the runes etched there. Time had not yet permitted the decoding of the marks so she didn’t know if they were a message or simply a decoration.

      Initially, she channeled her magic into her hands but didn’t give it a specific task, merely released it to explore the object. She’d had good luck discovering secrets that way before and thought of it as almost a triggerable intuition. The idea that it might have something to do with her other strange magical sense—the ability to taste intention when she touched people—rose into her mind, only to be quickly banished to a secluded corner. Concentrate, Cali.

      As her finger traced a rune, she felt a pulse against the magic centered upon the gem. She kept her eyes closed and her senses open, moved her hand to the point of the sword again, and worked systematically down it, feeling the perfectly rounded edges of each rune that ran along the flat of the blade. She took note of those that provoked a reaction and discovered there were nine.

      Of course there are nine. Why wouldn’t there be? Nine houses, nine districts, nine matriarchs or patriarchs, and nine symbols. Frankly, I’m a little tired of nines.

      She packed that thought away as well. They were positioned in such a way that she could touch them all at once. She did so, stretched her fortunately long fingers a little, and pushed magic through them. Nothing happened and with a frown, she tried it again but this time, sent both power and intention into the blade. The result was identical. She sighed, and the motion caused her right pinky to brush against the gem.

      Like a sudden portal she hadn’t known was there, she was sucked forward and down and the world blurred from the speed at which her consciousness descended into the sword. She landed softly in a patch of dirt that had once probably been covered by grass, to judge from the few dead pieces still visible on the earth next to her face. A quick inventory of her body revealed no damage from the fall or whatever it was, and she climbed first to her knees and then to her feet. She moved to brush her clothes off and frowned when she registered that they were clean.

      The barren area seemed somehow familiar, and as she turned in a circle to take it all in, she realized it was strikingly similar to the royal grounds in New Atlantis. With that discovery, the empty landscape all around her began to fill in as if drawn by an artist’s pencil, and buildings and a ring road took shape in all directions. When it was complete, she stood in the center of a ruined version of the New Atlantis she knew with a broken palace, damaged or destroyed noble houses, and the faint scent of smoke in the air. The dome above was a spiderweb of cracks that would in no way be sufficient to keep the water out.

      “Holy hell,” she said. “This isn’t New Atlantis. This is the old one.”

      The startling voice from behind her was deep and masculine. “It was once alive and is now dead. Exactly like you are about to be.”

      Cali spun and saw two opponents, a man and a woman. Each was at least thirty years older than her, and their faces seemed wise and intelligent. She would have judged them supportive rather than threatening if not for the large swords they held, which were duplicates of the one that suddenly appeared in her hand. With a flash of insight, she recognized them. She’d seen their portraits in the Leblanc mansion. They were the first leaders of the house, dead and buried for centuries. As they strode forward to kill her, her mind had time for only a single thought.

      For dead old people, they seem fairly spry.
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      Cali lurched to her left to position the woman in front of the man and caught the descending blade on its twin. She circled her weapon outward, deflected the other, and stabbed ahead. The first matriarch Leblanc backpedaled with a grim smile on her face to avoid the blow, and her partner darted in from the right.

      She jumped back to dodge his thrust, covered her off-hand in force, and reached out for his blade, intending to trap it and attack him while he struggled to reclaim it from her. At the last instant, she remembered Nylotte’s words and yanked her hand away.

      He nodded. “Good move, youngster. My sword doesn’t care about your magic.”

      The patriarch strode forward deliberately and swung with measured strokes along all the vectors Ikehara had trained her to defend—almost as if he was testing her abilities the same way her sensei did.

      Of course, we don’t use edged weapons in the dojo. She willed the bracelet on her left arm to turn into one of her magical Escrima sticks so she could both strike and cast with that hand and was only partially surprised when it didn’t respond. I hate it when other people make the rules.

      Her foe made a particularly clever slash that forced her to dodge left and she threw herself into a roll as the woman slid into view and attempted to remove her head.

      She rolled to her feet with a growl. “You two seem like you’ve done this before.”

      The matriarch chuckled but the sound was grim rather than amused. “Indeed, against every new patriarch or matriarch who has tried to claim the sword.” She advanced cautiously on Cali’s left.

      The man did the same on her right and clearly tried to get closer without spooking her and causing her to run. He added, “And some who weren’t the leader of the house, too, from time to time. Ambitious ones unwilling to wait or who were outside the direct line of succession.”

      The girl threw a wall of force in the woman’s path but she walked right through it. Dammit. Either my magic doesn’t work or they’re immune. Whichever it is, I don’t like it. “What happened to them? The ones with more ambition than sense?”

      He laughed as he leaned in and swung at her head. She blocked and spun away to evade the woman’s follow-up strike. Her foes worked together smoothly, which suggested they had indeed played this game many times. “It didn’t go well for them. Let’s leave it at that.”

      She frowned. “So they weren’t able to use the sword after, is that it?”

      The woman suddenly increased speed and chopped down at her. She raised her blade to intercept, and her foe used it as a fulcrum to drive the pommel of her weapon into Cali’s face. She staggered back with a cry of anger as her eyes filled with tears from the blow. Frantic swipes of her sword kept her opponents out of attack range as she recovered. “That was nasty.”

      The first matriarch laughed. “You can’t fight fair, Caliste. That’s what your enemies expect. Sometimes, you have to get dirty when you’re battling against filth.”

      Her vision cleared and she brandished her blade warily before her while she kept them both in focus. “How about you answer my other question?”

      The man nodded. “They couldn’t use the sword, that is correct. But they also lost some of their magic, which was drawn inside to keep Defender empowered.”

      “Defender?”

      He gestured at her hand. “The name of the Leblanc family sword is Defender.” He used her moment of distraction to advance in a smooth glide that brought him into range. He slashed abruptly and she met it with a high block. Her foe disengaged and circled his weapon for a straight thrust, and she twisted to the side to avoid it instead of meeting his force with her own. She skipped in and delivered a sidekick to his ribs while she held her blade interposed to prevent him from cutting her. He made a loud huffing noise and she thunked her hilt down on his hand to knock his sword free.

      Cali kicked the pommel and the weapon spun away. Unfortunately, it scraped directly toward his partner, who lifted a boot and stamped at the perfect moment to stop it. She stooped, picked the sword up, and twirled one in each hand like it was her preferred style of fighting.

      With a sigh, the girl asked, “Do we honestly need to continue this? I’m not ambitious and I am the head of the house. Can’t we simply…you know, agree to work together?”

      The other woman raised an elegantly sculpted eyebrow. During the pause, Cali took stock of her foe. There were some wrinkles but not that many. She looks more like fifty than three hundred and fifty or so. Her straight red hair, a shade darker than Cali’s, was bluntly cut at the level of her chin. Her cheekbones were sharp and perfect, which inspired envy. She spun the swords as if the weight didn’t bother her at all, while the younger woman’s arms were already aching. “Sure we can. After you’ve proven you’re worthy of more than donating your magic to Defender’s reservoir.”

      “It wasn’t exactly the answer I was hoping for.” She set her feet into a back stance and raised her blade to guard position. Fortunately, she and Ikehara had done some training with two blades against one. She would unquestionably have to up her game before she fought the Malniets, though, since they’d no doubt bring the best of the best.

      The other woman shrugged and attacked. Cali twisted away and the man stood at the side, his arms folded and a grin on his face. He resembled his partner, she suddenly realized, enough that they were probably parent and child. Either he was older or had gone prematurely grey, as his short-cropped hair was all the shade of light ash.

      Her evasion dealt with the first cut, but the second sword lashed at her back.

      She raised her blade and stabbed it along her spine to catch the incoming blow with a resounding clang. When she kicked back, she caught only air and dove forward to avoid whatever the other woman was doing. The swords whistled through the space behind her and she came up running. Sensing her adversary’s close pursuit, she feigned a hitch in her leg and leaned to that side, then used the motion to make a fast twist. Her sword arced along a horizontal plane at neck height.

      The older matriarch caught it between both her blades and yanked it down and reflex took over. Cali released the weapon and launched a jump kick while her foe’s guard was down. Her foot snapped into the woman’s chest and thrust her back. The girl stayed close so the swords couldn’t intervene and launched punch combos to her enemy’s midsection, followed by an uppercut to her jaw. Her opponent landed hard on her back and the weapons fell out of her hands. She raised her arms to cover her face and shouted, “You wouldn’t hit an old lady, would you?”

      The younger woman stared at her incredulously, and both her adversaries began to laugh. The man approached and she gathered the swords and moved to a safe distance. He ignored her and helped his partner to stand.

      They both turned to regard her with smiles before he said, “Well done, Matriarch Caliste. You have earned the right to wield Defender.”

      She tilted her head to the side, confused. “But I didn’t defeat you with my sword.”

      The other woman shrugged. “That wasn’t the point. We don’t care about skill but what’s in your heart. On behalf of the others, we have recognized you as one who shares our principles.”

      “You can tell that by how I fought?”

      The man gestured toward her. “Everything you need to know about a person is there to be discovered by watching them fight.”

      Cali’s confusion seemed to only increase and it was time to put a stop to it. “So we’re done?” They nodded as one. “Okay, then, how do I get home?” The woman waved a hand and the forces that had brought her there began to gather around her. Suddenly, something they said penetrated her brain. “Wait, there are others?”

      A whooshing sound was her only reply.
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        * * *

      

      The girl opened her eyes and sighed at the sight of Nylotte’s basement. The surrounding shields fell and Fyre was instantly at her side and rested his always shockingly soft scales against her bare arm. The sword lay across her legs but felt different than it had. Like it now belonged to her as opposed to something she simply wielded because it was in her hand. She looked up as the Drow sat opposite her. “You might have warned me.”

      Her teacher chuckled. “Of what? I had no idea what to expect. You’re the first student I’ve ever had who’s also the matriarch of a noble house that possesses an heirloom sword. I have considerable knowledge but I don’t know everything.”

      Cali shook her head. “Uh-uh. You won’t get out of this that easily. Surely you’re aware of how other people with sentient swords have interacted with them. You could have maybe mentioned the whole fighting for credibility thing.”

      The Drow’s expression turned inquisitive. “For credibility, you say? Usually, it’s for dominance.”

      “Ah-ha,” she almost shouted. “You did know and you said nothing.”

      Nylotte flashed her a wide grin. “I could never steal the joy of self-discovery from one of my students. So, what’s the sword’s name?”

      “Who says it has a name?” She hoped she sounded less petulant than she thought she did.

      The Dark Elf rolled her eyes. “Of course it has a name. All of them do. Cara’s daggers are Angel and Demon. Diana’s sword is Fury. I’ve never come across a sentient weapon without a name.”

      “So you’ve been around others?” Her teacher nodded. “And you still didn’t tell me? You suck.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow. “So I’ve been told. Will you keep the name secret like some kind of whiny child?”

      Maybe I will. Fyre snorted and Cali sighed. “No. I won’t keep the name secret. It’s Defender.”

      The reply was sarcastically condescending. “How noble.” But the emotional distance between them faded as her mentor smiled again and she sensed the concerned goodwill in her tone. “Now, we need to discover how it can best serve you by trying everything I’ve ever heard about a magic sword and what it’s able to do.”

      Cali fell back on the stone floor of the basement with a groan. “You mean we need to do that after I’ve had a nap, and food, and maybe a good night’s rest, right?”

      The words she’d feared were imminent were tinted with the Drow’s typical wry humor. “There’s no time like the present. Quit complaining and get up, Matriarch.”

      Fyre’s laughter filled her mind, and she levered herself to a seated position with a groan. “You’ll pay for this. Both of you. A horrible, horrible price.” The fact that the Draksa’s mirth only increased told her the threat, as hers most often did, failed to worry its recipients in any way whatsoever. I really need to get better at that.
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      Ozahl stepped through the portal onto the docks of New Atlantis and looked around in satisfaction. “It’s been too long since I was here for any useful length of time and far too long since we were here together.”

      Danna Cudon took his hand and squeezed it. “But soon, we’ll be able to do what we want, when we want, and where we want. Including New Atlantis.”

      He glanced at the love of his life and nodded with a smile. She’d dressed down for the occasion and had traded in her normal suit and tie for a simple pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Her typical slicked-back hairstyle had been replaced by one that allowed the straight locks to fall where they would, and it was dyed strawberry blonde to hide her recognizable ebony hue. To him, she looked amazing, as always. To those around them, she would be merely a face in the crowd, which was the point of her choices.

      His transformation had been even easier. He’d cast an illusion to alter his features into an imitation of a businessman tourist he’d once seen. Below that, he’d used makeup and hair dye to alter his true appearance in case anyone penetrated the magic. His clothes matched hers. They had no doubt that the man they intended to visit would identify them quickly—you didn’t play games with patriarchs and matriarchs without assuming they would use all the resources they had to hand. But the rest of the city could stay ignorant of their identities.

      For now, until we return as the leaders of a new noble house. They hadn’t decided yet who would take the titular role and be burdened with political duties. Playful arguments generally devolved into denials of any desire to do the job. Despite that, he knew she was as ready for it and as eager to do it as he was. He shrugged mentally. We might have to flip a coin in the end.

      Ultimately, which of them led wouldn’t matter. Claiming one of the nine noble houses was the only thing that did. Well, and surviving to enjoy it. That’s why they now visited the underwater city. Their primary route to becoming New Atlantean nobility required Caliste Leblanc to defeat House Malniet and leave a power vacuum in her wake, as she had no family ready to step in and take the vacant place.

      The mage shook his head to banish the thoughts and returned his companion’s hand squeeze. “Right you are, my love. Now, it’s time to make a patriarch unhappy.”

      Danna released her grasp and produced a coin for one of the runners who were always available on the docks, young folk from the surrounding settlements who would never be able to afford to live in the domed city, no matter how many menial tasks they performed. He had been like them once, as had she. They’d both known they were destined for more and when they’d found each other, they had decided that together, they could rise very high indeed. He followed, and they climbed the stairs side by side.

      “So, should we stop for food?” she asked. “Some light shopping?”

      Ozahl chuckled. “You paid that girl to tell the patriarch we’d be coming immediately.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like he’ll see us immediately. And if he does have to wait, anger can be a useful lever.”

      He shook his head. “We need to keep our eyes on the prize here and you know it.” Her grin told him she did. “You’re only screwing with me.”

      Her laugh held no worry. One of the things he most loved about his partner was her capacity to truly live in the present. Others might be concerned about the events they were about to set into motion, ones that bore the very real danger of having a price placed on both of their heads. Because Styrris Malniet never does his dirty work. But not Danna. She had the ability to flow from moment to moment without any baggage at all when she chose to, and he envied that skill.  She nodded. “Of course. You can’t be serious all the time, love. It’s not good for you.”

      “Maybe now is an appropriate juncture for seriousness? Given the gravity of the situation?”

      She shook her head. “This is when it’s least useful. I think you need a drink before we do this. I know I do. Let’s get a move on since we wouldn’t want to keep dear Styrris waiting for too long.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d stopped for a single glass of liquid courage at a bar that was along their path to the Malniet mansion. Thereafter, they took the first ring road on their route to reach the appropriate spoke heading toward the center. Taking the circle that ran around the palace would have been more efficient but would also have made them very visible to many more noble eyes, something that wasn’t to their benefit at the current moment.

      Danna clearly thought along the same lines because she broke several minutes of silence by observing, “Soon, they’ll all know who we are and will condescend to us at their own risk.”

      He nodded. “Soon. But not yet, unfortunately.”

      Discussing plans wasn’t necessary as they were both very clear on their objective and the possible ways to reach it. When they talked, it was therefore of insignificant things—this piece of architecture, that piece of greenery, and the kind of parties they might host when they were part of the city’s upper crust. The comfortable conversation kept them occupied until the moment when they arrived at the front gate of the tall metal fence that bounded the Malniet property. It was closed and two guards stood inside.

      Danna nodded briskly at each of them. “We have an appointment with the patriarch.”

      The one on the left made a show of scrutinizing them lazily. “That seems unlikely,” he drawled.

      “Nonetheless, we do,” Ozahl replied.

      The other guard responded with a frown. “Come back when you’re appropriately dressed for an audience.”

      Danna laughed. “An audience, is it? It sounds like someone thinks they’re a monarch, rather than merely one of nine nobles.”

      The property’s defenders bristled at that and perhaps even considered emerging from the safety of their metal enclosure, but the situation was saved by the appearance of a servant in formal attire. “You are welcome at the Malniet estate, Ozahl and Danna,” he intoned. “Your runner described you both quite well.” To the guards, he snapped, “Open the gate.”

      They leapt to obey, all traces of condescension replaced by fear. Apparently, the majordomo or whoever this is wields a fair amount of power. That’s good to know. The man introduced himself. “I am Charles. Please come this way.” He turned to lead them into the house. As they walked, Ozahl noted the unusual thinness of their escort, a look he’d formerly only associated with addicts and the poor. This person was unlikely to be the latter, but if he was the former, it presented…possibilities. He filed the information away at the back of his mind as they entered the mansion.

      The entryway was opulent, with staircases that led up on both sides to a second level and a hallway that stretched down the center of the space. The servant led them down it and they passed numerous closed doors before they emerged into a sizeable living room. It was equivalent to half his apartment and held three couches, a love seat, several tables, bookshelves, and a large cabinet filled with alcohol and beautiful glasses for serving it.

      On one of the couches, clad in a business suit that would likely make Danna jealous of its fine quality, was the man himself with a book open on his crossed legs. Styrris Malniet was the perfect example of what a wealthy zombie might look like—tall, thin, and with protruding cheekbones under short dark hair. On the rare occasions when he’d seen the patriarch before, the man had worn a longer style. One could read anxiety into the new choice but that would be assuming a little too much. Styrris was an individual who knew well how to manipulate others, and such slight touches would be a part of his repertoire. Exactly as they are of mine.

      He looked up at their arrival but did not deign to rise. His voice was low and rough. “Your messenger said you had information for me that would be, and I quote, ‘vital for the survival of my house.’ If I find you are wasting my time, I will see you both destroyed for your impertinence.”

      Ozahl bared his teeth in a false smile and forced his natural aggressive response down in favor of a measured reply. “Of course, Patriarch, we would never seek to waste your time. The information we bring is indeed vital, both to the survival of your house and your person.”

      His host raised an eyebrow. “One could interpret that as a threat.”

      Danna shook her head. “That is certainly not how it’s intended, Patriarch. We have no desire to threaten you, only to share what we know as well as an opportunity.”

      Styrris sighed, closed his book, and placed it on the couch beside him. “I’ll give you five minutes.”

      They’d decided Ozahl should be the primary speaker and predicted that the patriarch would respond better to a man, given that his current nemesis was a woman. “Then we’ll be brief,” The mage said. “You have a problem and her name is Caliste Leblanc. Doubtless, you think you have her under control, but many others thought the same, only to discover their error too late to save themselves. We would hate to see you make the same mistake.”

      The patriarch snorted softly. “The girl is nothing. A nuisance.”

      He smiled. “As the others before you believed. And yet, she has won every battle she has fought, most recently against a superior force you sent to kill her. Outside the rules of ritual combat, I might add.”

      “The girl has already invalidated those rules by making an alternate proposal.”

      “So I’ve heard.” He nodded. “I’ve also heard you haven’t accepted. Either way, it doesn’t change the fact that she is resourceful beyond all expectations. However, we know a time when she will be vulnerable, which would give us an opportunity to remove this problem for you.”

      “The Atlanteans on the surface have a final combat to resolve with the girl,” Danna explained. “We, too, would love to see her dealt with outside the rules to avoid any risk of her victory. But since that would also serve your needs, it’s only appropriate that you should share in the cost of such a thing.”

      “And so we’ve come to make you the offer,” Ozahl added. “Our part is finishing the girl. Your part is giving us the resources we need to do it and a particular reward thereafter.”

      The Malniet patriarch rolled his eyes, but his body language suggested he was interested. The mage’s constant use of illusion had taught him to recognize such signals. Unfortunately, the other man didn’t display enough of them to suggest he was sold on the idea. “So, for the sake of conversation, what reward are you seeking?”

      This was it. This was the moment. His mouth was suddenly dry and he had to force the words out. “House Cormier.”

      The older man laughed. “What?”

      Danna folded her arms and fixed her gaze on Styrris. “You heard him. When you wed Matriarch Cormier, you will gain control of that House. In order to save your own, you grant it to us, free and clear of any obligation.”

      His laughter was filled with mockery and condescension and made Ozahl’s hands clench into fists. “Street trash elevated to the nobility? There’s enough of that in House Leblanc already, thank you very much. We don’t need more.” He shook his head. “And there, for a moment, I thought you wouldn’t be a waste of time.” He picked his book up and raised his voice. “Charles, have the guards see them out.”

      They were beyond the front gate in less than a minute, the metal clank of it being secured behind them the ultimate word on their proposal. Danna looked at him and shrugged. “It’s not anything we didn’t expect.”

      He nodded. “We tried. Now, we’ll have to do it the fun way. I guess it’s time to start eliminating his potential champions to ensure that when he does face Caliste, he has less support.”

      She smiled. “So…if she loses to us or to him, we take Leblanc. If he loses, we take Malniet.”

      “Yep.”

      “Well, as the brains of the outfit, I’ve done my job. Now you do yours and eliminate his support system.”

      Ozahl laughed. “And why is that my task? You’re very handy with weapons and magic yourself, you know.”

      Danna grinned. “Because I need to find out how to defeat her. Think about it. If we’re smart, maybe we capture her house first and then finish Styrris off as a bonus. Usha might like to be a matriarch. Why settle for only one when we can have both?”
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      Zeb ran a bar mop over the wooden surface in front of him to deal with a spill and carefully avoided scowling at the gesticulating wizard who had knocked his glass over. The stresses of the recent events in New Orleans had rippled through the non-human communities and were in evidence among his customers. First, the new drug in town, then the weakness that spread through its users, capped by the battle between the Atlanteans and the Zatoras. Plus, of course, the attack on a member of the magical council. They’d tried to keep that secret but naturally, word got out in no time.

      The dwarf shook his head and muttered curses under his breath. People need to learn to get along, is what it is. As soon as there’s a crisis, everyone splits apart instead of coming together.

      He was distracted from further musings by the arrival of Tanyith and Kendra, who took their customary positions with their backs to the door. He considered it a compliment to the tavern that they were willing to do so. Throughout his time as owner, he had intended the Drunken Dragons to be neutral ground and it had served that purpose quite well, even through the current upheaval. He hoped it would continue doing so long into the future.

      Some might argue that hosting council meetings in the basement like the one scheduled for later that evening was a violation of the very concept of neutrality. He would contend it was a way for him to stay on top of what was going on so he knew enough to help maintain the proper balance—or at least keep it from tipping toward the side he considered wrong.

      So maybe not strictly neutral. Well-meaning, anyway.

      With a welcoming nod, he pointed at the cask that held his special brew. They responded with nods of their own, so he pulled three glasses of the powerful cider and joined them in the corner. They tasted it and complimented him, as was appropriate. “So, what’s the situation with you two?” Zeb asked. “Still happily homemaking?”

      Kendra laughed. “I haven’t kicked him out yet if that’s what you mean.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “Nor I, her.”

      She swiveled toward him with a mock glare. “It’s my apartment.”

      “No, it’s now our apartment. You invited me, or have you forgotten that already?”

      She snorted. “After you basically begged me to.”

      He laughed. “That’s not how I remember it.”

      The proprietor chose to interrupt before they got too distracted. “So, everything is working out, that’s good. What about the other thing, Tay? From downstairs?”

      Tanyith ran a hand along his slicked-back dirty blonde hair, which was pulled into a ponytail. He’d managed, finally, to find a suitable length for his mustache and goatee and looked quite reputable in his t-shirt and sports coat. He was the light to Kendra’s dark, as her clothes, hair, and makeup all tended toward that side of the spectrum. You’d know she was a cop even if she didn’t tell you. It simply radiated from her.

      “Well,” he said, “as I reported to them—by messenger of course—there’s been a slight delay in part one of the plan. It turns out that burning a building down without getting caught is rather more difficult than it initially appears.”

      The dwarf chuckled. “Imagine that. Especially when you don’t want to do it in the first place, I bet.”

      He pointed a finger. “Exactly.” Representatives of the Malniet family thought they had the man on their hook and had demanded he incinerate the Shark Nightclub, the home base of the local Atlantean gang. “Part two, giving them intelligence on the council is going quite well thanks to you.”

      “I’m happy to help.” He’d supplied a steady flow of genuine information about issues of no consequence and false information about the things that mattered. The delaying tactic wouldn’t last forever, but things were coming to a head anyway, so that wasn’t a huge concern. “And the third item?”

      The man shrugged. “We haven’t been in any combat yet where I could deliberately allow myself to be disabled and abandon Cali. I doubt they’ll want me to do it during the fight with the Atlanteans—or that will be my excuse, at least, when I don’t. Then, when I double-cross them in the battle against the Malniets, it should hopefully come as a tiny surprise.”

      Kendra scoffed. “You can’t honestly imagine they believe you’ll do it.”

      Tanyith laughed. “They think I love you too much not to.”

      “Fools.”

      “Right?” He shook his head at her. “With your resources, plus the magical council keeping an eye on you and Sienna, the risk is minimal. They’ve been in their little world for too long and forgot that other people can call in allies, too. At least those who aren’t such incredible bastards that they have to resort to extortion to get help.” He shrugged in Zeb’s direction. “There isn’t much to do now but wait for the night after next when we fight the Atlanteans for all the marbles.”

      The detective growled annoyance. “You should let me show up instead and arrest all of them.”

      He sighed. “On what charges? You’re the one who lives inside the rules, remember? Well, mostly inside.”

      Zeb stretched across the counter to tap the scowling woman’s hand. “There’s no need to worry. As long as he doesn’t go down in the first wave, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      She looked at the battle-ax hanging above the bar. “I’ll hold you and Valerie to that promise.” She twisted and punched Tanyith in the shoulder. “So don’t you lose right off the bat, nitwit.”

      The dwarf shook his head and laughed as the two returned to their verbal sparring. They really do make a cute couple.
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        * * *

      

      The preparations for the council meeting were the same as usual, and he was ready in good time for Malonne’s arrival, whose wardrobe for the day was a precise suit that seemed almost martial. The pale-skinned and light-haired Light Elf greeted him frostily, apparently still annoyed that the group hadn’t shared his opinions about how much and in what way to help the humans.  That’s why we vote, so bad ideas are hopefully left behind.

      When the others had gathered, he settled into the seat between Delia, the witch, and Brukirot, the Kilomea. Scoppic, Cali, and Invel had arrived together. She’d gone upstairs to hang out with Tanyith and Kendra, and the gnome and Drow had taken their places at the table.

      Vizidus’s normally unkempt grey hair was bound in a ponytail, and he seemed to have de-aged with the increasing chaos in the city. He smiled at those gathered around the table. “Thank you all for being here, especially those coming from New Atlantis.” He nodded at the two in question. “And, as always, thanks to Zeb for hosting us.” Invel lifted his glass and gave the dwarf a grin that he returned in kind. The wizard continued. “Tonight, we have only a couple of items to discuss. First, reports on what’s taking place in your communities. Second, plans for the future.”

      Malonne snorted and spoke out of turn. “So, nothing big, then.”

      The leader of the council chuckled and tilted his head toward the elf who had interrupted him. “That’s certainly a matter of personal opinion. I would say this is perhaps the most pivotal moment we’ve had in decades here in New Orleans.” He turned to Brukirot. “How fare the Kilomea?”

      The giant folded his arms and shrugged. The movement made the tight brown leather top he wore stretch audibly. “The same as always. Give me a name, and I will cut the head off any future trouble.” He’d made that argument for weeks and as yet, the council hadn’t let him off the leash. Zeb had a feeling that might change tonight.

      The wizard addressed him next. “And the dwarves and the humans you know?” The dwarven community was comparatively small and generally uninterested in group activity. They trusted him to work in their interests as none of them wanted to be involved with anything other than their own pursuits. He was also able to share the humans’ perspective due to his proximity to many of them in his role as tavern owner.

      “The dwarves are as they always are,” he replied. “They would join us in any activity at need, as long as it was truly a need. Among the humans, the prime item of concern would probably be the upcoming battle between Caliste and the Atlanteans if they were aware of it.”

      Vizidus nodded. “And that concerns us as well, no question. Delia?”

      The dark-haired witch wore a white concert t-shirt with the collar cut off, and when she shrugged, it revealed the strap of a black tank top beneath. “My people are good and at least two of them have eyes on the man’s girlfriends at all hours. I pay them a reasonable wage and I’ll expect to be reimbursed.”

      Zeb held his hand out to her and a diamond rested in the palm. “Tanyith says thanks and you can give him whatever change is appropriate when the threat is over.”

      She took the gem with a satisfied grin. “Perfect. There might not be much change.”

      He laughed. “What will be, will be. Skilled protectors don’t work cheap.”

      “Malonne?” The wizard said,

      The Light Elf shrugged. “My people are fine but wish for this all to be resolved so we can discuss the future relationship of magicals and humans in New Orleans. I continue to believe we cannot rely upon them to manage their own affairs, given how horribly they have accomplished that thus far.”

      “So, no change from you, then,” Invel replied and shook his head. “The Drow in the city are fine. We’re well-defended.”

      “As are the gnomes,” Scoppic said in response to a nod from Vizidus. “I, of course, am spending my time in New Atlantis and I must say, the research opportunities are amazing. The history is so different from ours.” He grinned happily and more smiles appeared around the table. Everyone liked and respected the gnomish librarian.

      “And the library?” Zeb asked.

      The gnome smiled. “Getting along quite well in my absence, I’m told.”

      The wizard clapped his hands. “Excellent. That takes care of the present. But we must consider what comes next.” He raised a hand as the Light Elf straightened in his chair. “I refer to the immediate future—days, not weeks. We are all aware that a battle is coming, one that pits Caliste against the Atlanteans in the city. I think we can all agree that it would be better for magicals and humans both if she were victorious.” Nods greeted the statement. “So, shall we intervene? Brukirot has a plan and the target seems obvious.”

      “The Atlantean leader,” Delia replied.

      Vizidus nodded. “Usha, yes. Not only the head of the local gang but the Champion of New Atlantis, which makes her a formidable opponent. Plus, we have to assume her organization will marshal all its strongest forces against Caliste. While we hope she can succeed without our intervention, it is only logical that we should consider whether more action is necessary.”

      The Kilomea shrugged. “You’ve given me the name. Now give me the word. She’ll be dead by tomorrow night.”

      The dwarf frowned. He was confident they would win the battle and that stepping outside the rules wasn’t required. But a small voice inside he couldn’t silence suggested that in this case, the result might justify the means. He shook his head. “I say no. I’ll be there to help. There’s no way we’ll lose to the Atlanteans.”

      In the end, he was outvoted. Only Invel had agreed with him and even the gnome shared the opinion that this moment demanded an intervention. As the meeting broke up, Vizidus clapped him on the shoulder. “I know this isn’t what you wanted but it’s necessary.”

      He shook his head. “So you say. Once upon a time, I would have believed you. Now, I wonder if we lose more than we gain by stepping outside the boundaries.”

      “We’re not the first group in this conflict to do so,” the wizard replied mildly.

      Zeb nodded. “It doesn’t make it right, though.”

      The man patted him on the shoulder again and headed to the portal area without further comment. The dwarf took Scoppic and Invel upstairs to deliver them to Cali for the trip to New Atlantis. “So, will you be in tomorrow night, girl?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I have things to do down below. I’ll be back Saturday but not to work. If everything goes well, though, I’ll get a shift in on Sunday.”

      He nodded and turned to Tanyith. “I guess that means you’re up.”

      With a laugh, he replied, “You’ve got it, boss.”

      Cali frowned. “You told me there was another server and didn’t think to mention it was him?”

      Zeb laughed. “I was afraid you’d feel threatened.”

      She folded her arms and glared at him. “Sure. I leave town for a while and everyone allies against me.”

      Kendra nodded. “Well, not all of us.” She stared at the detective in surprise, and the woman finished with a grin. “I was already against you before you left.”

      The ensuing laughter that washed over them all reminded him of how it felt before the danger had become so powerful. He peered at Valerie above the bar with a decisive nod.

      And two nights from now, we’ll take the first big step to getting things back to the way they belong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Usha had chosen to spend the Friday night before the big battle immersing herself in the atmosphere of her club. She’d booked one of her favorite local bands to play Zydeco and whip the crowd up and had entertained herself by dancing a lot, drinking a little, and being sure to have a word with each and every important person present. The flashing lights and brilliant smiles kept her worries at bay, and the sheer volume of people in the venue made her feel comfortable and safe.

      Maybe this should be my new career. It wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind and she hoped it wouldn’t be the last.

      Once she’d completed her rounds among the VIPs, she exchanged pleasantries with most of her other guests and worked her way from table to table into the early morning hours. The band finished at one, and while some people lingered, most headed out and she was able to lock the doors at two. She oversaw the closing down of the cash registers and the storage of the night’s receipts in the bulky old-school safe. The metal behemoth lived in a compact space hidden by a false panel in the rear hallway. As always, the act of cranking the large handle to close it always added a sense of final punctuation to her work nights.

      She fist-bumped with her bartender, who left her to finish closing up the bar. He’d struggled to find a place for himself in New Orleans after immigrating from New Atlantis. Those folks often found their way to the Shark, both because she actively sought them out and because she had a reputation for helping.

      And we’ll be able to help so many more once the Empress rules this city. Before, when she’d thought that, it had been filled with hope. Most of that hope was still there but a cynicism she wished she could erase tinted it. Shenni had made eliminating it impossible. She sighed. It is what it is and doesn’t change what has to be done.

      With her nightclub duties behind her, she closed herself into her office and slipped out of the brightly colored dress and high heels she’d worn in her role as hostess and into comfortable boots, jeans, and a sweatshirt. The notion of heading to an after-hours bar or club to maintain the happy glow she had going on crossed her mind, but the need to rest before tomorrow night’s battle banished it.

      A loud crash, like several tables tipping over at once, sounded from the bar area. She frowned and started toward the noise, then considered that the girl might have decided to step outside the rules and come after her. A push on the concealed button opened the small closet devoted to communing with the Empress, and she retrieved the sword she’d used in every battle on the way to becoming Champion. She drew it with her right hand and tossed the scabbard aside.

      Usha approached the main room cautiously and peered carefully around each corner before she moved beyond them. Nonetheless, it took her less than a minute to reach the bar area and only another instant to locate her bartender crumpled on the floor against the stage. The surrounding debris suggested he’d been hurled there with significant force.

      Her eyes narrowed when she identified the culprit. The Kilomea was huge—easily seven feet plus—and outfitted for battle in leather clothes that were likely magicked armor of some kind. His boots were heavy and vicious-looking, and knives were sheathed in a frankly ridiculous number of locations on his body. A hilt protruded above his shoulder. Her mind cataloged the threat automatically.

      He’s probably a lefty from the positioning of the sword. Some of those blades look like they’re made for throwing. If those were my boots, there would be razors along the edges, so I’ll assume there are.

      She growled in annoyance. “Do I know you?” Another of the large creatures stepped into view from outside and locked the front door they must have picked. Sounds from behind her were consistent with a third cutting her retreat off. As if me retreating was a possibility. She moved slowly to her right to ensure the latest arrival wouldn’t be able to attack her from the rear but didn’t take her eyes off the creature ahead of her.

      The Kilomea shrugged. “Likely not. But I know you, Usha, leader of the Atlanteans in my city.”

      A laugh escaped her. “Your city? Says who?”

      His reply was completely matter of fact. “I choose to dwell here. Thus, my city. The decision to allow others to break their paths and live as they will doesn’t change that.”

      “So, this is letting me live as I will, is it?”

      A condescending grin spread across his wide features. His eyes were dark and menacing under a prominent brow. Hell, even his face looks muscular. His skin, too, seemed somehow harder or thicker than it should be. She didn’t have much experience with or knowledge of Kilomea, something she now considered might have been a mistake.

      “You’ve crossed boundaries that shouldn’t be crossed. Attacking a council member for one,” he replied.

      She shook her head. “That wasn’t me. That was Rion Grisham and I’m the person who took care of him.”

      “Your explanation doesn’t matter. It happened because the two of you chose to oppose each other and to take your fight away from the human cattle and involve the magical community. Involve my people. It was a stupid decision.”

      “Yeah, well, dearly departed Rion wasn’t known for his brains.” And I hope you’re burning in hell, Grisham, you bastard. “Is there any way out of this that doesn’t end with us fighting?”

      “The council would no doubt want me to offer you such a thing. But no. You die here tonight.”

      “Three on one?” She looked over his shoulder. “That’s cowardly.”

      The Kilomea shook his head. “They simply bear witness. I don’t require their assistance. If I judged you dangerous, I would have hunted and killed you before you even knew I was here.”

      Usha nodded and twirled her sword. “All right, then. Let’s get to it.” One of the advantages she’d had in her quest to become Champion was a keen sense of the battlefield. Her assassin had made a relatively poor choice. Outside, in his element, he would have had an advantage. But there in her club? She knew every single thing about it and had overseen the selection of each bottle and the installation of every light and speaker. All of that would give her an opportunity, eventually. But first, she had to let him think he was doing well.

      Stupid brute. No matter how good a hunter you are, you’ve never sought quarry like me.

      She threaded a path between the tables in a deliberate advance and kicked chairs out of the way while her gaze remained fixed on her foe. The Kilomea’s lips stretched wide to reveal sharp teeth, and his hands blurred as he drew his weapons. As expected, his first flurry was throwing daggers, four of them pulled and hurled within seconds. She shook her head. You should have done your research, buddy. One of her rivals in the Champion ritual had been a master with knives of all kinds, and she’d spent hours upon hours having allies throw things at her to practice her blocking. Now, it was simply ingrained reflex to shift to the side to avoid the one on the left and bring her blade up in a gentle sweep to intercept and deflect the others. Her skill was such that it all appeared in slow motion to her highly trained mind.

      Her experience told her his next move would be to reach for the sword with one hand and hope to use it as a distraction to hurl another knife. She’d probably guessed it before the idea registered in his tiny brain. She swatted that one aside as well, circled to her right, and entered the open area created by the flight of her bartender. Her subconscious automatically evaluated his slack form and judged that he was injured but would likely recover.

      The Kilomea had his sword out, finally. He wove it in front of him, and the corners of her mouth turned up in a slight smile at the way the colored lights that still illuminated the room played on the blade.

      She asked formally, “May I have the pleasure of your name? I always like to know who I’m killing.”

      He growled. “Brukirot,” he said and charged at her. She braced herself and shifted into a back stance with her sword held in a high guard. After three steps, he stopped suddenly and threw a knife he’d palmed or produced from somewhere, or kept hidden in some way. She yanked her head to the side, but the blade sliced along her cheek, nonetheless.

      And that’s an excellent reminder that maybe your skills aren’t quite what they were, Usha. Stop being an idiot.

      It still wasn’t the proper moment to change tactics, though. She let her magic flow into her muscles to make her faster and stronger and dodged to her left as he arrived. The slash that would have cut her in half passed to her right. He jerked the blade up in time to catch the diagonal slice she tried in response, and the metal rang with a violent chime.

      They traded a series of blows, parries, and ripostes as each tested the others’ reactions, moving through the empty space and widening it at need when forced against an obstruction. She had to acknowledge that he was good enough to have at least entered the contest she’d won but was confident he wouldn’t have lasted through very many rounds.

      Usha respected the fact that he stayed calm and centered and matched her attacks with his own, seemingly unconcerned about how long it would take to defeat her. If she hadn’t supplemented her endurance and strength with magic, he would likely have easily outlasted her. As it was, he probably still would over a long enough timeline, but she didn’t intend to give him one.

      She retreated to draw him to where she wanted him to be and reached up with her telekinesis before she yanked as hard as she could. The lighting truss above him plummeted to slam into the position he’d occupied before a lightning-fast forward roll took him out of danger. She admired his decision to come toward her rather than move away from her.

      The latter would have been easier but either way, her next action was the same. She extended her left arm behind her and grasped several of the bottles of alcohol stacked on the bar shelf. With perfect precision, she hurled them at her foe and his blade became a barrier of steel as he shattered the incoming projectiles before they could reach him. But slicing him apart with shrapnel wasn’t her primary plan, either. The fireball she threw after it ignited the liquor and he turned into a pillar of flame.

      Usha still hadn’t reached her final move. She stutter-stepped forward and extended her magically powered arm in a perfect thrust, and her sword stabbed through the flailing Kilomea’s chest. He fell without a word or any further action, and she cast frost over him to keep him from burning her club down. She swung to face the enemy standing at the door, who she’d kept subconscious track of and who had remained still throughout the fight. “So, are we done here? Or will you break his commitment to a one-on-one?”

      He raised his hands and backed out of the door, and she turned as the one who had come in from the rear departed the room the way he’d entered. She shook her head and pulled her phone out.

      Danna picked up and sounded surprised when she said, “Did you miss me since we last saw each other a whole hour ago?”

      She chuckled. The fading adrenaline had left her a little shaken as always happened when the danger had passed. “I was attacked in the club. Guard yourself and send an ambulance.”

      Anger replaced surprise as her second in command responded. “On it. I’ll be there in ten.”

      She nodded, put the phone away without replying, and moved to tend to her fallen employee. In passing, she kicked the Kilomea. “And here I thought it was Leblanc coming after me,” she said to his corpse. “That, at least, might have been a challenge.”
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      Cali had spent the night at her apartment with only Fyre for company, a rare occurrence now that she was the matriarch of a noble house in New Atlantis. Awakening in an unfamiliar place had felt strange. She dressed, ready for the day, and knocked on Dasante’s door.

      Her old friend greeted her with a grin. “What’s up, you? I haven’t seen you around. Not here and not at the square.” A bright white t-shirt set off his dark skin, and his hair had grown noticeably since the days—was it really only a couple of months ago? It seems like forever—when they were a fixture among the buskers on Jackson Square. He, doubtless, still spent much of his time entertaining the tourists. She, not so much.

      He knelt and ran his hands along Fyre’s back. “I haven’t seen you either, buddy. I hope you’re keeping her out of trouble.” The Draksa snorted and rolled over for more attention.

      Cali shook her head at his antics and chuckled. “Yeah, we’ve been busy, no doubt about it. More down below than up here, although you might have heard about the episode in the garden district.”

      He nodded and rose. “I did and assumed it was you. Word is that some idiots had their heads handed to them.”

      She laughed at that. “Well, it wasn’t quite that easy but sure, that’s one way to describe it. If not for Fyre, though, the outcome would have been very different.” His ability to share his strength with her had turned the tables on their attackers.

      “So, what are you doing here, fancy-person? Slumming with the rest of us to remember how it feels?” His grin stole any offense from his words.

      “Yeah, no. Unfortunately, I have a very busy day today. After, things should settle here a little, one way or the other.”

      He frowned. “Those don’t sound like equally desirable choices, based on your tone.” It was easy to mistake Dasante’s general positivity and phenomenal bantering skills for a lack of intelligence or sophistication, which worked to his benefit with many of the tourists. Those who underestimated his brains due to his gentle nature generally wound up losing the most to him in his sleight-of-hand games.

      Cali shrugged. “I guess it’s a matter of opinion. If things go my way, the Atlantean gang in town will have to leave me alone and I’ll be able to pressure them to stop trying to impose their agenda on everyone else. If they win, at least the fighting is over. I’m not sure it’ll be the best time to be a non-magical in the Crescent City, though.”

      “Well, then I guess you’d better win.”

      Fyre snorted and she nodded in agreement. “That goes without saying. I’m off to train with Sensei Ikehara and see if he can give me last-minute pointers. You stay safe, D. Hopefully, once this nonsense and some other nonsense I have going on are resolved, the lizard and I will be able to hang out in the Square with you more often.”

      He raised a fist to bump the one she offered. “I’ll consider that a promise. Go do your thing.”
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        * * *

      

      She walked to the Dojo and enjoyed the midmorning sunshine. The strangely filtered light in New Atlantis didn’t give her the same feeling of warm comfort. Fyre flew above her, hidden by a veil. The emotions he sent were similar to her own. Neither of them felt the need to speak and the mental connection was sufficient to allow them to share this experience.

      Maybe it’s the knowledge that this could be the last time. Fighting the best of the Atlantean gang has the potential to be way more dangerous than anything I’ve faced so far. Even the ambush by the Malniets. Cali shook her head to push away the thoughts. She couldn’t do anything other than what she was doing, so there was no point in worrying about it. Emalia would continue to work to free her brother if things went wrong, and contingencies were in place for all the other areas of importance in her life as well.

      She chuckled inwardly and told Fyre, “You know, if I don’t survive the battle, Zeb will be the one who’s most hurt. He’ll be stuck with Janice—truly a fate worse than death.”

      The Draksa refrained from pointing out that if she didn’t make it, her friends probably wouldn’t either. “Well then, you have another reason to win. You should do that.”

      As she turned down the alley beside the Dojo, she remembered one of her earliest fights before she’d learned how widespread her particular assortment of opponents was. She shook her head in bemusement at it all as she unlocked the rear door and entered the building.

      Ikehara awaited her inside, dressed in his standard uniform of dark pants and a white top secured by a black belt. He had gone from his former crewcut to a fully shaved skull, which made his stern, sharp features seem even more imposing.

      She’d worn sweatpants and a t-shirt for the occasion as she didn’t intend to stay for the formal class after their individual session. Although she now paid to be his student instead of working to clean the dojo, he had made it clear that she was welcome to continue training one-on-one. Even Nylotte had admitted having multiple teachers could be beneficial, especially since the Drow’s fighting style differed markedly from her sensei’s.

      They exchanged nods and he threw her a bamboo sword. They each twirled their weapons in a warmup, exactly as they always did. The normalcy of it all made her smile.

      “I’ve heard through the grapevine that something big is happening tonight,” he said. “Is that you?”

      She nodded. “I’m afraid so. The Atlanteans have reached the end of their patience, as have I. We’ll resolve our disagreement this evening.”

      He lifted his sword into a salute position, and she returned the gesture. She matched him again as he stepped into a back stance and shifted the weapon into guard. When he attacked, her mind was filled only with the interplay of their swords, blocking his blows, and waiting for an opening. Her sensei was a master of the art, which made opportunities rare, but when they appeared, she struck fast and caught him on occasion. There’s a definite improvement since our first days of training with these weapons.

      After a sweaty half-hour, during which he switched to double swords while she practiced shifting seamlessly from two-handed to one-handed attacks and defenses, he called a halt and motioned for her to sit beside him on the mat. She pushed her wet hair off her forehead and leaned back to shake the rest of it off the back of her neck. “Mental note. Confine my hair tonight.”

      Ikehara laughed. “That is a wonderful plan. I humbly suggest my solution.” He gestured at his head.

      She shook her head. “No way. I like my mane, thanks.”

      He turned somber quickly, and she realized the moment she’d dreaded had arrived. His voice was low and quiet as he said, “I would fight by your side tonight if you are willing.”

      Cali closed her eyes. The offer was amazing. Her teacher had volunteered to risk his life on her behalf and fight magicals with nothing more than his strength and skill. She couldn’t allow it, of course, but was deeply moved by the sincere offer. Regretful, she forced herself to sit straighter and met his gaze. “Sensei, I can’t tell you how honored I am that you would join my fight. But I’ve failed to find anything that would give you the edge you’d need against beings who use magic.”

      He nodded. “I understand. I regret that reality.”

      She laughed but it sounded a little bitter. “Not as much as I do. I would love to have you appear and kick Atlantean tail. But even if we covered you with magic deflectors, they would eventually be overwhelmed.”

      “And I would then be a liability.”

      Her expression serious, she shook her head. “If that’s all it was, the strength of our team could overcome it. But this is a fight to the death and you have so much life left to live.” She gestured toward the front of the room, where the trophies were displayed in a bookcase that also held a single picture of her teacher’s family. “And you have students and children who depend upon you.”

      He sighed. His body language told her that he knew this would be the result but had nonetheless hoped for a different outcome. He rose and gestured with a hand. “Come with me for a moment.”

      Cali frowned but followed obediently as he led her to the tiny space he used as an office. A box rested on the desk, something she’d not noticed the last time she was in the room. It looked like cherry wood, lacquered and polished with inlays of ebony in the shape of Japanese characters. He swiveled the container to face them and lifted the lid, making the hinges on the rear squeal softly. Inside lay a necklace made of gold links, each about the size of the end part of her pinky. A round pendant with a square hole through the center was attached to them. It was gold around the edges but it had a scarlet face. An image of a dragon in thin gold lines was emblazoned on the red background.

      He lifted the jewelry and offered it to her with both hands. “This is a family heirloom, passed down through generations. We’ve traced it back five hundred years, but the trail breaks there. I personally believe it’s older. It’s worn only when we are seeking good fortune. I have done so twice—when I asked my wife to marry me and on the day I started this dojo. My wife wore it only when giving birth. I would like you to wear it tonight for your battle.” He gestured with the object again and she took it from his hands.

      Ikehara chuckled. “It’s certainly not magical but it has brought many positive outcomes to my ancestors. If negative results ever occurred, they’ve been lost to history. Hopefully, it will serve you well.”

      Surprised and touched, she forced words past the emotions that clogged her throat. “This is an honor. Thank you. More than I can say, thank you.”

      Her sensei nodded and managed a small grin. “Of course, I’ll want it back tomorrow after you’ve won. Don’t disappoint me.”

      She dashed a tear from the corner of her eye and took a deep breath. “Never, Sensei,” she assured him as she lowered the necklace over her head and tucked the pendant into her t-shirt. “I’ll do my best to make you proud.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Between the damage from the night before and the need to prepare for the upcoming battle, Usha had closed the Shark Nightclub for the weekend. If she was still alive the next day, she’d have the whole staff come in to clean and prepare the venue for the week ahead. If she didn’t survive until then, it wouldn’t matter to her anyway.

      Tables had been shoved together to support fighting gear at various places in the room, with hers and Danna’s set up next to each other on the stage. She looked out over the assembled warriors with a critical eye and came away with the same impression as every other time she’d done it. They should be adequate to deal with the girl and her friends. Once Leblanc joined her parents in the afterlife, the Empress would be satisfied and Usha’s responsibilities in New Orleans would be almost complete.

      She turned to the woman next to her. Her second in command was dressed in the most informal outfit she had ever seen her wear—tight leather combat pants and high boots with a black tank top. The muscles in her trim arms were clearly defined as she pawed through the pile of equipment she’d tumbled out of a large duffel bag.

      “So, we get this done and tomorrow, we clean the club and start the process of securing our city,” Usha said. “In a week, we’ll be done.”

      The other woman nodded. Her normally well-styled dark hair was slicked back wet, which suggested that she’d also risen late. It always makes sense to sleep in before a battle. She wouldn’t have chosen to stay in bed until the early afternoon without the post-fight exhaustion caused by last night’s activities, but that was fine. It would make her fresher for the event to come. She chuckled inwardly. Maybe I should send a thank you note to the council.

      “And after that’s finished?” Danna asked. “Stay here and live like the Queen of the Big Easy?”

      The Atlantean leader laughed. “No thanks. I assumed you would take over here. I have the Champion’s reward awaiting me in New Atlantis.” She looked forward to living in the house on the outskirts of the domed city she’d won. The Empress had taken her pledge of loyalty and dispatched her to the surface the next day so it remained vacant as far as she knew. “There will probably be enough work to keep me occupied getting it into proper shape.”

      Her companion shook her head. “I can’t picture it. You don’t seem like someone likely to thrive in a quiet life.”

      She shrugged. “For a while, anyway. I’m sure there’s no lack of trouble to get into down there if I find myself bored. That’s assuming the Empress doesn’t simply send me off with another task.” She hoped for that outcome as much as she feared it. Being out of Shenni’s favor didn’t sit well with her. Or maybe it’s the in-between place I’m in, not celebrated and not disowned.

      The other woman turned to face her squarely. “Are you sure that serving the Empress again is what you want?” The sudden tension in her body made it seem like it was something other than a throwaway comment to pass the time.

      Usha nodded. “I swore an oath.”

      “That carried expectations on both sides. Tell me, has Shenni lived up to her end of that bargain?”

      “I hear what you’re saying and you’re not wrong. That’s an open question at the moment. We’ll see what happens after tonight, I guess.” She rotated and faced the rest of the bar. “What do you think of our chances?” Her chin pointed toward the other four beings who would fight alongside them.

      “Not bad, not bad at all. I didn’t realize Draksa grew so big.”

      She chuckled. “Nor did I. Inan has done spectacular work with him, as well.” The magical dragon lizard in question was twice as large as any she’d seen before. That gave him an impressive amount of strength because a pile of protective plates sized to fit him rested on the floor next to his sleeping form. Overlapping metallic scales that closely resembled those of his partner made up the handler’s armor. Inan spun a trident in his hands, first one way, then the other. We all have our preferred ways of killing time, I suppose.

      The other two people were a mystery to her. She’d never met them before that afternoon and had no information on them other than a strong recommendation from someone she trusted completely. “What about those two?”

      Danna grinned. “My boyfriend suggested them.”

      Usha snorted. “You trust him that much, do you?”

      “I do. With anything and everything, including my life.”

      “If they’re not as good as he says, it might come to that. Do you care to share any useful tidbits?”

      Her second in command nodded. “They’re twins from one of the settlements around the city. If there wasn’t already a functioning Champion of New Atlantis, they would almost certainly be in the running to take that title. The man is Amet and the woman, Zandra.”

      She rolled her eyes. “A and Z. Creative parents.”

      Danna offered a fake scowl at the interruption. “Anyway, they are fierce fighters. The best that Ozahl knows of, and he has many contacts. They should be enough to throw the battle our way no matter who she brings.”

      “So, the mysterious boyfriend has a name. Good. When do I get to meet him?”

      “Tomorrow, assuming you live that long.”

      The Atlantean leader nodded. “Well, that’s one more reason to send Caliste Leblanc to her parents’ embrace.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeb had made the uncommon decision to close the Drunken Dragons Tavern for the day, given the gravity of the evening’s event. Cali couldn’t remember the last time he’d done it or if such a thing had, in fact, ever occurred. That he would do it for her was merely one more piece of emotional weight to help keep her grounded as she awaited the battle to come.

      The benches and chairs had been shifted out of the way and weapons and articles of clothing covered the long tables. The setting sun filtered through the windows and glinted off bare steel scattered throughout the room. The sight of her allies brought a warm glow to her spirit. Tanyith and Fyre had been with her from the start, and she knew their abilities and vulnerabilities as well as her own. Zeb prepared in a corner with a quiet air about him that separated him from the rest of them. She guessed he was probably recalling something from the past that allowed him to prepare mentally for the fight to come.

      She’d sent away one of the two mercenaries Emalia had hired when Wymarc appeared. Invel had portaled him from the public docks to the tavern, and the patriarch of House Jehenel had looked downright nervous as he ascended the stairs. Fyre had snorted in distaste, the Draksa less willing to forgive the man’s political machinations than she was, apparently. Wymarc had stared straight into her eyes and declared, “I was a jerk but I’m able to learn. I’ll fight by your side if you’ll have me.” Since he was unlikely to betray her again, given her enemies’ attempt to kill him, she’d accepted with a shrug.

      Nylotte’s appearance an hour later had been far more shocking. First, the Drow arriving unannounced was always a cause for concern as she never knew quite what her teacher was up to. But her clothes and the weapons she carried were the true surprise. The Dark Elf had flashed that wry grin she always seemed to have ready and asked, “What? You didn’t think I’d let you take on this group without me, did you?”

      Cali had stammered some kind of sensible reply—or at least she hoped it had been sensible. In any case, she now had a full team with which to battle the Atlanteans, no mercenaries required. She watched the clock on the wall tick inexorably to the moment of truth and did her best to make small talk. When they were within forty-five minutes of departure, they became serious about their preparations.

      She and Tanyith chose to wear the uniforms her parents had left—black tunics above matching pants and boots, with a wide gear belt to cinch the top at their waists. He slipped the magic daggers she’d given him into sheaths at either hip. They would allow him to cast through them but weren’t otherwise magical. She had a matching pair on her hips. Defender, her family’s heirloom weapon, was sheathed across her back.

      The sentient sword could provide her with power during the battle, at least, and might have other secrets still to reveal. There hadn’t been a chance to determine all that the blade could potentially do. Her belt pouch contained a glass sphere filled with wicked crystal shards that Invel had gifted to her some time before and a spare healing potion. Paired health and energy draughts rode on each of her thighs. Ikehara’s good luck token rested on her chest against her skin. Finally, the charm necklace above her clothes held two fully charged charms, one shield and one light.

      During a strategy session earlier in the day, she’d discussed whether they should bring their stun guns. Zeb had nixed that idea in no time and suggested that if they worked against magical defenses, there never would have been a need to create anti-magic bullets.

      She’d countered with, “Well, maybe we should carry pistols, then,” and the dwarf, Fyre, and Tanyith had all offered separate but equally dire predictions of her ability to use a firearm. Although she had grumbled, they weren’t wrong. One more thing to train on when all this is over, I guess.

      Zeb put black chain armor on with brown leather pieces under it. The ensemble looked well-worn but carefully preserved. The metallic links were small and intricate, and she instantly wondered if he had fashioned it himself. She chided herself for stereotyping because surely not every dwarf was a blacksmith. But then a voice in her head added, But he did make your sticks, so clearly he knows his way around tools. He also had magical bracelets, presumably ones he created, but his transformed into axes of wood and metal. So, he might be a blacksmith, after all, her internal critic supplied. His huge battle-ax, Valerie, lay on the table near him.

      Wymarc wore what looked like leather body armor with reinforced sections at the upper and lower arm, thigh and shin, chest, and back. Separate pieces were dyed in the various colors of House Jehenel, dark purple and pale yellow. Cali thought that if a genuine spark existed between them, which it definitely didn’t, he would have made a good boyfriend or whatever. But his presence showed that he was an excellent friend.

      Nylotte was all in black, with sword and daggers in the same locations as Cali’s. Her apparel also appeared to be leather but far more form-fitting and less bulky than the patriarch’s. She had no doubt that the Dark Elf’s outfit was magically protected against damage and probably incorporated physical defenses as well.

      And Fyre…well, he was his usual self, sleeping on top of one of the long tables instead of behind the bar. She walked closer and poked him once. When he failed to respond, she smacked him. He sighed and opened the eye that faced her. “What?”

      She shook her head as the warm fondness that filled her summoned a smile to her lips. “Lazy beast. Get up. It’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The venue for the battle was an abandoned industrial shipyard many miles away from the heart of the city. Tanyith had scouted the location when the announcement had arrived and since then, a rotation of off-duty NOPD officers recommended by his girlfriend had kept an eye on it. Cali paid for it out of the gems he’d given her, which she steadfastly resisted asking any questions about. There had been no reports of sizeable groups of Atlanteans setting traps in the days or hours prior to the evening’s event.

      Of course, that’s not to say there aren’t single Atlanteans causing trouble in the shadows that they failed to notice. Or under veils. Or a hundred other possibilities. Cali shrugged. Controlling everything was impossible, and she was confident she’d done all she could. That included making sure their portal landed them in a defensible corner. They spread out as they stepped through. A single person she didn’t recognize stood in front of them, nodded at their arrival, and lifted a phone to his ear.

      While they waited for their enemies to arrive, the others gazed around at their surroundings and since no one seemed to want to talk, she did the same. They were in a corner of a sizeable dock area filled with warehouses and a large building that contained an enormous, half-constructed fishing boat. Weathered wood planks formed a central zone that connected all the structures. Multiple ramps led into the water, and several one-car-width lanes extended to a larger road that ran behind the buildings.

      A portal opened in the middle of the wooden platform to reveal their opposition. She recognized the first two, though, the top people of the Atlantean gang. She’d never seen them outfitted for combat and had to admit they made an imposing sight. The others who followed them through were impressive as well, especially the oversized Draksa and its handler. The other two didn’t look like the same kind of soldiers her enemy had used against her before, which was an unwelcome twist. Not that she’d planned for a particular arrangement or anything but having a familiar foe would have made life easier.

      Her team moved to select their challengers as the gang members spread apart. Cali and Fyre faded to the right and mirrored the actions of the rival Draksa and its handler. She would have preferred to face the leader, but they’d all agreed in advance that she and Fyre would battle any creatures. Zeb and Nylotte strode to the left and positioned themselves across from the two enemy leaders. That put Wymarc and Tanyith together opposite the two unfamiliar foes.

      “This is your party,” Cali yelled. “You still have time to call it off.”

      Usha, on the opposite end of the line from her, grinned and the scarlet lines she’d painted onto her face stretched and twisted. “Kill them all. There’s a bonus for whoever brings me the girl’s head.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeb summoned and threw his magical axes in a single quick motion and the weapons left his hands the instant they were formed. One hurtled toward Usha, the enemy leader, and the other at Danna Cudon, her second in command. He reached over his shoulder and swung his battle-ax, Valerie, out of her holder. Nylotte conjured a wall of force to intercept the flames that both their enemies hurled at them. When the brilliance of the attack’s impact on the barrier had faded, the two were running toward a warehouse on the land side of the dock.

      He shook his head and growled his annoyance. “They’re smart, anyway. Out in the open, they’d be no match for your magic.”

      The Drow nodded as she let the wall fall and strode purposefully after their enemies. “True. But inside, they’ll have to deal with your fighting skills, which are equally impressive.”

      “I’m old and slow.” He snorted, summoned one ax and returned it to its neutral form, and switched hands on the battle-ax to do the same with the other.

      Nylotte chuckled. “I know your history, dwarf. I made a point of looking into it. I’m not sure why you keep it a secret from the others, but don’t think you fool me for one instant.”

      They moved to either side of the double doors that led into the building. He shrugged. “I have my reasons. I’m aware of your past adventures, too. We seem to have a lot in common.”

      “Right now, the most important thing we share is the need to subdue those women.”

      “Not kill them?” He didn’t want to be responsible for any deaths, but he was somewhat surprised to hear the very practical Drow echo his opinion.

      “I try not to cut off future prospects unless there’s no other option. Once we have them captured, the decision is still available. Killing them out of hand removes all other potential paths forward.”

      “Good. Agreed. So, ladies first.” He gestured at the doors.

      The Dark Elf laughed and raised her hands to blast the barriers off their hinges and catapult them into the darkness beyond.
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        * * *

      

      The enemy Draksa leapt into the air, and Frye launched himself after it. Cali was impressed that the beast could fly with all the metal plates attached to it, but the fact that her partner could pick humans up and hurl them at walls at his relatively small size was also rather unexpected. Across from her, the handler spun a trident lazily in front of him. She noted sheaths at his thighs for knives and wouldn’t be surprised if he had the lightning web spell handy that a previous opponent had used against her. Or maybe I’m simply paranoid about lightning webs, given how much they suck.

      His scale armor flexed and rippled as he stalked toward her. She wondered idly if it might be made of actual Draksa scales rather than metal but let the thought fall away. As she advanced to meet him, she drew her sword with her right hand and a dagger from her belt with her left. She raised the knife and channeled lightning through it, having discovered that using a tool gave her even greater control of the unpredictable power. A strand of coherent electricity extended toward him, but he caught it on his spinning weapon, which glowed. Damn it. He stole my magic to use as fuel.

      He confirmed her assumption when he pointed the trident and launched an uncontrolled burst of lightning in her direction. She drew a large circle in front of her with Defender and grounded the attack harmlessly. Her foe nodded in acknowledgment of the conclusion of their getting-to-know-each-other moment and attacked with a yell.

      She evaded the stab of the weapon with a sidestep and positioned her sword to deflect it up and over her as the handler whipped it horizontally at her face and spun to put force behind the effort. As soon as the trident was clear, she skipped in and extended a sidekick, but he had stopped his spin halfway and jumped out of range. The barbed tips of the weapon flicked at her face again and this time, she leaned back to avoid it.

      If not for her connection with Fyre, the incoming Draksa attack might have been a concern. He fortunately warned her well in advance as they’d agreed he would do if he had to battle another flying creature. A primary objective of their combat strategy was to trap and eliminate the enemy’s airborne element. She evaded another strike from the handler and turned suddenly to engage the oversized lizard that rocketed toward her.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith pelted in pursuit of the two he’d drawn by default. Their foes had made an effort to split up and join the other battles, but he and Wymarc had instinctively moved to cut them off. Rather than fight in the open, the enemy had turned and raced to the large building that contained the partially constructed ship. They were clearly magic-users as their flight was far faster than any non-augmented person could run.

      He slowed as the distance increased, wary of the potential for a trick from those they followed. “Did you notice that they move almost identically?” his companion observed. “It’s eerie.”

      Tanyith laughed. “I guess that’s a twin thing. But yeah, it’s bizarre.”

      “What’s the play?”

      They reached the entrance—an unblocked opening in the wall large enough to drive a truck through—and lingered outside and out of view. “They have an advantage if they stay together, most likely. We have to assume they’re used to working as a team so we’ll have to try to split them up. Naturally, we also have to assume they might have thought of that and planned for it.”

      Wymarc nodded and clenched his fists. “So we know nothing. Which is essentially par for the course with you people.” He grinned. “I’m ready.”

      Tanyith tilted his head in confusion. “No weapons?” He drew the daggers Cali had given him. They were keen steel he could cast through, which meant he wouldn’t need to release them to apply his magic. It’s a big improvement from having to toss my Sai in the air to use power. The only thing he missed was the defensive capabilities his former knives had possessed but these would be far more effective overall.

      The Jehenel patriarch grinned. “I make my own weapons.” He held a palm out and an orb of confined lightning appeared inside it. “Or use what comes to hand. I’m flexible.”

      “Whatever you say, man. Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Cali threw herself to the side as the oversized Draksa’s claws passed through her former position. He screeched and she imagined he was chiding himself for choosing to try to grasp her rather than attack her with his breath weapon. She pointed Defender at his flapping form and channeled an explosion of lightning through it that extended beyond the blade and wreathed the enemy creature in flickering electricity. She bared her teeth in triumph and anticipated his fall.

      Unfortunately, the crackling aura was somehow sucked into the armor plates, which glowed briefly. Holy hell, it’s like that absorbent armor from before. Fyre unleashed a line of frost past her, which was the only thing that jarred her into motion. She dove away in time to avoid being skewered by the handler’s trident, which had come in at an escapable angle only because of the Draksa’s intervention. She clenched her jaw in anger and sent to Fyre, His armor might be able to absorb your breath, too.

      Her partner raced after the heavier Draksa and replied, So I’ll tear him to shreds in the space between the plates. Just because Plan A didn’t work doesn’t mean they’ve gained any advantage.

      As she turned to face the armored handler, her eyes narrowed in frustration. “You know, you could walk away,” she shouted. “Take your pet with you before you both wind up dead. This isn’t your fight, not like it is the others’.”

      He laughed and his voice was strangely high, which reminded her of the timbre of his partner’s screech. “Ah, but it is. I’ve given my word.”

      Cali sighed. Of course it had to be someone with ethics. Of a sort. “So there’s no chance I can dissuade you?” The wash of flame that erupted from his trident toward her was an obvious rejection. Fine. Be that way. She grasped Defender in her right hand, conjured a shield around herself with her left, and ran forward into the flames. So far, her adversaries had all proven smarter and stronger than she’d hoped. Again. Heaven save me from competent enemies.
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      The two Atlantean leaders had separated when they’d entered the warehouse. Dusty crates were all around, many of them broken into by vandals or thieves, which offered a substantial number of places to hide. Usha had stayed low and moved to the left along the bottom floor. Her partner had launched herself into the air with magic and ascended to the loft that covered half the space and served as the home for even more storage stacks.

      They had expected and planned for the dwarf as much as they could, based on the information they’d been able to dig up. She knew he had the ability to conjure magical axes that would return to his hands. The impressive battle-ax he carried was probably magic, too. Gossip said he had been quite a fighter in his day but had given it up to become, of all things, a bartender and tavern owner. Well, I can’t say I fault him for that. It seems like the right trade for those of us accustomed to trouble.

      The Dark Elf, though, was a complete surprise. Usha had never really had a reason to explore that part of the community and while she knew one was a member of the magical council, that particular individual walked with a limp and didn’t seem particularly martial, she’d been told. This Drow—who was presumably the person who had blown the doors off the building—was a mystery, and not one she appreciated.

      Then again, it’s not like we’re without surprises of our own. The girl and her people had put eyes on the place as soon as they discovered it would be their battleground, but the Atlantean team had already created secret accesses to avoid them. Using illusions, careful timing, and her watchers to watch their watchers, they’d placed traps in two of the buildings. She had hoped that Leblanc would follow her and fall for the one in there but should have realized the girl would stay with her pet. No problem. Anything that winnows the numbers is good for us.

      She drew her sword and crouched behind a crate, ready to engage either the dwarf or the Drow the moment they were in range.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith led the way into the building that held the half-built ship. It appeared to be a large fishing vessel and was probably ninety feet long or more. Its deep hull was mostly complete, and a main level and upper cabin were each partially constructed. It was virtually impossible to see anything other than vague shapes in the darkness. The sound of sloshing came from the water that lapped below the suspended hulk.

      “Let there be light,” Wymarc quipped and threw the ball of lightning he held toward the ceiling high above. It cast shadows and served to dispel a little of the gloom and make the surrounding space slightly less ominous. The new illumination revealed an extensive work area that surrounded the vessel in a U-shape at ground level. This was littered with pieces of wood and metal and abandoned tools were scattered here and there. Unfortunately, it also showed a plethora of places the enemy duo might be hiding.

      Tanyith pointed to himself and then to the right, and his partner nodded and moved in the other direction. He crept carefully around to the right and continued onto the part of the walk that went behind the boat. Danger accompanied each step as it seemed as if any piece of debris might slide underfoot if he stepped on it wrong. Worse, it was impossible to avoid all of it. His nerves were jumpy and even the noises he made caused him to flinch, in addition to the ambient sounds of the old structure.

      If this were a horror movie, this is how the main character would go insane—from all the sounds and all the danger. And a jump scare would come at any moment. He shook his head at his nonsense and almost leapt out of his skin when a shadow shifted on the back wall. His first instinct was to discount it, but fortunately, his second one was smarter. He flung himself to the side to avoid the beam of shadow his foe launched at his face, landed with a clang of metal, and scrambled to his feet.

      He cast shields through both daggers barely in time to catch the additional attacks that followed one after the other, as fast as any he had ever faced. While he hoped it meant they’d also be weaker than those that took longer, he somehow doubted it. The assault continued as the enemy stepped into view. In the darkness, he could barely make out the outline of the body enough to tell that it was the female. Everything else remained too vague except the sparkle in her eyes as she delivered more blasts of magic in a relentless rhythm.
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        * * *

      

      Wymarc twisted toward the sound of crashing and realized he’d been played in time to summon a shield and block the burst of lightning that sought his heart. It made sense that they’d play off one another’s moves, even if they weren’t in proximity. The man emerged into the pale illumination cast by his ball of electricity above. He looks younger than I thought outside. Maybe a little past his majority. And he is already smart enough to mess with our expectations by separating from his partner.

      “This is not your fight,” the Jehenel patriarch offered. “You could leave along with your—uh, sister, I guess?”

      The man’s voice sounded young as well, filled with equal parts confidence and bravado. “But why would I do such a thing? It’s not as if you’re a threat to us.”

      “Do you know who I am?” He walked slowly back to change the angles. Right now, they were too close to the boat for the plan he had in mind.

      His opponent scoffed, “Yes. I’m aware, Patriarch. But I don’t care. Your kind has never had much use for those of us on the outskirts. Even if I wasn’t paid well, I’d embrace the chance to kill you on general principles.”

      There goes that idea. He raised his hands and conjured a spear of force magic between them. The thread of lightning that would turn any touch into a shock made the object glow blue. Despite not being strictly physical, the wickedly sharp head would still stab through armor and flesh with ease.

      His enemy raised his fists, each of which held a heavy cylinder. Large hooked blades snapped out at the top of each and made them look like ice-climbing axes. His foe waded in swinging, and with each slash, an arc of shadow magic burst out toward Wymarc. He blocked with his spinning spear and a single touch was enough to enable him to suck the power of the attack away. He continued to backpedal and darted hasty looks behind to ensure his footing.

      The young patriarch didn’t see the traitorous, trapped metal plates that erupted from beneath his feet and careened him back. He landed hard and heard the mocking laughter of his opponent—laughter that drew closer with each second.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre swooped at the enemy handler but the man rolled easily out of the way of his grasping claws. I had to try. The opportunity was there. He’d gone into the maneuver knowing the probability of it being a trap was high, so when the rival Draksa barreled toward him from a blind spot, he was already diving and banking to evade the ambush.

      He had a speed advantage on the other creature and was nimbler when it came to changes in direction. But the defensive armor and the increased likelihood of damage from the other’s bigger muscles if they went claw to claw at least evened the odds and maybe pushed them in his opponent’s favor. But I’m smarter. So there’s that.

      Deliberately, he led his enemy away from Cali to prevent the other Draksa from making the same assault against her. So far, his foe hadn’t revealed his breath weapon, but it would be stupid to think he lacked one. The Atlantean leader wouldn’t have brought the Draksa and his partner along if they were limited. Maybe he’s waiting for the right moment or it’s so close-range he hasn’t had the chance yet. Either way, removing him before he can do it would be the best option.

      Quickly, he looped and made a much tighter turn than his pursuer would be able to emulate. The bigger creature slashed with his claws, and they raked his flesh to inflict a ragged gash. His gaze snapped down to see that the wicked talons were augmented with barbed sheaths above the natural point. He growled, eased behind the enemy Draksa, and discharged his frost breath in an attack he was sure would end the conflict.

      When his foe suddenly banked and swooped twice as fast as his initial speed, Fyre realized he was in for more of a fight than he’d anticipated. A fierce burn began to radiate from his wound, a sign of the poison that must have coated the metal on his enemy’s claws, and he thought for the first time that it might not end in his favor.
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        * * *

      

      Zeb’s path led him to a flight of stairs that climbed to the higher level of the warehouse. Nylotte had directed him upward when they’d entered and he complied without hesitation. He held Valerie in a low guard across his body, his left hand on the shaft and his right under the double-sided blade at the top. From that position, he could swing it, smash forward with it, or block in most directions. Knowing the caliber of their opponents, he advanced with more caution than he would have in his adventuring days. Or maybe that’s only age.

      The familiar rush of adrenaline was like a visit from a long-absent friend. His decision to step away from a life on the road seeking trouble wasn’t because he disliked it. Quite the contrary, which was the problem. As his passion for fighting had grown, his concern about feeling that way had too. Finally, he’d hung it up before it could overwhelm him.

      But still, damn, it felt good to knock the rust off and get back in the game for a round. The fight in the hospital had been barely an appetizer. This battle promised to be the main course. His growing enthusiasm didn’t damage his awareness, though, which proved fortunate since the enemy second in command’s ambush was almost perfect.

      He’d expected her to be upstairs but her descent from the darkness of the rafters high above as he stepped onto the upper level was a surprise. Instinctively, he dove and rolled forward, took the brunt of the action on his shoulder, and sensed her weapon whipping through the air above him. He came out of it on his feet and immediately twisted to block. His rising ax caught the spear point inches from his face and lifted it over his head.

      Zeb took a quick step in and stomped on Danna’s foot, an attack the woman clearly hadn’t anticipated to judge by her lack of defense. The distraction allowed him to shove a shoulder into her and knock her back, and he whipped the battle-ax in a horizontal chop at her stomach height. She stabbed the spear into the floor to intercept it, and slivers of ice broke away from the magical weapon. In a fluid motion, she swung it up, rotated it to drive his blade into the wooden planks on the other side, and levered the blunt bottom of her weapon at his face.

      The dwarf scrambled away in alarm at the discovery that the bottom was also a blade but she managed a shallow cut along his forehead that immediately started to bleed into his eyes. The woman laughed as she spun away from his wild defensive swipe and twirled the spear over her head like she was some kind of helicopter. He slid his hand into the pouch at his waist and yanked out a magical bandage. When he slapped it against the wound, it stuck in place and began to heal the injury. It was faster to apply than fumbling with a healing potion but a little slower on the fix—perfect for such an insignificant injury.

      Danna resumed her offensive again and she charged past him as she swung her weapon. He blocked cleanly and snagged her with his riposte, sliced through the black leather she wore, and cut into the flesh on her side. No real damage. She twitched at exactly the right time. Quick little bunny. He ceased his pursuit and dropped Valerie to summon his throwing axes in a single action. They twirled toward her as he bent to retrieve his battle-ax. She spun, lashed out with her spear, and knocked each of them off course barely enough to miss her. “You’ll have to do better than that,” she called.

      He nodded. “All right, then. Since you asked so nicely.” He surged forward with a battle cry. Her lips curled in a smile but he couldn’t stop himself from stepping into the trap she’d set. His first reaction as the floor collapsed beneath him was that they must have been in the building for a while to prepare it. His second thought—which came as he broke through to the bottom level of the warehouse—was that they’d done a magnificent job of it. And his third thought, as he pounded into the concrete of the foundation hard enough to make him see stars was, Hey, that’s way too many big crates falling toward me.
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        * * *

      

      Cali’s charge through her foe’s flame attack had led to a series of exchanges, none of which were determinative. They’d cast magic at each other and she’d sipped from his power as he attacked and she blocked. Ironically, since his trident seemed able to do the same, she was probably simply reabsorbing her power. At another time, she might have found that funny. But now, with five of her friends in danger and the entire city’s future on the line, all she wanted was to see him fall.

      He paused occasionally to shoot magic into the air, presumably at Fyre. The Draksa were fighting veiled, so their presence was mainly a sensation—aside from all the cursing her partner was doing in her head. She felt his worry growing after a brief surge she’d interpreted as pain. Are you okay, buddy? she sent.

      His response sounded much like a mental growl. For the moment. Might need some help when this is over.

      She had to block her concern as her foe lunged with his trident and stabbed it low. When she blocked with Defender, he released the weapon with one hand and launched a lightning blast at her face. She caught it on her dagger, grounded the spell, and released the same attack at him. Again, it was inconclusive as he absorbed it with his trident.

      Okay, if I can’t get past the weapon, I’ll have to overload it. She continued to fight but now only to maintain the status quo as she let the power build inside her. When it was ready, she released it in a sustained line of lightning that arced at her adversary. He raised his weapon horizontally to intercept it, and she poured more energy into the attack. Let’s see how much you can take, scumbag.
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        * * *

      

      Nylotte blocked the sounds of Zeb’s progress up the stairs from her thoughts as she crept along the narrow lane that ran beside the wall. With no idea where her enemies might be hiding, she knew at least that her left side was probably safe—unless whoever had taken the ground floor could pass through solid objects. And since she hadn’t learned how to do that yet, she doubted the enemy leaders had either. Like she’d told Cali, she didn’t know everything but she did know considerably more than most.

      The thought of Zeb’s mention of knowing her past generated a smile. She liked the dwarf and respected that he’d done his homework exactly as she had. The two of them would have made quite a pair if they’d met in their respective adventuring days. Her mind snapped to the present as a scent carried to her, something out of place. She paused and focused on it but couldn’t identify what it was. Still, she could tell where it probably came from—about ten feet ahead and from behind a crate.

      “How about you come out and we do this like adults?” she called.

      The Atlantean leader chuckled as she stepped into view. “Sure. Why not?” Usha wore leather armor with reinforced plates, lightweight but strong. The base layer was black, the dull metal a contrasting scarlet. She held a sword that looked exceptionally sharp and well-used.

      Nylotte gestured with her chin. “Champion’s gear?” Her adversary nodded. “Are those your house colors?”

      The other woman laughed. “I have no house to speak of, so no. They are the colors of House Rivette, worn in honor of the Empress.” The way she said it made the Dark Elf think tension existed between the Champion and her monarch.

      “So, what’s in all this for you?”

      Usha shrugged. “I do what I’m told.” A loud, sustained crashing issued from their right and the Drow flicked her sword in that direction, but no attack came. The other woman’s voice called from above, “One down. Do you need a hand?”

      “No, I think we’re good here,” her boss replied. “Go get the girl.”

      The Dark Elf shook her head. “We’re far from good. And any damage your ally did to my friend will be taken out of your hide.”

      The Champion of New Atlantis nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s get to it, then.” She raised her sword into a guard position and beckoned her forward.

      Nylotte grinned. “Yes. Let’s.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The Drow slipped into her version of a fighting stance, which kept her weight mostly on her back leg and allowed her to push off it quickly. She sent strength into her muscles automatically, an advantage of her extensive experience directing the magic where it needed to go without conscious thought. The result would be faster action and greater endurance, both of which she expected she would need against the Champion of New Atlantis.

      She’d fought a wide variety of enemies in her day—monsters that looked like monsters, monsters that wore the guise of people, and everything between. The one common characteristic was that they all took advantage of folk they shouldn’t have for food, power, wealth, or simply out of malicious intent.

      The woman opposite her didn’t fit those characteristics. Arguably, by following the orders of someone who sought to exert their will over others, she was culpable but overall, her interventions in New Orleans had been against other criminals. That earned her some credit in Nylotte’s estimation.

      Her adversary employed a martial approach that most would identify as a non-style. She moved in a direct line and chopped down with great vigor to meet her advance. The Drow flicked her sword tip enough to block the woman’s weapon and almost lost her hold from the impact. Her eyes narrowed at the realization that her opponent might have increased her strength more than she could match. The Dark Elf changed her direct technique for a more fluid option that had much in common with Cali’s preferred Aikido art but was far older and had been developed on Oriceran rather than Earth. Instead of meeting force with force, she focused on angles and redirection.

      She found an opening and blasted her opponent with a burst of force that hurled her back. Usha turned her stumble into a somersault and came up with a bolt of lightning that streaked from her hand toward her adversary. The Drow raised a palm, grounded the magic, and pulled the power into her body to fuel her amplified muscles.

      They entered an almost ritualistic exchange of assaults, trading sword cuts and spells as they felt out each other’s capabilities. All battles against adequate opponents worked like that—the early dance to find a flaw followed by a fast attack to exploit it. Sometimes, it took longer to discover a vulnerability than one might prefer. She stabbed and the other woman parried and countered. When she blocked, Usha trapped her sword and tried a kick that she deflected with a blast of force powerful enough to knock it out of line and rob it of its power. Again and again, they clashed but repeatedly failed to discern the other’s weakness.

      Nylotte growled under her breath as frustration began to build. While on almost any other occasion she’d enjoy the challenge, a clock ticked in the back of her mind and counted off the passing minutes—minutes in which her allies might lose the war while she was busy winning the battle.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre was, for all intents and purposes, on the run from the larger Draksa. When his opponent had revealed his true speed and strength, his reaction had been to gain some distance and hope he could blast the creature with frost. At worst, it might slow him. At best, it might drop him. At double-best, it might drop him onto his handler’s head.

      He didn’t feel particularly charitable at the moment. The physical damage from the claw slash wasn’t debilitating so much as annoying but the poison that seeped through his system slowed him more with each beat of his heart. It didn’t feel like something that would kill him directly but if he lost focus and missed a dodge because of it, the result would be permanent.

      On impulse, he spun, twisted to face his opponent, and belched a wide cone of frost at him. His pursuer couldn’t avoid it and for a moment, Fyre’s hopes sparked. Then his foe emerged from the flurry coated in ice that he broke off with each flap of his wings. He was only a few feet away. The smaller Draksa surged upward and dragged his claws against his foe’s face in the same moment the creature breathed out and expelled acid across his lower half.

      Fyre screeched in pain and anger and strength burst within him, a wash of power from Cali. He flipped and dove, coated his enemy in another wave of ice, followed it with another, and plunged after him as he plummeted and tried to escape the heavy cocoon. His rival landed hard and struggled to rise and he swooped past him once, twice, and again to slash and slice with his claws on each pass. The Draksa slumped, unconscious at least and hopefully more. He turned toward where he’d last seen Cali, ready to rush to her aid.
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        * * *

      

      Cali whispered, “Thank you,” to her sword, Defender, which had provided her with power for Fyre so she didn’t have to break the stalemate with her opponent. They were still connected by an arc of electricity that flowed from her sword and dagger, followed a curve in the air between them, and terminated at his trident. The weapon was braced before him horizontally and glowed brighter with each passing moment.

      A few seconds before, he’d begun to push back along the magic channel in an attempt to overwhelm her power with his. It was like a tug of war in reverse as each of them tried to shove more force, more magic, and more energy at the other. Her initial plea to her sword for energy had been for her use, but Fyre had needed it more at the moment of its arrival.

      She sensed the Draksa turn to join their fight but worried that anyone who interfered could fall victim to the combined power of both magics. Go help Tanyith, she sent. His emotions were tinged with reluctance but it felt like he had obeyed her command. She returned her attention to the man in front of her.

      His face was rigid with fury, doubtless from the injury to his bonded partner. It was a positive sign for the enemy Draksa since if it had died, the man’s mind probably would have snapped. That could have turned good or bad for her, depending on how he reacted. I need to end this before his pet dies. She forced words out of her throat loudly enough to be heard over their dueling magics. “Stop now. Go take care of your pet. We’ll consider you off-limits.”

      He shook his head and a hint of madness flickered in his eyes. “Okay, then, I tried.” She reached out to Fyre and pulled gently at his magic. He understood her need, opened the channel, and power flowed from him into her. She pushed it into the line connecting her to the handler, overwhelmed his resistance, and thrust it into the trident.

      The magical weapon exploded. She shouted, “Scield,” in time for the charm’s magical barrier to surround her and protect her from the magic-infused shards of metal. The handler fell with a scream and his damaged hands tried to cover his ravaged face. She waited to see what he would do, but when his only response was to rock on the ground in clear agony, she ceased drawing power from Fyre and let her shield fall. Quickly, she zip-tied his feet and wrists, retrieved a healing potion, and dribbled enough into his mouth to slow the blood flow to a trickle.

      She would have helped him further, maybe, but the sight of Danna Cudon stalking toward her was suddenly much more important than the health of someone who had tried to kill her.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith’s opponent stepped into a swath of illumination cast by Wymarc’s hovering lightning globe. Her shiny black hair hung free around her, long enough to reach her waist. Weapons that resembled climbing axes were grasped in her fists, long shafts with a sharp extended hook jutting out near the end. She spun them idly as she advanced and on each rotation, another burst of magic emerged from the metal portion at the top.

      It varied—bolts of shadow, fire, frost, electricity, and force were dispatched with no apparent pattern. The shields emanating from the points of his daggers were sufficient to intercept them, but keeping his defenses moving to the right places as she attacked along different vectors was a challenge. He had no thought of attacking, only of defending. Her pale, narrow face was expressionless and he might have been a bug for all she cared about him.

      Briefly, he considered taunting her but didn’t want to hear her voice. Part of him feared it would be as strange and ghostly as the rest of her. She seemed more to flow than to walk, and he knew he was overmatched. He was good but she had clearly spent much more time focused on combat than he had. But awaiting a rescue wasn’t an option, as Wymarc would fight his own battle against the other one and might be even less equipped to do so than he was.

      He needed to win. But how? The answer came to him in a burst of clarity, and he launched skyward on a burst of force toward the boat suspended over the center of the room. He landed on the half-finished deck and turned to see his foe arced in pursuit. From his higher vantage point, he saw Wymarc on his back below but he couldn’t do anything to assist his partner. Instead, he ran through a doorway and headed down the stairs into the body of the ship.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ice ax thunked into the metal next to his head as Wymarc twisted to avoid it. Unfortunately, that left him exposed to the other one, which struck his leather armor on the shoulder. Most of its force was dissipated by the protective layer but it stabbed through nonetheless and buried itself in his flesh. He shouted the vilest curse he knew and kicked in fury to drive the top of his foot squarely between the other man’s legs.

      His assailant screamed and flung himself aside and away from him. In his flailing, he yanked the blade out, which did more damage than it had on the way in. The young patriarch rolled onto his stomach and pushed to his feet as tears welled in his eyes. His opponent looked like a ghost in the dim light with inky hair and pale skin. The man limped back, his gaze fixed on him.

      Wymarc shook his head. “You should give up.” He’d seen movement outside the building’s open doorway and his enemy’s retreat would carry him into that danger zone in seconds. “Drop your weapons and kneel on the ground. I’ll tie you up, but that’s all. There’s no need for you to die here.” He released a blast of force at him as a warning, but it was blocked quickly. Damn, he’s recovering. Before his advantage was lost, he surged at his opponent, who sensibly retreated.

      His evasion took him directly into the claws of the Draksa who hurtled through the opening. Fyre lifted the man, carried him the scant distance to the boat, and flung him against it with all his built-up momentum. He pounded into the hull and fell senseless into the water.

      “You go after him,” Wymarc shouted. “Maybe he survived the collision. I think Tanyith’s in the ship.” He launched himself up toward the fishing vessel’s deck.
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        * * *

      

      The impact against the side of the craft resonated through the unfinished structure and dust filtered around him. Tanyith had reached the finished lower section, which was filled with debris and building materials. He’d discovered a place to hide behind a pile of wooden planks that would hopefully be invisible from the entrance. While he would have preferred to go deeper, the encroaching footsteps of his relentless shadow had been audible within moments after he’d entered the ship’s main cabin area above.

      The light shone through gaps in the partial deck above him. He relied on ears more than eyes because he was tucked half under the pieces of wood and could only see out at a particular angle, one that didn’t show the entry. The creak of leather sounded over the other noises, though, discordant enough to be identifiable. He waited and watched, his muscles tensed for the moment his enemy would step into view.

      The blast lifted him and hurled him deeper into the ship, along with a shower of flaming wooden splinters. He wound himself in a force shield to absorb the impact and rolled to his feet. By the time he reoriented, the woman had almost reached him and it became very clear that her former dispassion had been replaced by anger. He caught her ax strikes on his daggers and snapped a kick at her knee. She twisted enough to take it on the side where it couldn’t do much damage and retaliated with the thunk of an ax handle against his skull.

      He shook his head to clear the stars from his vision and intercepted her next two attacks, one physical and one magical. Absently, he took note of the fact that the wooden portions of the ship were now on fire, including the deck he stood on. Above him was open air and the Draksa flashed through it and uttered a screech as he passed. It was enough to distract the woman for an instant, and that was all he needed.

      Tanyith launched a double blast of force magic through his daggers, both aimed directly at her solar plexus. The impact stole her breath and she fell, and it was only the work of a minute to secure her. Fyre swooped and iced the flames as Wymarc appeared above and yelled, “Let’s go.”

      No second invitation was needed and he launched himself out of the boat after the young patriarch to find Cali.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeb waited until he was sure the collapse was finished and delayed for a minute more before he took action beyond the hasty force barrier he’d conjured a foot above his face. It wasn’t the first time he’d fallen into a pit and although the particular shield he’d summoned under him as he fell didn’t absorb all the impact, it had diminished the familiar ringing in his ears somewhat. That particular defense was attuned to deal with pointy objects more than sudden stops.

      If this had been my trap, there would have been spikes. If I felt nasty, poisoned spikes.

      He groaned at the thought. And that’s exactly why I gave up the adventurer game. There is too much opportunity for viciousness. Even though the stack of fallen items above him was significantly heavy, it posed no danger to him. With the magic stored in Valerie—power he had transferred to the weapon in small drips and drops over time—he could maintain the current situation until he passed out from boredom.

      Fortunately, a better option existed that he also had enough power for. He poured magic into the shield and raised it, which caused the boxes blocking him to recede. When they were above the first floor, he got his feet beneath him and used force magic to assist in a jump that carried him up and through the opening. As he landed, the boxes plummeted behind him in a satisfying cacophony. Sounds of nearby combat echoed over the continued bells in his ears, and he dashed toward it.

      He discovered Nylotte in a furious battle with the enemy leader. The two moved faster than he’d ever seen anyone fight, even those he’d run with in the past who regularly amped themselves with magic. Swords clashed against each other, kicks and punches were thrown and blocked, and magical assaults were discharged and absorbed. Their dance was remarkable, and a large part of him wanted to do nothing more than watch.

      But it was also a distraction from their purpose there, which was to make the damned Atlanteans quit their nonsense. Watching wasn’t an option. He clambered onto a crate and shouted, “Hey, knock it off, you two.” They disengaged with the same rapidity with which they’d fought and turned to look at him. He grinned. “You’re done, Usha. Put your weapons down and call it a day.”

      She shook her head. “I still have one card to play.” Her sword suddenly glowed red and orange and he flinched reflexively while Nylotte backed away. The Atlantean leader carved through the metal wall of the building as if it were paper and rocketed through the opening.

      The Drow looked at him with respect in her eyes. “She is a being to be reckoned with.”

      He hopped down to follow said being and broke into a run. “And we have to stop her from reaching Cali.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Danna had wanted to find the girl engaged with an opponent so she could sweep in and do what needed to be done without becoming involved in a drawn-out fight. Sadly, the sight of the bound Draksa handler told the tale of the girl’s victory in yet another conflict. But a fight isn’t the battle. Usha was the only ally she cared about, and she hoped the other woman was safe. She pushed that worry out of her mind since it was apparently up to her to end the game against the young matriarch.

      She ran toward the center of the dock and a place marked by a discolored panel. As expected, the girl tracked her and ran along a diagonal that would intersect her path about twenty feet past her goal. By the time she reached the trigger, Leblanc was within the effective range, so she stamped hard and cast the magic.

      Depressing the block made the magical circle’s path complete, and the spell created a barrier that encircled the position, fifty feet in diameter with a domed top. It would prevent others from joining their battle and would last until she dispelled it or died. Ozahl had helped her prepare it and watched from somewhere close, ready to rescue her if things went awry. His power fueled the shield. Hers was needed for more imminent concerns.

      The girl slowed, stopped, and turned to face her. “What’s all this, then?”

      Her fake British accent made Danna laugh. “I thought we could have a private word.”

      “Only a word?”

      She shrugged. “Okay, more than a word.”

      Caliste shook her head. “Listen. None of your people are around, which means they’ve probably lost. Why don’t you give up? Is New Orleans worth dying for?”

      Danna sighed. “No, New Orleans isn’t. But other things are.” The sight of Usha running into view distracted her. The look on her friend’s face was pained as the shielded fight with the girl was the last resort. At this point, unless they killed Leblanc, they had lost the city. The Champion of New Atlantis had become a non-factor in her own fate, which the woman would not handle well. Her second in command tilted her head in the direction of the road. Her friend nodded and ran to safety since she no longer had the ability to change the outcome.

      “How about the lives of those we’ve captured, rather than killing them?” the girl asked. “If you surrender now, they live.”

      She laughed. “Please, Matriarch. We both know you won’t kill them, so why pretend any different? No, this is it. You and me for the prize of the city.”

      A frustration equal to Usha’s had settled on Caliste’s face. “Why? Why do all this?” She gestured around them. “If it was going to come down to this, why risk all those people?”

      “That’s a good question.” It is, actually. “I guess the best answer is because that’s how it’s done in New Atlantis—how it’s always been done. You’re the leader of a noble house. You know how tradition works down there.”

      “But it doesn’t have to be like this.”

      Danna shrugged. “Maybe over time, you or other matriarchs or patriarchs can make a change and start some new traditions. But for now, this is what we have.”

      Her opponent’s face changed and hardened as she accepted the inevitability of their battle. “I suppose incapacitation won’t do?”

      “Not on my part.”

      She nodded. “Okay, wench. Bring it.”
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        * * *

      

      The Atlantean second in command clearly couldn’t be reasoned with. She was as combative and martial as Cali had ever seen her. Her slicked-back hair left her face looking even more angular and severe than usual. The suits that normally only hinted at the form beneath had hidden her muscular build, which was obvious in her fitted black leather armor. It covered her from neck to toe and looked rather similar to what Nylotte wore, and it would doubtless include both magical and physical protection as well.

      She had no idea what was at work in the other woman’s mind. With her allies defeated or run off, there seemed to be little value in continuing the fight. Her connection with Fyre was still present but muted through the shield, which made it her least reliable backup plan. She had more power in the sword, two energy draughts, and two and a half healing potions. Plus a few extra toys that she’d prefer to hold in reserve in case the Malniets had eyes on this battle. If the situations were reversed, she would have paid good money for a preview of her prospective opponents’ abilities.

      The shield that surrounded them was an unexpected twist, but she couldn’t be overly unhappy about it. At least now, her allies were safe—assuming they’d won their individual battles. She reached into Defender to initiate the connection that would allow her to pull magic and sensed the presences of those who had put their essences into the sword. This time, there were far more than only the two she had previously faced, all willing to support her needs.

      Danna tapped the thumb sides of her fists together and drew them apart slowly. Her ice spear formed and extended to a blade at both ends. These had cutting surfaces at four angles that tapered into a point. Cali had seen the weapon before and Tanyith had reported that it was doubly pointy. Facing it now, she judged he had significantly understated the situation. She summoned her fighting stick to her left hand and held Defender at the ready in her right.

      Her enemy gave her a final nod, darted in, and led with the point of her spear. Cali brought her sword around to block from the outside in, twirled away from the thrusting point, and whipped her stick in a backhand slash, her spine against the icy staff. A burst of force shoved her forward when she touched the weapon, and she staggered several feet before she made a quick shuffle to her right and whirled to face her foe.

      The action wasn’t a second too soon. Her sword deflected the spear point enough out of line that it didn’t pierce her uniform shoulder but scraped up and over it instead. Danna followed with a front kick that she blocked automatically with a raised foot. She threw her stick at the other woman, who jerked her head to the side to avoid it. With a slight grin, she recalled it and the returning weapon smacked Danna in the back of the head. The blow lacked power but was enough to break her concentration.

      Cali raced forward and chopped down with her sword. Her foe blocked it with a twirl of the staff and swished the bottom at her skull. She dropped under it and turned the dodge into a leg sweep, but the Atlantean leapt over it and backpedaled out of range.

      She rose warily, ready for the next attack. Danna provided it an instant later when she circled left and thrust repeatedly with the spear to force her to focus on block after block. As soon as a pattern was created, the other woman broke it, stabbed once, and immediately repeated the thrust. Cali managed an X-block to stop the weapon, but the cascade of lightning that surged out of the tip savaged her. She jerked and twitched as she backpedaled and tried to absorb the magic like Nylotte had taught her.

      Mostly, she failed and focused instead on not toppling as her enemy flowed into another assault. She sent her will into the sword in search of assistance, and Defender replied. The electricity was sucked into the blade, which glowed bright blue after the influx. She slashed it upward with a shout of relief and it met the ice spear a foot from her nose. Danna’s weapon shattered and shrapnel scattered everywhere, exactly as the trident had done before. This time, she couldn’t say the word to activate her shield fast enough and collapsed with shards of metal in her face. She struggled to breathe and fumbled at her thigh pouch for her healing potion.

      Fyre sent her strength, which was all that enabled her to remain conscious. Another hand caught hers before it could find the potion she needed to survive. She threw her other fist up in a weak punch and her opponent caught it as she crouched over her stomach. Danna stared into her eyes from above. She had also been injured, her face sliced in a dozen places that welled blood. She shook her head.

      “You’re a worthy foe, Caliste Leblanc. I can’t possibly end your story now if only because there’s a tiny chance your allies will catch me before I can escape. Give me your word that you’ll let me go and you get to live.”

      Cali nodded and tried to speak but couldn’t. Her adversary returned the nod. “Close enough.” She removed the healing flask from the girl’s thigh pouch and dribbled a few drops into her mouth, then wrapped her hand around it so she could continue without her help. She stood and shouted, “You heard?”

      When the girl turned her head, Zeb held his battle-ax like he intended to destroy the world with it but nodded. “We heard. Get out.” After a shimmer of magic and a rustle of movement, Fyre was on one side of her and Zeb on the other. The dwarf helped her swallow more potion and sit. After the wave of weirdness that always accompanied rapid healing had faded, she started to laugh.

      Nylotte’s voice was long-suffering. “What are you laughing at now, Caliste?”

      The sound made her laugh harder. “Oh, nothing. Only that we won. The Atlanteans lost. And I learned how to ask the sword for what I need and have it listen. The Malniets don’t stand a chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Shenni scowled at Gwyn as the seneschal extended the formal robe that was unquestionably the appropriate choice given the day’s tasks. “Is that necessary?”

      The other woman shook her head with a soft sigh. “Yes, Empress, you know it is.” This was doubtless a tone she had used with her children in the past and it held traces of love and exasperation.

      As the oldest child and heir of House Rivette, her parents had been good to her. She’d grown up in relative luxury but with a practical edge. Her family knew their place in the hierarchy of the Nine wasn’t assured and that as one of the smaller houses, they would have to fight for prominence again and again. Well, I certainly exceeded their expectations.

      With a sigh in response, the Empress extended her arms so her two valets could put her in the garment. She’d already endured the ministrations of hair and makeup specialists and now, only one thing remained to do. When she nodded at Gwyn, the other woman moved to the locked cabinet in her dressing room. It required spells and keys to permit entry and once opened, revealed her royal accessories.

      The seneschal donned the ceremonial leather gloves hanging on the door as only the monarch was permitted to touch the objects with bare skin. She handed them to her one by one. First, the necklace, which was gold adorned with rubies and sapphires that sparkled in red and blue with the stylized shark that denoted House Rivette hanging as a pendant. Second came the crown, which was made of a simple gold circlet with diamonds all around. Finally, the scepter was a long thin tube with a sphere on the top made of gold and adorned with pearls.

      Once that process was complete, it was time to move. Gwyn opened the main doors and preceded her into the outer room and into the hall, where she motioned for a squad of guards to move ahead of them. Another two fell into place behind her as she strode past, and two more took position outside the entrance to her private chambers to ensure no one accessed them while she was away.

      The walk to the throne room was not lengthy, although it seemed that way, burdened as she was with both the physical and emotional weights of the monarchy. She banished the latter in cadence with each step and transformed from Shenni, who was allowed to feel, into the Empress of New Atlantis, who most definitely was not. By the time they reached the throne room and she walked the scarlet carpet, her face was impassive and fully controlled. A small throng of people bowed on each side as she strode through the center. At the top of the stairs, she deposited the scepter into its holder, turned, and took her place on the oversized throne.

      She sent a telepathic message to Gwyn, and the woman nodded and gestured at the doors, which had closed behind them. The attendants pulled them inward again to reveal the matriarch of House Cormier and the patriarch of House Malniet standing beside one another. She smiled at them with parental condescension. They strode forward slowly, their chins high, and basked in the attention from the courtiers to either side who had been brought there at this moment for that specific purpose.

      The event was, quite literally, the least Shenni could do. She had no time for anything more with the power arrangement in her city in flux. Nor did she have the will to celebrate the union any more publicly than this. Styrris hadn’t earned it. Once he’d done his part and rid them of House Leblanc, then and only then would she consider hosting the celebration she’d promised him. He’d bucked at the restriction but in the end, he was only one of nine and she was the monarch.

      The bride was dressed in Cormier dark-green trimmed with white. Her gown was long and flowing but not so much as to require attendants. That, too, would have to wait for the more public version of the ceremony. Styrris, always elegant, had simply chosen one of his more formal uniforms—shining shoes below black trousers and jacket, a black shirt buttoned to the neck, and a golden jeweled pin at the throat that displayed the wicked hook that represented House Malniet. He strode stiffly, his eyes not on his bride but only on his ruler.

      As it should be at this particular moment. His attempt to kill the girl had gone awry, which irritated Shenni. That failure had necessitated that the battle on the surface take place. Although Usha had not yet reported the results of the contest from two nights before, the other informants scattered throughout the gang all told the same tale. Leblanc, against all odds, had won again. If the Empress wished to claim New Orleans for herself, she would have to send an entirely different group to begin rebuilding from the ground up according to the rules.

      But once Leblanc falls, perhaps the votes will be right to change those rules. And if not, well, houses are always rising and falling, are they not? Her lips twisted into a small smile as the couple reached the base of the dais, and if the crowd misinterpreted it as being directed at the bride and groom, so much the better. She rose to begin the ceremony.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, she glided into her office through the rear door in far more comfortable clothes—a simple but elegant suit—and nodded at the newlyweds seated on the opposite side of the large desk. She greeted them as she took her seat. “Less formally but no less genuinely, congratulations. It is always a cause for celebration when the head of one of the nine houses weds and all the more so when two of them do.”

      Brielle inclined her head stiffly. Her figure was even thinner than her husband’s, which was saying something. Her mousey brown hair was unimpressive, as was the unhappy expression she wore. Gwyn had discovered that it was indeed a family member further down the Cormier line who had made the deal that handed the woman to Styrris. They would not ascend to lead the house but had a significant influence on the person who would, which worked in the Malniets’ favor.

      Plus, having such a young bride will draw envy from people stupid enough to care about such things.

      Styrris’s posture—leaning back in his chair with his fingers steepled—was one step short of disrespectful. To be fair, that was to be expected. She’d made a deal with him and would continue to string him along until he delivered on his promises. This stopgap solution of a non-public wedding was ostensibly a partial payment of her debt but was more for her purposes. Now, Cormier would have a claim on Malniet if the house fell. It would muddy the waters, and anything that confused the nine was to her benefit. On the other hand, the new connection would also distract Malniet. Another win.

      He sighed. “Yes, congratulations indeed. And thank you for delivering on at least one of your commitments, Empress.” His tone took a step over the line separating respect from disrespect, but she decided to let it pass. Unknown to him—or anyone other than her family and Gwyn—the guards stationed at the door were unlike any who had stood in that position before. Today, they were under the mental control of one of her relatives, who was behind the false wall with the archers. They would kill without a thought and even the possibility of thought at her word. Although the Leblanc girl had created some disruption in her family’s research, they had quickly recovered what was lost.

      She pressed her lips together in a thin smile. “You’re welcome, of course, Patriarch. But my keen sensibilities tell me you are still dissatisfied.” She chuckled with him as he laughed and leaned forward.

      “True, Empress. I recall talk of a celebration and a dowry of some kind. Unless it’s a surprise party, it appears to be absent. I also don’t see a pile of gems in your office.”

      Shenni flicked her gaze to Brielle Cormier. The woman looked ill as if the stress of the moment was too much for her to take. Perhaps the relative who sold her to this walking corpse did the right thing for the house. She doesn’t have the backbone to lead if this bothers her. Then, she reconsidered. Or maybe it’s the wedding night that makes her seem like she’s about to collapse. She shuddered. It would do that to me too. She returned her gaze to Styrris and kept her face carefully neutral. “You have not yet fulfilled the terms of our agreement, Patriarch. Surely you don’t imagine I would pay in advance?”

      He shrugged. “I could hope.”

      “And you can keep on hoping but that won’t make it any more likely. Deliver what you’ve promised and you will have what you seek, but not an instant before. Is that completely clear? I feel like we’ve had this conversation twice now. Bringing it up a third time wouldn’t be good for anyone involved.”

      Styrris nodded with a distinct lack of concern. “Very well, Empress. As you say.”

      She leaned back with a nod and gestured to Gwyn, who stood against the back wall. The seneschal bustled forward with a tray of drinks already poured—dark rum for each of them—and offered the guests their choice of glass. Shenni took the remaining one and drank from it, proving that she wasn’t attempting to poison her visitors. There are ways, of course. An antidote cleverly applied as the cup is handed to me. Or an immunity built up over time. But now was not the moment to throw away the strategic advantage the conflict between Leblanc and Malniet provided.

      “So, will you agree to the girl’s terms?” she asked. “A single battle to finish it? It seems as if that suits your purposes best, as well.”

      He nodded. “I intend to. Originally, I had planned to have four champions to ensure killing her and her top supporters. However, one is recently unavailable, so it will be three on three.”

      Shenni raised an amused eyebrow. “You could always step in, Styrris. I’ve heard you’re quite good with a sword.”

      The patriarch straightened a little at the false compliment. “Quite good, perhaps, Empress, but I have no interest in combat with the girl and her lizard. No, I have people for that—people far better than me at dealing death face-to-face.”

      Her smile inched a little wider. Patriarch, how bold. I do believe that was a threat. She turned to Brielle. “I wish you the most pleasurable of wedding nights, Matriarch Cormier. I am sure Styrris will not disappoint.” She stood and her guests rose and bowed slightly before they turned and were led out by two guards who entered from the hall.

      When the door had closed, Shenni sat again and Gwyn took the seat across from her. The seneschal said, “I don’t envy her.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “She made her bed. Or her family made it for her. If she’s smart, she’ll kill him as soon as she can. A bold move at this time of uncertainty could cause real trouble for his House. She could ally with Leblanc.”

      Her companion snorted. “She strikes me as prey rather than predator, Empress.”

      Shenni lifted the glass to her lips, drained it, and set the empty crystal vessel gently on the desk. “Prey can be quite dangerous when cornered. I think Patriarch Malniet would be wise to remember that where his new bride is concerned—as well as where his enemy is concerned.”

      “Do you think Leblanc is prey?”

      “I think Styrris is arrogant and that he will think so.”

      The older woman sighed. “I have to agree. You shouldn’t have offered him rum. He can’t afford the loss of the brain cells.”

      She laughed. “If he survives what is to come, he could be a useful tool. If not, you may poison him and we’ll move on to the next.”

      Gwyn lifted Brielle’s glass which was still full and raised it in a toast to her monarch before she drained it. “Now that, my Empress, is a plan I can believe in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali plopped on the chair beside Emalia at the large wooden table in the Leblanc mansion’s kitchen. She didn’t speak and simply ran her hand along the wood grain and made noises of appreciation. Fyre bumped her seat as he crawled under it to take his hundred and seventy-fifth nap of the day—probably, although I may have lost count somewhere in the middle of the afternoon. Finally, the other woman’s restraint snapped.

      She slammed the book she was reading onto the table and growled her annoyance. “What do you want, Caliste?” Someone who didn’t know her well might even conclude she was serious.

      The girl broke into laughter and her great-aunt joined her. Fyre snorted and radiated amusement across the channel that connected them. “There’s the great-aunt I adore.” She stood and walked a few feet to the cooler, opened it, and retrieved a Coke she’d imported from the tavern. “Do you want anything?”

      “No thanks. I’d be up all night if I had caffeine.”

      “I could make you tea.”

      “Invel will make me tea.”

      Cali sat beside the older woman with a knowing grin. “Oh, Invel will take care of you, will he?” The romance that had begun on the surface had blossomed under the waves, and she was entirely glad for it. Her great-aunt had always been a treasure, and it was good to see her happy and no longer quite so solitary.

      “Shut it, you,” Emalia said, but her face and eyes both showed her pleasure at the notion.

      “So, what have you found out, Leblanc spymaster woman?”

      The older woman gestured toward the three stacked listening devices that had been relocated from the table to a shelf. “Well, nothing interesting is going on with House Terriau other than the younger generation plotting their moves for when the matriarch has shuffled off this lifetime.”

      “They’re not planning to hasten that, are they? Because I like Icille Terriau a lot.”

      Her aunt nodded. “Me too. No, they’re mainly complaining that since I visited, the matriarch is even more annoying than she was before.”

      She laughed. “So you’ll keep visiting, right?”

      “Oh, hell yes.” Emalia shook her head. “I tell you, young people today—”

      Cali interrupted her great aunt with a raised hand. “Shush. What about from the palace?”

      “That one’s not useful anymore. The last thing I heard was scraping and muttering, and after listening to it twenty times or so, Invel and I agree. It was the sound of a chair being moved into storage.”

      She sighed. “And after all your effort to sneak it in there. That sucks.”

      The woman shrugged. “Win some, lose some. The grapevine says Styrris and Brielle got hitched earlier today. The poor girl.” She shook her head. “That man is nauseating.”

      “I feel the same. But she chose to marry him, right?”

      “Or the choice was made for her. Either way, I wouldn’t wish that fate on an enemy.”

      Cali took a long sip of her Coke. Once things settled, finding a supply chain to provide her with glass bottles of the beverage would be one of her top priorities. “And speaking of enemies, what do you hear from the old man himself?”

      “Mainly an endless litany of insults and chastisements for his servants and his family. But there was some useful news in there as well. Apparently, a couple of people he was counting on to fight on his behalf have gone missing.”

      The girl smiled, then frowned. “Wait. While anything that makes Styrris’s life a little less enjoyable is a-okay in my book, we’re not eliminating his potentials while he’s not looking, are we?”

      Emalia shook her head. “None of us here in the house is. And if you aren’t, I guess it could be a coincidence.”

      She tapped the table with a fingernail. “That’s an interesting coincidence. By which I mean probably not a coincidence at all. I’d like to know what’s going on there.”

      “I’ll talk to some people and see what I can find out.”

      “Starting with Icille?”

      Her great aunt laughed. “Of course. She’s a treasure trove of gossip.”
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        * * *

      

      Not entirely enthusiastically, Cali had agreed to meet Wymarc for dinner again, solely because she felt she owed him. His appearance to fight alongside her team in the battle against the Atlanteans in New Orleans had been part of what had enabled her to win. That deserved something, at least, even though he’d said no reward was required.

      She didn’t like owing people so when he’d asked, she’d accepted, mostly out of a sense of obligation. The rest of the reason was that she genuinely enjoyed his company and friends were hard to come by. Especially friends who were also the leaders of a noble house. You can’t have too many of those.

      The venue was somewhere she hadn’t been before, and the menu was filled with unfamiliar dishes. He guided her to a selection of fish that turned out to be wonderful. They talked over the meal about things both unimportant and very important, including the political climate in New Atlantis and the potential fallout from the fight on the surface.

      “So, how do you think the loss upstairs affects Empress Shenni?” she asked,

      Wymarc paused in mid-bite, set his fork down, and patted his lips with a white napkin. It stood out dramatically against the dark shirt he wore. She’d been surprised when he’d arrived all in black. Her Johnny Cash joke flew right past him, which was understandable but still depressing.

      “Well, since that was her plan,” he replied, “it certainly doesn’t make her look good. At best, she’s only lost face so far. If she can install a new group of people and accomplish what she set out to do, this minor glitch will probably be forgotten.”

      Cali frowned. “They can’t do that. I won.”

      He shook his head. “The particular individuals you fought are the ones who challenged you. New people, new challenge.”

      She groaned. “So the whole thing was for nothing?”

      “Never that. You accomplished some very important things. First, your city is far more ready to deal with the situation if it happens again. That will give Shenni at least a moment’s pause since she doesn’t want to look stupid a second time. Next, that was the New Atlantis Champion you defeated. Anyone who takes over will be less capable by definition. Finally, the other magicals in the city won’t forget what happened. They’ll be much quicker off the bat from here on out.” He picked his fork up again. “No, your win comes with good things even though not with every good thing you might have wanted.”

      “Okay. I can work with that. We’ll focus on getting defenses in place so we’re ready to go if she tries again.”

      He chuckled, said, “That’s the spirit,” and finished the red wine in his glass. She poured him another half-portion. “Thanks. So, when will you hear from Styrris, do you think?”

      “Emalia tells me she assumes he’ll have something to say tomorrow. He got married today. Did you know that?”

      Wymarc nodded. “I did. That word traveled like wildfire. It’s a big deal, marriage between the houses.”

      “I assume it doesn’t happen often because no one wants to give up their power to join with another house?”

      “You nailed it in one.”

      Cali sipped the wine in her glass, then asked, “So why do you think she did it?”

      He shrugged. “Almost certainly, she was pressured to. By the Malniets or people in her family, or maybe even the Empress herself. There’s no way I can see anyone agreeing to marry him, much less someone as young as Brielle Cormier.”

      “That’s Emalia’s take on it, too.”

      “She’s a smart woman. I’m not sure how you missed out on that genetic bonus.”

      She laughed and made a rude gesture at him. “Why did I agree to have dinner with you again?”

      “Because I’m never boring.”

      “That’s…very fair.” She laughed because he’d earned the point. “Good deal.” The conversation moved on to other topics and by the time they left, she realized that she was truly enjoying herself. Her mind had even let its multitude of worries go for a while to allow it to happen, which was impressive in and of itself.

      The sight of six figures blocking their path as they turned toward the palace was an unwelcome discovery. They were in pairs, two in the front, the next two on the right, and those in the back on the left. Of those closest, one was clearly older—a woman who, in this light, resembled Styrris but was a couple of decades or so less ancient. She spoke harshly. “Hello, Leblanc.”

      Wymarc sighed and twisted to face Cali. “Seriously? Before you ask, no, this isn’t me. Can’t you have one pleasant night out without someone trying to kill you, and by extension, me?” He didn’t give her time to answer but turned to the woman who had spoken. “This is the part where you tell me I can leave as long as I don’t get involved, right?”

      Their apparent enemy smiled and shook her head. “I’m afraid not, Patriarch. The orders are for both of you. You’ve chosen your side and as usual, your decision is unwise.”

      He frowned. “That’s not very polite.”

      She rolled her eyes and looked at his companion. “Any last words, Matriarch?”

      Cali sent a mental message to Fyre, who was flying invisibly overhead, and readied herself to attack. Before she could open her mouth to reply, Wymarc intervened. “Now would be good,” he said.

      With quick and brutal efficiency, the four in the back swarmed over the two in the front, attacked them before they had time to even register the apparent betrayal, and took advantage of their defenselessness. In moments, the two were on their knees with their hands behind their heads, weaponless and angry.

      She turned to him. “Do you care to explain?”

      He shrugged. “It was inevitable that Styrris would send someone to assassinate you. I reached out to my mercenary friends who, generally speaking, view the Malniets as a family of scumbags. I offered to double whatever payment they got for intervening at my request. Or, if I wasn’t with you, they would have acted on their own judgment.”

      Cali shook her head. “Why?”

      “I would think that would be obvious. I wronged you and I’m determined to make it right.”

      “We’re even after this, I think.”

      The young man chuckled. “On the day that we manage to go out to dinner without getting attacked, I’ll consider the debt paid.”

      “Okay, deal.” She laughed before she looked at the captives with a frown. “What should we do with those two?”

      “They’re minor players in the house but it wouldn’t do to have them telling tales. The dungeons below the Jehenel mansion are reasonably clean and well kept. They can stay there for a while until your disagreement with Malniet is resolved.”

      “It’d be easier to kill them,” one of the mercenaries who had turned on the others observed. “It would send a message, too.”

      “Easier, sure, but wasteful,” Wymarc replied. “Today’s enemy is tomorrow’s ally.” He gestured at the two prisoners. “Get them to my place. I’ll meet you there.”

      He’d make a good boyfriend, Fyre sent into her mind.

      She returned, Shut up you, but was secretly pleased that the Draksa had decided to forgive the patriarch for his initial foolishness. As if I have time for a relationship, anyway.

      Her partner laughed. As if you could get one if you did.

      Cali shook her head. You’re lucky I need you, scale-face, or it’d be curtains for you. Curtains, I say. His laughter echoed in her ears as she turned to Wymarc. “So, how about we try this whole escorting-me-home thing again?”
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      A messenger from Malniet had arrived and been rebuffed by Emalia, who acted as Cali’s representative. If Styrris wouldn’t arrive himself, she couldn’t afford the loss of face to speak to his underling. Which is stupid, wasteful, and a whole horde of other adjectives. Instead, the girl stayed in the kitchen, drinking hot chocolate and throwing marshmallows at Fyre.

      The Draksa snatched them in mid-air with quick snaps of his snout. His goal was to allow none to hit the floor. Her goal was to bean him between the eyes. She hadn’t managed it yet but was confident that over a long enough timeline, he’d let his guard down. And this nonsense with the messenger leaves me with nothing but time.

      She felt less relieved about the resolution of the situation with the Atlantean gang than she’d expected to. While it was an issue off her plate, it wasn’t the greatest one. She still had to defeat the Malniets to get the answer she needed—the solution to how to keep her brother alive. Having the sword was useless without that additional knowledge unless she wanted to release him from his magical protections only to watch him fade away.

      And double-damned Styrris Malniet is delaying and delaying. Coward. It’s not like he’ll even show up and fight himself.  She would never get that lucky. No, the patriarch of the enemy house would secure the best fighters available and send them against her and her friends. Her greatest fear was that he’d want big numbers on each side. His wealth and influence were greater than hers and that might leave her at a disadvantage. Emalia was on that, as well, rounding up what funds they could easily put their hands on and researching allies for rent in New Atlantis.

      Both Wymarc and Tanyith had suggested that perhaps cutting the head off the enemy outside the rules would be the better choice, and she’d seriously considered following their advice. But the only way to ensure that she got what she wanted was to defeat them in the ritual, which would compel them to release the knowledge to her. Any other route gave them an out to deny her demand.

      When the third knock on the door came, Fyre twisted his head and she managed to hit her target. “Yes!” she crowed. “Cali wins! Cali wins!” He turned to look at her with annoyance and discharged a small fog of frost breath at her. She spun out of her chair, laughing, and pointed a finger at him. “Hey. Play fair. It’s not my fault you’re so easily distracted.”

      “You have to sleep sometime. It’ll be a cold, frosty night for you.” His playful growl always made her happy.

      Emalia stepped into the kitchen. “The meeting is set.” They both turned to face her. “Two hours. On the palace grounds, equally between the houses.”

      She sighed. “So symbolic. So dramatic. Idiot.” She shook her head and corrected herself quickly. “Styrris. Not you.”

      Her great-aunt chuckled. “I know, sweetheart. He’ll almost certainly have people out watching the area already. You should do the same.”

      “Invel and Fyre?”

      “Unless there are more folks hanging around here who I’m unaware of. I don’t think Scoppic wants to be disturbed. He’s lost in a history of Oriceran that dates before any of the others we’ve found.”

      Cali grinned. “Well, we wouldn’t want to interrupt him, then. Jenkins,” she asked the air, “you’re bound to the house, right?”

      The disembodied majordomo replied, “To the grounds, Matriarch Caliste. Although I am strongest within the mansion.”

      “Why?”

      He laughed. “That is beyond my knowledge, Matriarch. You would have to ask your ancestors.”

      “Fair enough. So, you and Emalia can hold down the fort here in case they try something, Invel and Fyre will keep an eye out before, during, and after, and I’ll meet Styrris and see what he has to say.” She headed to the stairs to change and muttered, “Why do I always wind up with the worst jobs?”

      Her dressing room was mostly a disaster as she had a tendency to try things on and toss them aside rather than putting them back where they belonged. Since her visits to New Atlantis were invariably on the run, she hadn’t yet managed the second part of the cycle where she cleaned the chamber. Emalia would have done it for her—or hired someone to—but she refused. This was her special place and she didn’t want anyone messing with it.

      Cali pawed through the outfits still hanging in the tall wooden wardrobe and sighed at her failure to discover anything she liked. Next was the dresser, created from the same unfamiliar wood as the larger piece of furniture. Again, nothing appealed to her. She sifted through the stacks of previously discarded clothes on the room’s large comfortable chairs and the footrests that went with them, those on the hook on the back of the door and the door handle, and even some suspended on the rod that held the curtains covering the wide window.

      Finally, she found some things she could work with. Heavy black denim jeans that were a little baggy plus a pair of matching work boots would do for the bottom layer. The footwear was high enough to hide the sheaths for throwing knives inside, so she added them. Not that I’m particularly good at it but it’s always better to have more options than less, right? Next up was a dress in black and red that fit her tightly but stretched when she needed to move. It reached her hands with a piece that went between her fingers to keep it properly positioned. She slid her magic bracelets over it.

      Finally, a stylish belt of silver links finished the outfit. She slipped her daggers into sheaths on each side as weapons hadn’t been specifically prohibited. Ostensibly, it was for display purposes only, but she had little doubt that Styrris would be equally well-armed, either with physical blades or magical ones. She checked the look in the mirror, pulled her hair out of its ponytail and shook it free, and decided it was good enough for her meeting with the desiccated leader of her rival house.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre, flying high above the palace grounds, spoke into her mind. He’s left his mansion.

      Cali nodded and stepped out the door, which Emalia closed behind her. She tried to imagine what Styrris’s walking pace would be and slowed hers by half to match it. It wouldn’t do to be the first one there—or the last one. No, we have to arrive together for some bizarre and stupid reason.

      Fyre laughed. Thinking loud again. And it is bizarre and stupid. Draksa would never do something like that.

      She chuckled. No, you’d flap around playing chase and demonstrating your lack of maturity.”

      You’re one to talk.

      Yeah, yeah. She was too tense to continue the conversation and focused on making her way to the appointed place at the appointed time. Her partner kept her updated on her enemy’s progress, and she changed her speed as needed. When she stepped onto the palace grounds, she exchanged nods with Invel. The Drow was her backup plan but she’d be too distant for him to protect her from any kind of sneak attack.

      The Malniet patriarch came into view, as did the underling who stood roughly at the same distance from the meeting point as Invel did. She and Styrris locked gazes and maintained their connection until they stopped a couple of feet away from each other. He was all in black with silver trim and looked like a freshly made zombie or vampire with his severe cheekbones and sunken eyes.

      Cali nodded. “Patriarch Malniet.”

      “Leblanc.” He replied,

      He’s trying to provoke you. Let it pass. “Have you considered my offer?”

      “I have.”

      She desperately wanted to slap his face but restrained herself. “And?” Do you want to be a conversational minimalist, scumbag? Two can play that game.

      Let me ice him, Fyre suggested mentally. We can end this right here. He’ll never see me coming.

      But we won’t get what we need from him then, she replied. So, no. Now shush.

      “One battle,” Styrris answered. “Three on three. There’s no reason for any of your other allies to die because of your foolishness.”

      Which means he doesn’t have all that many people he can rely on, Fyre observed.

      Cali agreed with and ignored the Draksa’s comment. “Accepted. When?”

      The patriarch sighed as if discussing the details was exhausting or irritating for him. She hoped it was both. “Saturday night.”

      “Well, give me a second. I have to check my social calendar.” She looked up and pretended to think, and Fyre’s laugh echoed in her mind. After a moment, she returned her gaze to her enemy and said, “I’ll have to move some things around but it’s doable.”

      “Until Saturday, then.” He turned on his heel and strode back the way he’d come.

      “You know,” she called, “you could simply give me the information I need and we can skip the part where people bleed and die and your house is humiliated.”

      He didn’t reply. She hadn’t expected him to and simply shook her head and retraced her steps, collecting Invel as she passed. Fyre continued to fly high above and kept an eye out for any dangers that might await them. Emalia opened the door as they approached, and Fyre swooped through it behind them.

      When it closed and they were all safe again, Cali sighed with relief. “Well, that sucked.”

      “I hate that guy,” Fyre growled.

      The older woman laughed. “Styrris Malniet has evoked that reaction in many people before you and will doubtless continue to do so for the rest of his life.”

      “Which might not be that long,” Invel added.

      Cali shook her head. “He won’t fight himself. Surely he understands his limitations better than that.”

      The Dark Elf shrugged. “For you, this is a means to an end—getting what you need to free your brother. But from his perspective, it’s a literal existential crisis. If House Malniet loses, it will be seen as weak. If it’s seen as weak, others will challenge it. It might take a week or a month, but the family won’t survive a loss for long. And whoever defeats them won’t want the displaced patriarch hanging around.”

      She considered that information, which she hadn’t understood before. It cast Styrris’s actions in a fresh light, one she could better understand. It also held implications for what was to come. “So…if he thinks it’s life or death, he’ll do everything he can to ensure that we don’t make it to the fight on Saturday.”

      Emalia nodded. “Yes, that seems logical.”

      Cali sighed. “Okay. We stay in the house except for essential things. No one travels alone. Use some of those gems Tanyith found and hire guards for the grounds. Fyre and I will go back to New Orleans and let Tanyith and Zeb know what’s up. From here on out, we’re in battle mode.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When Kendra had called and offered to buy him lunch, Tanyith had jumped at the chance to see her. While her responsibilities had slowed a little lately, Cali’s absence meant he spent more time at the tavern than he’d expected to. If it was merely a job, he wouldn’t have made it such a priority, but he owed Zeb more than only the minimum.

      He portaled into an alley next to the small restaurant. It was almost literally a hole in the wall. The businesses on either side had gobbled part of what should have been this one’s space, so the tiny eatery had only enough room for a row of two-seater tables along the right-hand side and a walkway up to the counter at the back. Kendra was already inside and waited at a table near the middle. She was dressed in detective casual, a neutral blue blouse under a brown leather jacket. Diners occupied every other chair except the one opposite her, and several people stood in line to order food for takeout.

      He kissed her cheek and sat. She pushed two hot dogs loaded with toppings across to him. The first was a Chicago dog adorned with the hottest sport peppers he’d ever tasted. It was his favorite item on the menu. The other was a local “gumbo dog,” which was andouille sausage with a dark gravy that carried all the flavors of the traditional New Orleans dish. That was his second favorite.

      She’d selected the same and was halfway through her first already but paused to gesture with her chin. “Eat. We’ll talk after.”

      Tanyith laughed and complied. If nothing else, his girlfriend was practical. He assumed her experiences as a police officer made her that way and he’d been told by friends with military experience that eating whenever possible was an absolute rule. She leaned back with a sigh when her food had vanished. “That was good stuff.”

      “Absolutely. The perfect choice for a lunch date.”

      “We live together now. We’re not dating anymore.”

      “So, the glamor’s gone that quickly, huh? How disappointing.”

      They laughed and Kendra’s smile faded. “Will you need to fight again? In New Atlantis?” When he’d told her the story of the battle against the Atlantean gang, she’d seemed more worried than usual. Maybe cohabitating is deepening both her feelings and her concern.

      He shrugged, ran a napkin over his lips, and used it to brush crumbs out his goatee. “I’m not sure but it’s likely.”

      “Will it be more dangerous than the last one?”

      “There’s no way to tell, honestly. On the one hand, we’ll fight the best of the best again. But on the other, they won’t be able to choose a battleground filled with traps. So it’s kind of a wash, at worst, with the possibility that it’ll be better.” He stretched across the table and touched her knuckles to stop the continuous drumming of her fingers. “What’s up, Kendra?”

      She sighed and pulled her hand out from under his. Leaning back, she folded her arms and shook her head. “It bugs me that I can’t help you. I mean…helping is what I do, you know? And for you, who’s more important than the average person to me, I can’t do a damned thing.” She managed a crooked smile as she delivered the understatement. At least he hoped it was an understatement of his importance to her.

      “Which irritates you because you’re my girlfriend or because you’re a detective?”

      “Some of each. More of the former. Probably.”

      “I wish I could say or do something to make that better but you know I can’t. I gave my promise that I’d back Cali—”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything in particular,” she interrupted. “I only wanted you to know why I’m being…well, the way I’m being.”

      “I hadn’t noticed any change.” He had time to pull away before her open palm slapped on his arm but decided she needed the outlet. Still, the blow hurt. He laughed. “I always forget how strong you are.”

      Kendra shook her head but a smile began to form on her face. “Perhaps you need more regular lessons.” She stiffened suddenly and looked over his shoulder, and he twisted to look at the doorway, wondering what had tweaked her instincts.

      A person he recognized stood there—a man he had last seen in the Zatora mansion. Aiden Walsh raised his hands to show they were empty and said, “There’s no need to get angsty. I come in peace.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “Yeah, sure you do. What do you want?” He was ready to cast defensive magic and even jump up and attack the mage if necessary.

      “Only to talk.” He hadn’t left the doorway and was half in and half out of the restaurant.

      “Not here,” Kendra replied sharply.

      He nodded. “Go to the bar two doors down. They’ll be open. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      The other man gave a sharp nod and headed out the door. He rose and turned to say goodbye to Kendra, but she was already striding past him. “Are you coming, Tay? I’d like to hear whatever story this chucklehead has to tell. He’s the one you were searching for, right?”

      Damn detective instincts. She remembered his description. “Yeah, right.”

      “Good. Finally, some answers. Let’s go beat him until he talks.” At that moment, he couldn’t be sure she was kidding so he followed more quickly than he otherwise might have.

      The bar was a dive but was still about twice the size of the hot dog restaurant. Its door opened onto the narrow side of the rectangular bar, two silver stools with red vinyl padded seats only a foot away as they stepped in. The guy they sought sat at a rickety table in the back corner, a bottle of expensive bourbon and three shot glasses on the surface in front of him. His hands were also visible in what was doubtless another show of his harmlessness.

      As if I’d be so stupid as to consider this man harmless after what he’s done. Tanyith knew about his actions at the mansion and the way he’d killed the Zatora lieutenant and tried to frame Cali for it. He imagined Walsh had been involved in far more nefarious activities too but had only his instincts as proof. Still, it wasn’t a gigantic leap.

      He sat across from him, and Kendra took a seat at the next table at enough of an angle that a single gun couldn’t cover them both. It would have been an excellent plan, except that the third person in their triangle was able to attack with a word and a gesture with both hands simultaneously. Still, it did ensure that one strike wouldn’t suffice.

      Walsh spoke first. “Okay, so I know you don’t trust me. You have every reason not to. But I’ll tell you that you should and explain why.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “Back up. Tell us why you were with the Zatoras. Oh, and since I doubt that Aiden Walsh is your real name, how about you share that with us, too?”

      He nodded. “My name is Ozahl. I am from New Atlantis, that part was true. But when I got here, I didn’t want to use my real name in case things went wrong with the gang.”

      “In case you burned too many bridges and ticked off too many people.”

      The other man chuckled. “That is…accurate. I wasn’t as savvy then as I am now.”

      Kendra growled with open displeasure. “Oh, you’re still ticking off folks left and right as far as I can see.”

      Aiden—Ozahl—glanced at her with a smile Tanyith remembered from the old days. “It’s good to know I haven’t lost my touch.” He turned back and said, “So, I was with the Zatoras because it served my purpose to be with them. I was never interested in acquiring power here, even though I played the game on both sides. I went solo for a while in between. But all along, what I’ve really worked on is a way to accomplish things in New Atlantis.”

      He shrugged. “Well, nice catching up with you then. Good luck down there.”

      The man grimaced. “Okay…look, I get it. You have no reason to trust me. I’m very sure I said that already.” He paused, looked annoyed, and blew a breath out. “The moment has come where our purposes intersect. You have interests in New Atlantis. So do I. We should work together.”

      Kendra snorted. “That’s rich. What could you possibly offer?”

      Ozahl didn’t look at her and stared directly ahead. “Right now, Styrris Malniet is looking for ways to cheat. I have it on good authority he’ll accept Leblanc’s challenge for one decisive battle. So, he’ll seek the best champions he can buy and work at eliminating her, her friends, and any potential allies he knows about or finds out about. And, last time I checked, House Leblanc didn’t have an abundance of resources down there.”

      Tanyith scowled. Unfortunately, he’s not wrong. “Let’s say, for the sake of conversation, that you’re at least partially correct. Where are those ‘intersections of purpose’ or whatever you called them, exactly?”

      Ozahl leaned forward and put his forearms at the edge of the table. “Here’s the thing. My goal requires the fall of a noble house. I don’t particularly care which one. So, right now, I could be having this conversation with Styrris Malniet.”

      Kendra bristled and interjected, “That sounded like the kind of threat that might get you thrown in jail.”

      “I know.” He nodded. “So that’s one more assurance of my genuine desire to work with you. Anyway, I think Styrris is a scumbag and the head of a family of equally reprehensible scumbags. In fact, the only person in New Atlantis I admire less than him is the Empress. So, we have a common goal. The defeat of Malniet.”

      He considered the man’s words for a moment, then replied, “And how do I know you’re not playing double agent on his behalf already? It seems like it would be much safer to lock you up.”

      Ozahl sighed and raised his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “There’s no way for me to prove that to you except by my actions. And to get there, you’ll have to agree to work with me.”

      “What do you propose? Specifically, that is. The Aiden Walsh I used to know was capable of being specific.”

      The other man grinned at him and again, it was the familiar smile he remembered. “Well, I think we start by getting as many people as we can to watch out for trouble against Leblanc and to locate those who Styrris might select as champions. We counter those who could target her and we detain the potential hirelings until after the fight.”

      “That’s kidnapping,” Kendra observed mildly.

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. “But it’s better than the alternative—and better than letting the top people fight your girl, right?”

      Tanyith nodded. “You make sense. I agree. We do share interests here. But if you step out of line, history or not, I’ll kill you myself.”

      “That’s only fair.” The man extended a hand and he shook it. “So, shall we get started? I know where two of the most likely candidates for Styrris’s team live.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vimana’s training room was amazing. No other word sufficed. Copper-colored metal made up all the surfaces, and lights set in the peaked ceiling cast odd shadows on the areas below. Cali had seen most of the other rooms on her last visit but this one was only for combat drill and had been omitted from that tour.

      She had chosen to wear her black uniform with the sheath for Defender strapped across her back, her knives at her waist, and her bracelets on her forearms. She and her opponents formed a diamond with each at a point. On her left stood Cara Binot, who wore “agent casual”—faded blue jeans and a khaki military t-shirt with combat boots. Casually, she flipped and twirled her daggers, Angel and Demon. Diana’s second in command had recently cut her hair almost to the scalp, and it gave her kind of an Ellen Ripley from Alien 3 look.

      Nylotte’s lips were twisted in one of her familiar sardonic smiles, which always seemed to judge and find no end of lack. The Drow wore black leather, as usual, but had traded her jacket for a tight-fitting tunic. Her white hair was bound in a high ponytail barely visible over the top of her head. She had similar weapons in similar positions to Cali’s.

      At the fourth point of the shape stood Diana Sheen. Her outfit mostly matched Cara’s, only she’d selected black jeans instead of blue. She also wielded a sentient sword, Fury. In the hours since Cali’s arrival, the four of them had discussed the benefits and pitfalls of dealing with willed weapons.

      Now, it was time for practice. Atop a pedestal in the corner of the room, up about six feet in the air, Rath the troll sat with his legs crossed and a smile on his face. He was about three feet tall and his most notable features were his wide grin and the purple hair sticking up in all directions from his scalp. She hadn’t seen Max yet but looked forward to renewing her acquaintance with the troll’s canine companion.

      Nylotte was Diana’s mentor and had also agreed to teach both Cara and Cali at different times. The Drow had naturally taken control of the group as soon as she’d arrived at the ARES Agents’ base, and the current session was her idea. “We’ll give Cali some practice dealing with attacks from multiple vectors.” The Dark Elf locked eyes with her. “We’ll go slow at first. All of us are skilled enough that if we cut you, it won’t be anything we can’t fix with a healing potion. Rath has a supply up there so you shouldn’t worry about that. What you need to concentrate on is deepening your connection to your sword. Time’s running out for you to build your bond before your big fight.”

      She scowled. “I wish you’d quit calling it a big fight. It sounds like I’m about to break up a relationship rather than battle for the existence of a noble house.”

      Cara laughed. “She’s right. It kind of does.”

      The Dark Elf shook her head. “Focus, people. Let’s begin. Only weapons at first, no other magic.”

      Cali couldn’t allow them all to attack her at once, so she’d need to stay in motion and use one to block the others as best she could. She darted to her left and drew the sword with her right hand and the dagger with her left, and Cara advanced to meet her. The agent swung at her face with one dagger and drove the other forward in an attempt to stab her in the chest.

      She stepped away from the first and blocked the second with an inside-out circle of her smaller blade. Defender whipped up at a diagonal, aimed at her foe’s hip, but Cara skipped out of the way before it got anywhere near her. Cali continued to move in the direction of the swing and twisted to face Diana, who had slipped in for her attempt. Fury snaked out in a quick thrust at her stomach, and she drove the hilt of her dagger onto it to direct it down as she dodged. The Drow’s arrival frustrated her counterattack. She ran forward to disengage from the cluster and spun to meet the next assault.

      It came from Nylotte, whose sword slashed across her at waist level. Cali blocked it with a downward stab of Defender and countered with a slice at the Dark Elf’s face. As Diana rushed in from the right, her sword had already begun to move into place to block the other woman’s before she’d fully processed the danger. She’d sent her magic questing toward the weapon at the beginning of the battle but without much direction, simply seeking a way in. Apparently, it had discovered one. The movements around her seemed to slow and give her more time to react and respond. Her movement speed stayed the same, though, and she had the presence of mind to realize it was probably a function of the sword’s magic.

      The Dark Elf’s call for the others to increase their pace negated the advantage after only a moment. Damn her. They crossed swords and daggers again and again, and Cali’s predictive ability increased as they progressed. She could almost sense where the attacks would come from before they started. Just when she felt good about her skills again, Nylotte hurled a blast of lightning at her face from close range.

      Defender jumped into the gap and absorbed the incoming magic with ease. Cali was very sure she’d been the one driving the motion but at this point, she felt as much like an extension of the weapon as she did the blade’s wielder. In the back of her mind, barely below comprehension, it sounded as if someone was having a conversation. Maybe those are the people who transferred themselves into the sword? She didn’t have time to consider it as the agents joined the magical assault.

      She faltered only once—a clumsy move as she tried to shift position—and Fury scored a line of fire along her leg. A quick riposte drove Diana back but the wound would spell her defeat before too long. She took a step back to evade and the voices in her head united to shout a warning. Reflexively, she whipped Defender around her in a circle in time to deflect the throwing knife Rath had hurled at her from behind.

      Nylotte shouted, “Hold,” and everyone froze. Cali panted, dripped blood onto the floor, and eyed her opponents warily. All three wore approving smiles, and in only a moment, the troll was at her side and handed her a healing potion. She took it with a nod of thanks and drank enough to make the cut vanish. The Drow asked, “So, what took place between you and the sword?”

      Cali shrugged. “Things slowed for me. I could almost see what would happen before it happened. Then I noticed voices talking but…like, too low for me to hear exactly what they said. Until they all yelled at me to block.”

      Cara nodded. “That sounds familiar.”

      “Yep,” Diana replied. “That’s how it works for me too. Although Fury’s not prone to talking to itself.”

      The other agent rolled her eyes. “There are times my two won’t shut up. Usually at the most annoying moments.”

      The girl laughed. “So good, I’m not going crazy. Nice to know. I was worried for a minute there. By the way…” She twisted to look at the troll. “That was a dirty trick, dude. I thought we were friends.”

      Rath laughed, grinned, then did an excellent interpretation of Yoda from Star Wars. “One who helps you learn a true friend is.”

      “Plus, he’ll take any opportunity he can get to show off his knife-throwing skills,” Diana added. “Don’t let him convince you to bet on a contest. He’s unbeatable.”

      Nylotte sighed. “Can we get back to the rather important topic at hand, please?” No one looked particularly repentant but they all turned their attention to their teacher. “So, your sword has begun to work with you. That’s good. But there’s still a long way to go. We’ll train every morning and afternoon while you’re here. The rest of the time, you’ll get some sleep and discuss strategy and tactics with Diana and Cara.”

      Cali nodded. She was incredibly lucky that they’d agreed to help her yet again, and she would do anything asked of her without question. Although next time, I’ll keep an eye on the troll.

      “Kayleigh is working on some stuff for you as well,” Diana added. “We’ll see what she comes up with before you go too.” She had reached a level of acceptance with the agents that permitted her to know Diana was referring to the woman she’d previously only known as Glam.

      “Awesome. I love gadgets and gizmos.”

      Cara grinned. “Me too. It’s why I joined.”

      Diana frowned. “You said it was because you thought I’d be a fantastic leader.”

      The other woman shook her head. “I lied. It was for the toys.”

      Cali laughed right up until the moment that Nylotte said, “Rest break’s over. Time for round two.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Usha had donned her Champion’s gear for her visit to the palace. The grand structure in the center of the domed city gleamed extra brightly as if the universe knew it might be her last time inside and wanted to make it a special experience. When the Empress’s summons had come, it had been a relief. Even though she only had failure to report, she generally preferred to avoid delaying important events, whether good or bad. Still, her steps slowed involuntarily as she approached the entrance.

      Four guards awaited her, with Gwyn at their head. The seneschal wore formal dress, a gown that reached to her feet in the palace’s particular shade of blue. The way she stood—with her hands clasped behind her back and precisely on the threshold of the building so the visitor would have to stop on the outside—conveyed a definite sense of ritual. It’s symbolic and not a particularly good sign.

      She’d discussed the situation with Danna after they’d recovered from the battle, and the other woman had concurred that it was highly unlikely the Empress would kill her outright. The odds were good that she would leave the palace alive, although no solid bets could be placed on her fate thereafter. The possibility existed that things would go better than that, but she liked to make sure she considered the least appealing outcome to any given challenge.

      Danna and her boyfriend—who she hadn’t yet had the chance to meet—were somewhere in New Atlantis at the moment, ready to support her if she needed to run. The offer had been unexpected and her former second in command had insisted that she agree to it when she’d tried to demur. Her argument that she didn’t want to taint her friend with her failure had accomplished exactly nothing. That’s genuine friendship, not like what Shenni has offered me lately.

      She halted in front of the seneschal and nodded respectfully. “Gwyn.”

      The older woman returned the nod. “Usha.”

      “Will I regret leaving my sword with you?” It was as close as she could get to asking if she’d be likely to survive the encounter.

      A look of pain flickered across Gwyn’s face. “Every piece of information I have tells me that you won’t. But it’s irrelevant. Your Empress has summoned you. You will hand over your weapons. All of them.”

      Without taking her gaze from the other woman’s, Usha removed her daggers, her sword, and the other dangerous items from her uniform. Again, she was forced to trade her boots for another pair. After completing her disarming, the guards surrounded her, and Gwyn led her through the building on the most direct path to the throne room. Along the way, she made plans for how she would escape if it suddenly became necessary. It was merely an exercise to occupy her mind, though. If the Empress decided to eliminate her, death would find her before she had any idea it was coming.

      They stopped before the high doors that separated the throne room from the hallway. While she waited, she studied the carved wood of the panels in front of her, which told the story of the early days of New Atlantis in a series of pictures that connected to some of the formative stories of her childhood.

      She wondered what she’d see when the doors opened. Whatever lay behind them—unless it was an executioner with a giant ax—she still wouldn’t know her future. The Empress would be within her rights to kill her in private or in public or to celebrate her in either of those ways. She snorted inwardly. But somehow, I don’t think she’s likely to celebrate.

      Her best guess was that Gwyn was correct and she’d survive the encounter with her monarch. The older woman didn’t seem tense enough to carry the secret that she was about to die. Of course, she might not know. Usha could have endured mental debate for hours in the throes of that argument, but the opening of the passage into the throne room forestalled any further consideration.

      The room turned out to be neither full nor empty. A representative of each of the noble houses appeared to be present judging by the colors and insignia on either side of the carpet she was escorted along. They weren’t the patriarchs and matriarchs, given the quality of their clothing. So, public, but not so important as to require the most powerful audience. That adds weight to the survival part of the scale.

      The guards stepped aside as they reached the base of the dais to allow her to step to the edge of the staircase. She gazed at the Empress, who sat on her throne and stared at her in return. The dark tentacles that formed her hair moved slightly of their own volition. She’d always found them beautiful but now, the motion made her vaguely queasy. The frown on her monarch’s face was enhanced by her stark makeup and the crown and torc she wore. Damn. She went all out. That’s a weight on the less desirable side of the scale.

      Conversations inspired by her arrival dwindled to silence. The Empress, always a master of dramatic timing, waited until it had become uncomfortable to break it. “Usha, Champion of New Atlantis, we welcome you. Please give your report.” Her voice held no emotion, only flat disregard.

      Usha’s already straight spine stiffened. She bowed formally, the appropriate response to being recognized by the Empress. “I regret to share the news that Matriarch Leblanc managed to defeat the strongest fighters we had to offer. She has acquired powerful allies, and despite our best efforts, she survived. We have agreed, as is proper, to cease our endeavors in New Orleans.”

      “Disappointing.” She shook her head and turned her gaze away as if to consider her champion’s fate. Dramatics. Equally disappointing, Shenni. Another plus for the survival side, though. Posturing was unnecessary if she was about to be removed. As monarch, the other woman didn’t need a reason. Finally, she looked at her again. “We trusted you to take care of a relatively simple task on the surface and somehow, you failed.” She shook her head again and shouted, “Clear the room.”

      In moments, only Usha, Shenni, Gwyn, and two guards remained. The Empress fixed her with a hard look. “I was pleased to name you Champion years ago. Yours was a grand story—the rise from virtual nothingness to handily defeat every other contender. It seemed as if it shouldn’t be too much to ask for you to secure the city for me. But you failed. I cannot countenance failure. It’s bad for my image.” She smiled slightly and in it, Usha caught a hint of the woman she knew and had once loved. It vanished as quickly. “There’s only one way to make it right. One chance to stay in my good graces.”

      This was probably the moment where Usha was expected to say, Anything, my noble, beautiful, brilliant, all-powerful Empress. Name it, and it will be yours. But she couldn’t force herself to do it. The perfect relationship they had once shared wasn’t only damaged, it was broken. And while there might have been a way for her monarch to repair it, she hadn’t chosen to. Instead, she’d doubled the distrust.

      “And what is that, my Empress?” She did manage to keep her voice mostly neutral and spoke rather than snarled the words, even though it was difficult.

      Shenni shrugged as if the Champion’s feelings didn’t matter to her in the least. “Kill the Leblanc girl before she fights the Malniets. Fix your mistake by serving the needs of a true noble house. Once you have accomplished that, I can send others to New Orleans and find another useful task that demands your skills.”

      Usha took offense in several distinct ways that competed for the title of greatest outrage. First, the other woman treated her like an amoral hired killer. She had never been that and would never be that. Second, she suggested the Malniets were somehow nobler than the Leblancs simply because they were allied with the Empress at the moment. I wonder how long that’ll last once she’s taken what she wants from them. Days, not weeks, I would guess. Finally, any tasks Shenni might give her after she’d debased herself wouldn’t be ones appropriate for the Champion of New Atlantis. Hell, I wouldn’t have done that when I was poor and fighting only for survival.

      She cleared her throat and replied, “With all regret, Empress, I cannot do that.” She added silently, It’s against everything I believe in and everything I thought you believed in.

      The monarch nodded. This result couldn’t have been unexpected and her words sounded carefully rehearsed. “Very well. You remain Champion of New Atlantis with all the rights and responsibilities associated with that position. But henceforth, we will not recognize you. Begone, Usha.”

      As she spun on her heel and marched toward the doors, the guards rushed ahead to open them. She sensed Gwyn behind her, ready to interpose herself should she lose her mind and attack the Empress. As if I would be so stupid. As if there aren’t traps on the stairs, or archers in the walls, or some other way to kill me before I took three steps.

      Her escort didn’t speak to her as they retraced their path to the entrance. Usha collected her weapons and traded her borrowed boots before she straightened to face the seneschal.

      “I don’t know what she’s up to, but I don’t think it’ll work out well for her. If she changes—” She stopped with a small frown. Changes what? Her mind? Her personality? Her beliefs? What would it take? She shook her head and continued. “If she becomes the person she was—the person I can believe in—please find me.”

      The woman’s face was hard as if she held emotion back. Usha wanted to think regret at her dismissal caused the expression, but it could as easily be outrage at her disobedience. She nodded. “I doubt such an event is likely to occur, Champion. Be well and for your own safety, keep your distance from the palace.”

      Usha laughed. “Don’t worry, Gwyn. I have no intention to return. This has become a house of lies and deceit, and we already had too many of those.” She turned and as she strode away, she noted with surprise that something that had been clenched inside her for so long that she’d forgotten it existed had begun to soften.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Danna waited impatiently and drummed her fingers on the table at the dim restaurant in the outer circle of New Atlantis. Ozahl had made the successful argument that he should be the one to keep an eye on the palace in case Usha raced out of it with the Empress’ guards on her heels. He’d be able to act with the element of surprise, while she would easily be connected to her former boss.

      Former. It’s so weird. Losing the battle wasn’t an issue for her. She and Ozahl still possessed all their options for the final actions in their game. They might yet manage to eliminate both Leblanc and Malniet but would almost certainly be able to at least capture one or the other. Her boyfriend had already taken the right steps to co-opt Leblanc’s people into their cause because it truly was their cause as well. That’s what made it all so perfect.

      Still, the waiting sucked. She’d requested only a single drink upon her arrival an hour before but had handed over extra cash to ensure the server wouldn’t object to her occupying the back table and not ordering. The meal would be a celebration of one kind or another. A farewell to a wonderful partnership if Usha chose not to join them, or the start of something fantastic if she did. Either way, she didn’t want to diminish her appetite ahead of time.

      She brightened at the sight of the figure who stepped through the door. The delay had clearly involved stopping to change clothes as she couldn’t imagine Usha had met the Empress in the casual blouse and black jeans she now wore. She waved and was rewarded with a thin smile. The other woman moved like a warrior as she traversed the distance between them, weaving gracefully through the mostly empty tables to her place in the back.

      Danna gestured at the seat next to her. “So, the look on your face tells me things didn’t go so well. On the other hand, you’re not covered in blood so clearly, cutting your way out of the palace wasn’t required.”

      Usha snorted. “I might have showered.”

      She shook her head. “This is where I politely avoid making a joke about how you’d smell better if you had.”

      “Fair point.”

      After a moment, she let the smile she’d been holding back escape. “I’m glad our noble monarch decided not to free up the title of Champion.” Which would have involved the death of the current holder of that position. “Did you make a deal of some kind?”

      The server arrived, and the woman ordered dark rum before she leaned forward and spoke softly when they were again alone. “Shenni wanted me to kill the girl—outside the rules. To benefit a certain house with which she is allied.”

      It was easy to understand the references. “And you told her no?”

      Her companion nodded. “I did. We lost, fair and square, and we can’t work against the girl now.”

      Danna leaned back and crossed her arms. “That’s a fairly generous interpretation of the situation. We’re not permitted to harass her in New Orleans, certainly. But what makes her off-limits here?”

      Usha chuckled. “Always the devil’s advocate, aren’t you? Because right is right and bending the rules to the breaking point isn’t necessarily ethical in every situation.”

      She laughed. “So what’s your plan now?”

      The other woman sighed and shrugged. “Fix my house up. Maybe open a bar here.”

      The door opened again and Ozahl stepped through. Danna smiled. “Nah. The boring life wouldn’t suit you. What if I had a better idea?”

      Her ex-boss raised an eyebrow. “I’d listen.”
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        * * *

      

      Introductions went more or less as Danna had expected. The first reaction—to meeting her boyfriend—was polite and welcoming. The second—to the information that he was their mole inside the Zatoras—was greeted with far more suspicion and required them to gloss over some of the details, especially those involving actions against the Atlantean gang.

      By the time they moved to the third revelation, she felt a pause was in order. She guided the conversation around to stories of growing up in New Atlantis while they ordered food and devoured it, each of them seemingly famished. Or maybe we’re all eager to get to what comes next. When a tray of desserts to share arrived, the moment of truth came with it.

      She cleared her throat. “So, about that better idea.”

      Usha nodded. “Is this something you two cooked up together?”

      Ozahl smiled. “It’s been simmering for a long time. While she was loyal to you, I was disloyal to…well, everyone in preparation for the end game. We’re now on the cusp of the final act.”

      “I wanted to tell you for the longest time, but I couldn’t,” his partner added. “We both know you needed to chart your own path. Only now, when we’ve all wound up at the same place in the same moment, is it possible for me to finally share.”

      The woman sighed. “I understand but doesn’t mean I like it. It makes me feel kind of stupid if I’m honest. But let the past stay in the past. What’s your play?”

      She grinned. “We’ll become nobles.”

      Her former leader—it still sounds weird—laughed, then frowned. “Wait. You’re serious?”

      Ozahl nodded. “As a lightning bolt to the eye.”

      “How?”

      Danna took a bite of the chocolate cake that was set before her and vaguely noticed the many ways in which the subtle differences between Atlantean cuisine and surface food manifested. In this case, it was an edge of sea salt she wouldn’t have expected. She followed it with several sips of coffee while she put her thoughts in order and lowered the cup. “There are two possibilities. First, Leblanc loses and we swoop in to take her house.”

      Usha laughed grimly. “It’s not all that likely, I’ve come to believe.”

      “Yeah. Betting against her seems like a bad idea. So we’re working another angle. Ozahl has met with Tanyith, the one who’s fought alongside her the longest. They’ve agreed to work together against the Malniets.”

      “Who will doubtless cheat all the way to the battle.”

      Her boyfriend laughed. “Who are already cheating and would continue to do so probably from beyond the grave if they could learn how to.”

      “The goal is to weaken Styrris’s position from the shadows,” Danna continued, “and when the outcome of the fight is known, move on whichever house is weaker.”

      “Or both.” Usha said it like she’d been involved in the planning from the beginning.

      Ozahl clapped briskly. “Exactly. Or both. Damn, it’s good to finally talk to you in person. Danna said so much amazing stuff about you that it was hard to believe it, but I see it’s all true.”

      The other woman flashed a quick smile at him before she returned her gaze to Danna. “So, you’re asking me to be a part of this endeavor? To work for you?”

      She shook her head. “To work with us. If we only score one house, you’ll be the third most powerful within it after the matriarch and her husband.”

      Her partner barked a laugh. “You mean after the patriarch and his wife.”

      “He’s having trouble accepting reality.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, third. But if we get two houses, the other one is yours, free and clear.”

      Usha sounded doubtful. “Just like that?”

      Her friend spread her hands wide. “Just like that. We don’t want to be separated anymore. We’ve already spent enough time apart to last a lifetime. And any new family will need allies.”

      Her ex-boss leaned back and sampled her dessert, a custard Danna was unwilling to try because it involved seaweed, and remained quiet for more than a minute. In the interim, she sensed her boyfriend’s desire to speak but stopped him with a glance. The Champion of New Atlantis needed to make this decision on her own with no more persuasion than she’d already been given if she was to fully buy in. Danna knew this because aside from Ozahl, Usha was the best friend she’d ever had. She waited and felt like her entire life hung in the balance.

      Finally, the woman spoke. “How far outside the rules will we go?”

      Danna expelled a relieved breath at the use of the word “we.” “All the way.”

      “We’ll remove as many Malniets as possible,” Ozahl added, “and as many of the people who might fight for them as we can find. The family members can choose between exile or death as they pose a threat to us later. Those who can be bought, we’ll lock up until after the battle. They won’t like it but they’ll come around after we pay them out of the Malniets’ accounts once they’re gone.”

      “That plan doesn’t work if Leblanc is the one who loses,” Usha replied.

      She shook her head. “Actually, it kind of does. That’s the two-house scenario. Even if Malniet wins, they’ll be so reduced by our actions that they’ll be ripe for a takeover. We’ll move on Leblanc first and take Malniet on again while they’re weak.”

      The other woman nodded. “You’ve planned this carefully.”

      “We have,” the man replied. “For a long time. And it will work.”

      A frown crept onto Usha’s face as she stared at her. “So I guess the only question is whether I can trust you now that I know you’ve been lying to me all along.” A chill ran through Danna in the instant before her former boss smiled. “I’m screwing with you. I’m in. Let’s kick Malniet ass and show the noble houses how a life of privilege makes you vulnerable.”

      She didn’t add the words, but Danna sensed them nonetheless. And let’s show Empress Shenni too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the second night since Aiden Walsh—no, damn it, Ozahl—had come out of hiding and convinced him that they had a common enemy. The two of them had sealed their partnership by capturing and detaining a couple of potential Malniet champions. Tanyith had worked at the tavern the previous evening, and the new arrangement had time to work on his subconscious to change his perspective from grudging acceptance to outright enthusiasm.

      So what if it serves whatever purpose he wants? It also helps protect Cali and gets me the payback I so richly deserve. It’s win-win-win all around. He stepped through the portal onto the New Atlantis dock with a spring in his step he immediately subdued lest his freedom from the effects of the sinister spell be noticed. At least one of the runners at the docks would be a Malniet watchdog. When he’d sent the request for a meeting to those who doubtless still believed they were extorting him, he assumed they’d probably have eyes on him from the start. Which is why I finished all my planning beforehand.

      He was dressed inconspicuously in jeans, a t-shirt, a leather coat, and work boots. The outward appearance concealed the daggers hidden along his spine, one for a top draw a little below the collar of his jacket and the other at the bottom, ready to be pulled from his lower back. If they took his coat, he still had his magic and his reinforced footwear. On the surface, both Kendra and Sienna were on guard, as were those acting as their security details, and would be until the situation with the Malniets was resolved.

      And tonight will be a big step in accomplishing that highly rewarding task. He wandered the short route from the docks to the Privateer Pub, pretended to have the weight of the world on his shoulders, and kept his head down and his pace slow as if he was reluctant to arrive. When he finally reached the restaurant, he stepped inside and walked to the bar. The same man with the impressive mustache who’d been there the previous time stood behind the curved wooden surface. Tanyith beckoned him to lean over so he could speak privately.

      “You seem like a good sort, so I’ll give you a heads up. The folks in the back probably aren’t pleased with me.” The flat expression he received in return confirmed that they were there and that they were being their usual disagreeable selves. “You might want to relocate the people closest to that section. Actually, if you wanted to be real smart, you should get everyone out of here as quietly as possible.” The other man’s gaze flicked toward the door to the back room, and he shook his head to warn him. “It’s too late to alert them unless you’re telepathic. But you don’t look like a true believer, merely someone who is stuck providing a service they’d rather not sully their hands with. So, take care of yourself and your customers. Clear out.”

      The bartender nodded and moved to the far end of the bar where the pass-through was located. Tanyith turned and strode to the back. The man might still try to intervene, but that wouldn’t be very smart. He scanned the patrons. Among them were only four seated alone, three men and a woman. Ozahl could be any of them, based on his proficiency with disguise. While the two in the rear room could pose a challenge for him without backup, the addition of his new ally should mean much better odds. He might have had a qualm about killing them but frankly, the combination of their actions and their status as an ongoing threat to him and his friends earned them whatever they got.

      He reached the door, took a deep breath, and yanked it open. Finding a third person present was unexpected but not a concern since he had additional support as well. The blonde woman sat in the seat closest to him. Her face was even more freckled than he recalled, and she wore a sleeveless top that revealed her hard muscles. It was a good disguise for the level of magical prowess she possessed, given her ability to plant a spell on him.

      The man he recognized was beside her and his goatee and mustache looked even wilder than they had before. Maybe he’s trying to hide the divots in his face. Their new friend leaned back in his seat with expensive-looking boots on the table. He had an air of confidence about him and was dressed in a trim button-down shirt and fashionable trousers. The three looked like worker bees joined by a manager bee. He turned his attention to the one he hadn’t met yet. “Who are you?”

      The stranger took his feet off the table and rose. He stood a couple of inches taller than him and seemed to expect that his height would be seen as intimidating based on his expression. Unimpressed, Tanyith shrugged and waited quietly until finally, the other man said, “That’s not important. What is important is whether you’ve done as you were told. We’re tired of waiting.”

      “You mean you and your friends here?” He gestured at the two he’d dealt with before.

      “Don’t be a smart guy. Did you burn the club?”

      “Yeah. Just before I came here. I used gasoline all around the outside. It went up like a matchbook.”

      The seated man shook his head. “You don’t smell like smoke or gasoline.”

      Tanyith responded with a thin smile. “I’m sorry. If I’d known that was your preferred choice of perfume, I would have put some on. I subcontracted the job. I’m not an idiot.”

      A grunt issued from the standing man. “That remains to be seen. And the council?”

      “I already gave you all I have except for one thing. They’re ticked off and they will step into the void the gang left behind to make sure no one messes with the city. New Atlantis is done there.”

      Another grunt followed. “That also remains to be seen. And the last part? It doesn’t seem like you did as you were told from what I hear.”

      Tanyith shrugged. “Cali wouldn’t have lost that fight, no matter what I did. She was too well prepared. So I’ll do it when it matters—if I have to.”

      The woman chuckled. “Oh, you have to. If you want your little women to be safe.”

      He made a shooing motion toward her but kept his gaze locked on the big man. “Quiet. The boss here is talking. Also, I didn’t get your name, boss. Or should I simply keep calling you boss?”

      With a sigh, the man opposite him shook his head. “You’re way too clever for your own good. Maybe we need to teach you a lesson. Kill one of the girls you love.”

      “Yeah, a lesson.” He sighed. “That makes sense.” He raised his hands and discharged a line of lighting spread wide enough to encompass all three of them. The sudden appearance of a shield separating them from him wasn’t a huge surprise. The powerful blast of force that hurled him through the surface behind him was.

      Fortunately, the thin wall was decorative rather than structural. He struck a table, which promptly flipped and dumped him onto the floor. Because he’d been ready for some kind of reaction, he was able to make sure his hands touched first and protected his skull as he landed. He scrambled sideways to avoid any incoming blasts but none appeared.

      Carefully, he rose and drew his daggers. The three used the doorway to enter the conspicuously empty main room. The big man nodded. “So. You planned this. Your women die tonight.”

      Tanyith shook his head. “I don’t think that’ll be as easy as you imagine. But you’ll never know, of course, since you won’t leave this place alive.” He turned to the woman, who looked slightly confused. “Yeah, that spell is long gone so you can quit trying.”

      The other man who’d been irritating from the start opened his mouth to speak and he hurled a dagger at his face. The man yelped and conjured a shield barely in time to avoid swallowing the weapon involuntarily. Tanyith charged the woman and a burst of magic issued from the far corner of the room as Ozahl stepped out from behind a veil. The shadow blast struck the big man in the head and he fell instantly. Surprise attacks are always handy.

      His adversary hurled a ball of flame, and he ducked hastily enough that it only singed him. The smell of burning hair was nauseating, and he managed a better effort to avoid the second one as he surged toward her. He stabbed forward with the blade in his right hand, but she responded with a shockingly fast crescent kick that knocked his attack off-target. Her other foot rocketed at his head and he had to dive to the side to dodge it. He pounded into the top of a table, rolled off, and found his feet quickly enough to evade the next baseball-sized orbs of fire she threw at him.

      He tasted smoke and realized the structure had caught fire. Ozahl traded shots with the other Malniet, who remained upright beyond the woman. A serpentine path connected Tanyith with her position, and he raced along it and raised a shield to protect him from the next three fireballs she launched at him. He feinted as if to drive into her and she moved slightly to clear his approach to the other enemy. The man didn’t realize he was there until his dagger dug into the back of his neck and unstrung his limbs, and he sagged into an untidy heap.

      Tanyith twisted and raised a shield in the direction of the woman, but she stared at her chest in shock. A piece of wood from the wall protruded from it, presumably because Ozahl had used telekinesis to skewer her. She sank to her knees, still looking confused, and fell onto her side.

      He glanced at the big man, the first one to fall. “Is he alive?”

      His ally shook his head. “Nope. I had a lucky shot. His head was turned the right way—or the wrong way, depending on your perspective.”

      A hasty glance at the smoldering wood refocused him. “I guess we’d better get out of here before the place falls on us.” He bent to retrieve his thrown dagger and headed to the exit.

      Ozahl climbed over broken tables and met him at the door. “You know, I used to like this bar despite the name.”

      Tanyith laughed. “I can see that. Too bad it wound up infested by vermin.”

      They stepped outside and his companion sighed. “That’s an excellent step toward our goal. Time to gather friends and take another one. Are you still in?”

      He nodded. “Are you going after Malniets?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I’d say our shared interests continue,” he replied with a grin.
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      The mage was quietly pleased as he led Cali’s friend to a different part of the outer ring where he and Danna had taken an abandoned building as their own. Spaces didn’t stay empty for long in the domed city, but there had been a death with no immediate family and things were a little up in the air at the moment. He assumed they had a week, tops, but they wouldn’t need all of it.

      Because after the battle between Leblanc and Malniet on Saturday night, we’ll have a better house. A noble one. He’d skimmed cash from the Zatoras as a sideline to his other activities with and for them and had built up enough of a nest egg that they’d be able to hire any mercenaries they needed to establish their claim when the moment came. It would take the rest of the nine some time to come to terms with the move, but he wasn’t worried. Once they were in, dislodging them would be virtually impossible. He’d ensure that it was.

      Even though he trusted Tanyith, that trust extended only to the intersection of the ring road with a spoke near their temporary abode but no farther. The two women emerged from the shadows at their approach and he put a hand on the other man’s arm. “There’s no need to worry. They’re on my side, which means they’re on your side now. I’m not asking for forgiveness, only understanding and professionalism.”

      Tanyith had stiffened at their appearance, and his nostrils flared as he processed the new information. Finally, he nodded and didn’t quite growl his response. “Shared interests.” The women were smart enough not to push and merely inclined their heads to acknowledge him.

      “Are we good?” Danna asked.

      Ozahl smiled. “Of course. We put a little pain on some of the stupidest beings ever to descend from the Malniet line. Honestly, I can’t imagine what they were thinking giving those three any task at all.” The comment made Tanyith chuckle, which was its intent. “So, what did you find?”

      Usha cracked her knuckles. “A group of mercenaries operates out of a settlement they’ve claimed. A few of the younger Malniets like to hang out with them. It seems like they’d be a fairly good group for Styrris to recruit from.”

      Danna nodded. “If we target them, we take care of several things at once. We reduce potential champions, eliminate a Malniet or three, and maybe even keep one to sweat for information.”

      “I like it,” Ozahl replied. “I can’t see a reason not to. Does anyone disagree?” He didn’t wait for a response. “No? Good. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d taken a circuitous route to reach their destination to avoid attention along the way from any potential lookouts. A direct tube connected the section to the dock, but many of the settlements shared connections that didn’t intersect the domed city and this was one of them. As a result, they passed through two separate living areas before they traversed a transparent cylinder that led to their target.

      Ozahl was moved by being inside the tunnels again. It had been a long, long time since he’d used one, and it was entirely true to say he’d been a very different person then. The tubes had represented freedom, once. Now, they were simply a means to move from the place he wanted to be—the hub of New Atlantis—to somewhere he didn’t care about. Even if they’d headed to the settlement his family had lived in, he would have felt the same. The old man was gone and someone new had returned in his stead.

      The passage opened into what had once been an airplane fuselage. They had no way to know what to expect beyond the normal hodgepodge of reclaimed vehicles that made up the living areas that circled the central city. This section ran slightly downhill as if it were stuck on a rock or something. At the far end was a heavy wooden door, featureless except for a small spyglass set in it at head height.

      “Quiet or loud?” Usha asked.

      “Loud,” Danna replied an instant before he did. The Champion of New Atlantis raised her hands and blasted the door inward with a bolt of force.

      The mage was the quickest and had already lurched toward the doorway before the projectile had finished its flight. It crushed what was probably a guard, who stood outside another door opposite the first. This one was metal and also sported nothing but a small circle of glass. He shattered it and powered through.

      It opened onto what seemed like the inside of a yacht set crosswise to their line of entry. A luxurious living room included several large couches and portholes that revealed the water beyond. He spared a moment of appreciation for whoever had made the vessel watertight before he raised a shield and moved to the right. His defense intercepted a blast of lightning that a woman in a black t-shirt, camouflage pants, and combat boots hurled at him. He sensed the others flowing into the chamber behind him and heard their shouts of alarm and anger as they were attacked in turn.

      The initial fight was fast and brutal. He expanded his shield and raced at the woman to bulldoze into her. By that time, she had summoned her protection but it wasn’t enough to prevent him from pushing her out the door behind her. He slammed it shut, cast a wall of force to keep it blocked, and spun. Tanyith had stabbed his opponent in the arm and launched a kick into the man’s face. Usha and Danna fought as a team to consistently swap opponents at an unexpected moment to break through their defenses and overcome them.

      He pointed at the door he’d secured. “We’ll go this way.” He dispelled his magical barrier and the entry fell open to show his enemy waiting for them. The woman’s shield absorbed his lightning attack, but the force bolts from the other three catapulted her down the long corridor behind her. She landed hard, and Usha was there in moments to drive her head into the floor and ensure that she wouldn’t join the fight anytime soon.

      “Is there any way to know who’s a Malniet and who isn’t?” Ozahl asked,

      Danna shrugged. “Not really. They like to play soldier so it could be any of them.”

      “All righty.” He blasted the door at the far side of the hallway off its hinges with no immediate response. His normal option at moments like this would be to lead with a fireball but using such wantonly destructive magic underwater had limitations. Instead, he stuck his head cautiously around the corner and jerked it back as a blast of shadow careened into the wall. “It’s an end room. They’re in a corridor opposite this one.”

      He pointed at Danna and Usha. “You go forward. We’ll keep going this way and meet you when we meet you.”

      “Be careful,” his girlfriend replied, We’re not invincible yet.”

      Ozahl laughed. “Against these idiots? Almost.” As the others departed, he turned to Tanyith. “I’ll go in shielded. They’ll attack me and you come in and destroy them.”

      The other man nodded and the mage moved. He pushed a shield out from his skin in the shape of his body and tuned it with illusion so that he’d appear slightly away from where he physically was. It was an old trick but had made many of what might have been fatal attacks miss completely in the past. He surged forward and a beam of shadow followed him as soon as he entered the enemy’s line of sight. The room was a small lounge with a couch and two chairs on the far side. He cursed inwardly at the fact that the larger piece of furniture rested against the wall. It would have made good cover. He stopped suddenly and dropped prone, and the beam passed over him.

      He watched from foot level as Tanyith ran in and dispatched the enemy with a thrown dagger and a right hook. As he pushed to his feet, he brushed dirty carpet lint from his black pants and tried not to think about how quickly mold might form in a place like this. “Onward.”

      The hallway opened onto identical cabins, one after the next and all empty. They met up with Danna and Usha near the middle, which lacked a living quarter but had a ladder upward instead. It led to an opening in a higher deck. He shook his head. “Ugly.”

      Danna laughed. “You’re getting conservative in your old age, love.” She created a basketball-sized orb of lightning and threw it into the room, where it detonated and delivered bolts in every direction. Several thumps, both soft and loud, issued from the ceiling. Ozahl launched himself through the opening.

      He landed in the middle of four twitching people. Five knives, one blackjack, and a nasty looking spiked club lay on the deck. Three of the fallen looked the same, the product of rough upbringings and the daily need to work for their survival. The fourth was different. His clothes were better, he had more flesh on his body, and his haircut had probably cost more than anyone in the settlement made in a week. As his teammates entered the room, he pointed out his find. “He looks like a pampered Malniet to me. What do you think?”

      Usha pushed on the man’s cheek with the toe of her boot and elicited a groan. “It sounds right to me. Let’s see what he has to say.”

      Fortunately, the wannabe mercenary was as spineless as they had expected. Once they had him tied to a chair, the first sight of a blade made him start to babble wildly. In short order, they had names and locations of other Malniet family members as well as his opinion on potential champions. Finally, and most importantly, he gave up the way to the bolt hole in the settlement where the remaining two Malniet cousins were hiding. When they offered him the choice of death or exile, he was quick to choose the latter.

      Ozahl sighed. “They don’t make nobles like they used to.” He unbound the man, opened a portal, and pushed him through it. “I have friends on the other side. They’ll keep him out of circulation until things have settled.” He closed the rift and turned to the three mercenaries who sat bound on the floor and stared daggers at him. With a shake of his head, he observed, “It’s not my fault you choose to consort with idiots. Don’t blame me for your bad decisions.”

      “Will we kill them?” Usha asked,

      He shrugged. “Let’s see if they can make better choices.” He knelt beside them. “Here’s the deal. As of now, you’re under contract. Your job is to stay here until Sunday. Don’t leave the settlement. People are watching the docks, so we’ll know if you break the rules. Obey, and you’ll get cash at the end. It won’t be a fortune but a good payday. Disobey, and you’ll be in this hodgepodge pile of relics when we destroy it.”

      Their eyes widened and they nodded enthusiastically. Ozahl glanced at the others. “What do you think? Should we trust them?”

      “Sure,” Danna replied. “It’s easy enough to locate and kill them if they disobey.”

      Usha added, “We can afford the risk.”

      He looked at Tanyith, who sighed. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s limit the killing if these idiots will let us.”

      Ozahl clapped briskly. “Excellent. Now, it’s time to find the other nobles and see what they have to share before they get to play ‘Exile or Death.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Exhausted, Cali had collapsed after her first full day of training with the agents and Nylotte, and the day after had been worse. Today, there had only been a single session because her mind and body ached like they’d been through an old-school wringer—the kind she’d seen in Bugs Bunny cartoons on the Internet. She felt almost as boneless and her muscles were mostly jelly.

      Tomorrow would be spent recovering, fueling herself for the battle to come that evening, and discussing last-minute details with her allies. Tonight would be all about the presents, plus a short celebration to send her off. She’d sleep in New Atlantis in what could be her final night as matriarch of House Leblanc.

      Whenever her thoughts turned to that idea, she reined them in quickly. What will be will be and worrying about it won’t change it. Only planning can alter the outcome. The words might have come from Nylotte, Sensei Ikehara, Diana, or even Zeb. All of them would have told her the same thing.

      Which was why her walk through the base to Glam’s lab was filled with hope rather than despair. Of course, the fact that Rath and his Borzoi buddy Max had waited outside her door to escort her and Fyre helped. The two cavorted and ran circles around her as they made their way through the wide corridors. The Draksa feinted and snapped as they passed. The whole exchange lifted her spirits considerably. Without question, she’d step onto the battlefield far better for her days spent with the agents.

      They had even given her an honorary uniform—fatigue pants and a khaki shirt. Her boots were still her own, despite Diana’s suggestion that she should allow Kayleigh to work on them. Hidden stilettos weren’t her style, and her friends were right that she was more of a danger to herself than anyone else with a pistol, concealed or otherwise.

      When they arrived, Kayleigh and Diana were waiting, seated on high stools next to a plastic-topped lab table. The tech looked younger than most of the other agents, doubtless in part because of her asymmetrical blonde haircut and deliberately noticeable makeup. The lead agent gestured for her to sit and said, “We’ll try not to keep you for too long. I’m sure you’re eager to get home and into your own bed.”

      She nodded. “I wouldn’t have expected to feel that way, but yeah, I am.” She climbed onto the stool at the end and Fyre found a corner to curl up in and supervise the proceedings.

      Kayleigh stood in front of a bank of small lockers like those found in an amusement park or a health club. She stretched to one and pulled out a thin black vest. When she set it on the table, Cali noticed that it had a V-shaped line on it that protruded slightly from the fabric.

      “Okay,” the tech said, “since you’re not likely to be shot at, this vest is all about resisting cutting. It won’t stop a determined stab with considerable weight behind it, but it should turn anything that’s less direct than that. Of course, each use will degrade its ability for the next, so consider it more a backup plan than your primary option.”

      Cali nodded. “What’s that?” She pointed at the pattern she’d noticed.

      The other woman grinned. “That is another secret weapon. Diana, would you care to do the honors?”

      The lead agent rolled her eyes. “So, we thought you might not have found a use yet for the anti-magic deflector crystals we gave you. There are sockets in there for five of them. They cover them so they don’t hurt you if they explode, which they’ve done on one or two occasions.”

      Kayleigh nodded. “They usually only crack. After we discovered they can do more than that, we started using guards. This isn’t as fashionable as the ones I’ve made for the others, but I didn’t have enough lead time to make it both effective and pretty, so I went with the first one.”

      She grinned. “Thanks for that.”

      The tech laughed. “I’m a gem. Everyone says so.” She gestured at the object on the table. “Gem. Get it? Honestly, you people wouldn’t know funny if it ran you over at high speed on a dark country road.” She pushed the vest out of the way and placed four small spheres on the plastic surface. Each featured a stripe of a different color. “Red is incendiary. Blue, flashbang. Green, tear gas. Yellow, smoke. You set them off by shattering them on the ground.”

      The blonde turned to retrieve something else from the lockers behind her, and Diana pointed at the orbs, each of which would fit easily in her palm with room to spare. “Don’t be misled by how small they are. They pack a serious punch. And you’ll want to be way out of range if you use the tear gas. It sucks. I’m sure that Glam put us through extra testing rounds simply to be a jerk.”

      “Lies,” the tech responded. “Science requires precision.” She set a wide belt onto the table. “This will be an improvement on what you have. It has room for potions, sheaths, a pouch, and four places to slot your mini grenades in. You should practice and memorize where they all are ahead of time, though, until it’s natural to retrieve the one you want.” She pointed at the large round buckle, which displayed her family’s symbol, a compass in blue and gold. “And an extra surprise if you need it.” She pulled and twisted, and the buckle came off in her hand. “Press the center and…” She did so, and a curved blade popped out to cover the northern hemisphere of the circle. When she pushed again, the sharp part withdrew into the device.

      Diana whistled. “Damn, Glam, we need some of those.”

      She laughed. “You’re dangerous enough already.”

      Cali shook her head. “I can’t imagine where I’d be likely to use such a thing but it feels good to know it’s there.”

      Kayleigh took two small sheaths from the lockers, each of which had a curved handle protruding from it. She pulled one of them out to reveal a keen-edged throwing knife that looked to have been cut from a single piece of flat metal. “These go at your lower back where the agents often carry a backup pistol. I’m not sure if you’re any good with them, but Rath insisted.”

      Diana laughed. “He would.”

      “I’m probably better with the knives than a gun, anyway,” she said with a nod. “Which might not be saying all that much. There’s no way I can thank you enough for all of this.” Fyre sent a wave of affirmation, presumably at her assessment of her pistol proficiency.

      The tech shook her head. “This is what I do for fun. No thanks required. And since the boss had little or nothing to do with it, there’s no need to thank her, either.”

      The agent laughed and shrugged. “She’s not wrong. This is all her.”

      Kayleigh grinned. “Okay, one more present—something I’ve been working on for the agents. I have to warn you, though, it’s a prototype.”

      Diana groaned. “That means she’s using you as a guinea pig. I’d run for the hills and fast if I were you.”

      “Nonsense,” Glam quipped. “All my experiments are worthwhile for everyone involved.”

      Cali grinned at the banter as the boss replied, “Like the netgun?”

      The woman waved a dismissive hand. “That wasn’t so much an experiment as a field test of a terrible idea—your terrible idea, as I recall.” She turned to face Cali and spoke over Diana’s attempted reply. “So, we use capacitors on the agents’ vests to deal with electrical attacks, both technological and magical. I didn’t know how that would work with your magic and didn’t have time to investigate, so those seemed like a bad option. Instead, I created this.” She dug in the locker again and slid a disc about the size of a hockey puck to her. “It activates on impact and creates a magnetic field that attracts electricity.”

      “Have you tested this before?” Diana asked.

      The tech shrugged. “Some smaller versions. It seems to work as intended.”

      The agent shook her head. “It’s up to you, Cali, but if you do accept it, you should be ready to use it only in a dire circumstance. Even then, take my advice and throw it as far away from you as you can.”

      Glam sighed dramatically. “Luddite.”

      Cali took the object, along with all the other items on the table that Kayleigh helpfully slid closer to her. She slotted the spheres into their receptacles and positioned the sheaths. Finally, she put the disc in the pouch. At the tech’s nod of approval, she shrugged and said, “You never know what might make the difference.”

      Diana stood and stretched. “True that. Now, how about one last meal and a drink before you go to show New Atlantis who’s boss?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She and Fyre arrived late at the Leblanc mansion. The house was quiet, and since Jenkins recognized her immediately, no alarms sounded. Somewhere along the line, this had started to feel more like home than New Orleans. Cali wasn’t sure she liked it that way. Even if she won, she couldn’t see spending her life in such a small place. She could still visit wherever and whenever she wanted by portals, but it wasn’t the same, at least not in her head.

      The Draksa leaned against her leg and she patted him absently. “I don’t know, buddy. It feels weird to be here.”

      He snorted softly. “Things are changing. After tomorrow, nothing will be the same. Either we’ll lose and be on the run, or you’ll be getting ready to meet your brother.” She appreciated that he didn’t mention the other possibility of failure that resulted in one or both of them dying.

      “I guess you’re right. Well, I suppose a good night’s sleep is the best thing we can do at this moment.”

      “Unless you might want some hot chocolate.” He chuckled.

      “You mean unless I want to give you marshmallows,” she countered.

      “I’ve heard they’re good pre-battle food.”

      She laughed. “From who?”

      The Draksa affected a haughty tone. “Reputable sources.”

      “Which reputable sources.”

      “Jenkins.”

      Cali shook her head. “Is this true, Jenkins?”

      The disembodied majordomo’s prim voice replied, “I cannot tell a lie. It is true, in fact.”

      They all laughed together and she raised her hands. “Okay, then. I bow to the collective wisdom of the room. Let’s have some hot chocolate and marshmallows. We’ll follow that classic advice—‘Have sugar tonight, for tomorrow we may die.’”
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      Cali woke late and padded to the kitchen at lunchtime. Everyone else was already awake and seated at the big table. “Finally,”  Emalia said, “and just in time. Open a portal to the tavern.”

      Many appropriate replies flicked through her mind—most of them involving faux outrage at the continued lack of respect for her noble status—but she complied. Zeb looked impatient as he stepped through carrying a stack of pizza boxes with the name of her favorite slice restaurant in New Orleans. He deposited them in front of the others and took a seat. She let the portal close and joined him. Fyre nuzzled her foot from his hidden position underneath the table, and she patted him with her toes.

      She tried to talk, yawned instead, and tried again. “Carb loading. I like it.” Laughter and discussion ensued, and they spent an hour and a half having their version of the celebration from the night before. Thereafter, they relocated to one of the dens for more important conversation and outlined tactical situations they might face that evening. She and Fyre shared a couch and the others pulled up comfortable stuffed chairs to make a circle.

      Tanyith related his activities alongside Ozahl, Usha, and Danna, which had resulted in a reduction of both the available Malniets and the potential hires for Styrris. He promised more detail on how that had all come about at another time.

      “So, the others plan to swoop in and take over Malniet when they’re defeated, is that it?” Zeb summarized.

      The man nodded. “Or Leblanc. They didn’t hide that. But they also think we’re more worth saving, apparently.”

      Emalia shook her head. “Or they’ll move on both. We’ll have to stay on guard after this is over for however long it takes things to normalize.”

      The ex-convict smiled. “Definitely. As a backup, I might have noticed where they’ve sent all the Malniets who choose to live. So, if they do decide we look tasty, we can retrieve them to cause trouble. Assuming they did exile them and not kill them once they got there, of course.”

      “Where is there?” Cali asked.

      He chuckled. “Out of all the potential places where they could have stashed them, they chose an old Zatora warehouse I did recon on once. I noticed the view out the window, which shows the tip of the casino building in the distance. I think Ozahl must have used it for his purposes when he was with the organization. Nothing of note registered when I investigated it before.”

      Zeb folded his arms and looked satisfied. “That’s a good backup plan. If you tell me where it is, I can get the magical council to put some eyes on it.”

      “Will do,” Tanyith confirmed.

      Emalia asked, “So, once you win tonight, what then?”

      Cali stretched, patted Fyre’s scales, and drew a sigh from the power-napping Draksa. “My main focus has to be saving Atreo. When we win, we come back here, activate all the wards to ensure we won’t be disturbed, and take care of that.”

      Her great-aunt shook her head. “No. You’ll need to rest first and eat, and wait for all the stuff that comes with the battle you’re about to fight to fade. Your brother has waited for years. He can endure a little longer so you can do it right.”

      She frowned but had to acknowledge the truth of the other woman’s words. “I hear you. We’ll do it your way. Do we have guards?”

      Emalia grinned. “We have purchased mercenaries and both Terriau and Jehenel are sending some of their best on loan for as long as we need them. Barring all-out war among the houses, we should be as well protected as we can be.”

      Invel, who had been mostly silent throughout the afternoon, added, “I’ll assess the state of the wards and add power to those that can take it.”

      “I’ll help with that,” Zeb told him. “And I’ll stay here until tomorrow at least. I’ll only need a portal before you all go so I can get Valerie and close the Dragons.” His tone was mild but she was sure he regretted not being part of the battle to come. He’d offered but she’d felt she owed it to Tanyith, who had been at her side all along, to be the one to accompany her. She’d given him an out but he had met her expectations by refusing to take it.

      Cali stood and rolled her neck with a loud crack. “Okay. Let’s do the portal and then I’ll get dressed. We leave for the big event in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Emalia slipped into her dressing room before she had a chance to start changing. Her great-aunt pointed Cali to a chair, pushed the clothes off a small table, and dragged another seat across from her. She sat, pulled her tarot deck out, and unwrapped the heavy cloth that protected them. “Let’s see if the cards have anything to tell us.”

      She shrugged. “They knew about the Empress so could be useful.”

      The older woman nodded and shuffled. “We’ll choose three. I’ll move through the deck one by one and you tell me when to pull a card. The first is your past, the second your present, the third your future. Think about the battle to come.”

      Cali closed her eyes and let her magic slip free of its bounds to assist with her selection. The sound of the other woman working through the deck became her only sensation. When she felt a twitch from her power, she said, “That one.” They repeated the process twice more before she opened her eyes.

      Emalia wrapped the unused cards and set the bundle aside. On the table between them, face down, were three cards. “Ready?” she asked.

      “Let’s do it.”

      The first card to be revealed was a naked woman with a wand in either hand. It was upside down. Emalia’s voice, deeper than usual, intoned, “The World, inverted. Lack of closure or something left incomplete.”

      She nodded and whispered, “Atreo.”

      Without reply, her aunt flipped the next card. It showed the same woman, her hands locked on the jaws of a lion. Strength. “Your present is about strength, both inner and outer. But remember that the card also refers to compassion, which is in itself a mighty force.”

      Cali didn’t reply. She’d done all she could to build her strength in all the ways she knew how. It would either be sufficient, or it wouldn’t, and nothing would change it now. But she would keep compassion in mind as much as she could under the circumstances.

      The older woman placed her palm over the last card. “This, then, is your future.” She turned it to display the High Priestess and chuckled. “Intuition and inner voice—it suits you well. Also often seen as a challenger to the Empress.” She opened her eyes. “Trust your feelings, Luke.”

      The girl groaned. “Really? Star Wars quotes now before the biggest fight of my life?”

      She grinned. “It was the biggest fight of his, too.”

      “I love you. Now, go away, crazy woman.”

      Emalia picked her cards up, her smile still in place. “Seriously, though. Trust yourself. You’ve got this.”

      Cali nodded and made a shooing motion with her hands, and as the door closed behind her great-aunt, she whispered, “Yeah. I got this. Sure.” With a deep breath and matching exhale to push her worries away for a while, she rose and crossed to where her gear awaited her on the dresser.

      First on were her uniform pants, solid and black. A tear from a previous fight had been hand-stitched by Invel, who had proven to possess a wealth of unexpected talents. They had pockets in the usual places, plus thigh pouches with Velcro flaps.

      Next came her socks and boots. The footwear was heavy, reinforced for kicking or blocking. They climbed to mid-calf and buckled instead of lacing. She’d often thought they were as fashionable as they were effective. When she’d made the mistake of sharing that opinion with others, a torrent of abuse about her inability to judge good fashion had resulted. It hadn’t changed her mind, though.

      She’d decided to wear the khaki t-shirt Cara and Diana had provided. Something about it gave her confidence, and she could use every ounce of that particular resource she could get. Next was the good luck charm Sensei Ikehara had given her. The thought of her teacher made her smile. He’d been overly generous to her from day one, and she was glad to wear his token into battle. She hoped to return it with its string of successful uses unbroken. Carefully, she pulled her hair out of the way of the chain and tucked the pendant under her shirt.

      Her heavy uniform top came next. She buttoned it slowly from the bottom and secured the collar at her throat. A pin with the compass logo of her house went over the top button, and the symbol appeared on both arms and over her heart as well. The wide belt with the toys Kayleigh had provided wrapped at her hips, and she attached her daggers at each side.

      Cali took each of the metal flasks that contained her potions and checked to ensure they were properly sealed. Healing and energy went into each thigh pocket, and she nestled an extra healing potion behind the prototype disc Kayleigh had given her and the glass orb Invel had provided in her belt pouch.

      Her consciousness narrowed as she donned each item, bringing the battle ahead into clearer focus. She drew the vest over her head and strapped the sides tightly against her ribs. Satisfied with her progress thus far, she opened the top drawer of the dresser and retrieved the magic deflector crystals the agents had given her. The slots were perfectly sized for them and she snapped them into place one after the other. She put the safety fabric over them again when they were all secured.

      Next, she looped the strap that held Defender’s sheath over her head and a shoulder. She yanked it tight and checked the draw of all her weapons—sword, daggers, and throwing knives. Touching each of the grenades in turn, she reminded herself of their locations—incendiary, flashbang, gas, and smoke. Finally, she set the charm necklace on top of everything with her last shield and light charms hanging from it.

      She turned for the first time to the full-length mirror that stood in the corner. A woman with crazy hair looked out. With a sigh, she found the elastics she’d forgotten to use and pulled her curls back to tame them into a tight ponytail. When she looked in the mirror again, a warrior stared at her—one who would defeat one of the other Atlantean noble houses. And, she told herself, one who would free her brother. The warrior wouldn’t stop until she accomplished these things, no matter what. She nodded at her reflection. Game time.
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      The slow walk through the city reminded her of the journey to the first battle with the Malniets only this time, her skin crawled like she had a target on her back that any number of people might be aiming for. Her only real defense was that any attack by the rival family at this point would be very visible and thus difficult to deny. Which won’t matter much to me if I’m dead.

      Fortunately, Fyre walked at her side. The Draksa continued a running commentary in her mind and pointed out potential assault vectors she might have missed while he generally maintained a watchful eye on their surroundings. It was useful both practically and emotionally. Keeping her head straight was more challenging than she’d expected. Probably because I’m fighting for Atreo’s survival too, not only mine. The sense that her parents watched from somewhere added another stone to the rickety support of her emotional state.

      She walked on the right, Fyre in the middle, and Tanyith on the left. He had dressed almost identically to her, save for the vest and the new belt. Emalia had provided him with a compass pin for his neck and even fashioned one as a necklace for the Draksa. The streets were more crowded than usual, and people stared at them as they passed. Some radiated support, some hatred, and many of the rest a simple bloodlust. A trailing line formed behind them as this fight would be a public show by decree of the Empress, who had also selected the venue—the Championship Arena.

      The perfectly round structure was made up of a combat field at ground level with rising tiers of seating encircling it. Entrance passages existed at the four cardinal points. Cali and her allies would enter from the West. Styrris was required to be part of the Malniet procession, even though he wouldn’t join the fight, and would enter from the East. The Empress herself was unlikely to attend, but a representative would probably be present to witness the conflict.

      The arena came into view as they walked the ring road around the palace. It still lay at a distance, positioned along the next outermost circle that separated the noble houses from the rest. The same white stone that made up the Empress’s seat of power had been used in the arena’s construction. It appeared to glow in the diminishing light, and the illumination that filled the combat field spilled upward from the inside. She spoke only loud enough for Tanyith and Fyre to hear, although lip-readers or magical eavesdroppers could doubtless be found among the thickening crowd on the sidewalks.

      “So, there it is. I’m starting to think this one battle to end it was a bad idea.”

      Tanyith laughed softly. “All your ideas are bad and yet they seem to work out. This will no doubt be the same.”

      Fyre snorted a frosty mist from his nostrils but made no effort to disagree. “You suck,” Cali replied. “You both suck. How did I wind up with such jerks for friends?”

      Into her mind, the Draksa observed, Dumb luck, I guess. With the emphasis on dumb.

      “In other news,” the man said, “how do you think the Malniets will cheat?” It had been a topic of discussion throughout the afternoon. Not if they would try to bend the rules to the point of breaking. That was a given. How they would do it was the ongoing question, especially under the allegedly neutral eyes of the Empress’s representative.

      She shook her head. “In every way they can. I can’t imagine what it will be, though. I suppose we’ll simply have to roll with it.”

      “Are you worried?”

      Cali chuckled. That word was so inadequate to describe her feelings. “Hell yes, I’m worried. Anyone with a brain would be. Which, I guess, leaves you two out. You’re lucky like that. It must be nice to be so unburdened.”

      They shared a laugh and lapsed into silence as the crowd grew bigger and they moved closer to the arena. She had a pair of primary concerns other than the cheating. The first was who or what Fyre would face. After experiencing Kraken, Giant Squids, and a Draksa of unusual size, she imagined something Lovecraftian showing up. The second and only slightly less worrisome issue was what spanners the Empress would throw into the works. When she’d decided to intervene, Cali hadn’t been able to refuse. Being the monarch has its privileges. But she didn’t trust the woman for an instant. Shenni probably had a hundred ways to subtly skew the contest in the Malniets’ favor.

      Palace guards lined the last part of the walk. Her skin crawled as she passed between them and entered the darkened passage under the seating that led to the field. Fyre, doubtless sensing her agitation, sent a feeling of calmness and confidence across the channel that connected them.  She took the hint and walled her concerns off, pushed them into the alcoves in her brain made for that purpose, and bound them there with crime scene tape. No matter how much magic she learned, her old habits sometimes remained entirely useful. By the time the tunnel finished, she was as ready as she could be.

      Nothing could have prepared her for the throngs that filled the stands or the sight of three large circles painted on the grass—one in Leblanc scarlet, one in Malniet green, and one in the palace’s unique shade of blue. Across the arena, her enemies entered at the same time she did, and far more of them were present in the retinue. Three figures in armor, another six in suits and gowns, and at the head of them, Styrris Malniet looked as fashionable and corpse-like as ever.

      She’d been instructed in the process by a missive from the palace that had been delivered that afternoon. They were to walk to the exact center, turn, and approach the royal box. The Empress’s designee would address them and thereafter, the combatants would each enter a circle. The fights would be individual until the first death or incapacitation, at which time it would become a free for all.

      Styrris had a smug smile on his face that grew bigger as they approached. Oh yeah, he’s up to something. The crowd sent support and vitriol at both of them, which made it feel like the start of a New Orleans Saints game. They turned in tandem and walked to where the representative of the palace was concealed behind a thick curtain. When they reached the appointed distance, the audience fell silent.

      The fabric swirled aside to reveal three people standing between four guards. The sight elicited a loud gasp from the crowd, who then started to cheer. Cali only recognized the least important one from Emalia’s description, but her forlorn expression confirmed she was Brielle Cormier, Styrris’s new bride. Even though she hadn’t expected the palace to be truly neutral, to have the wife of her foe in the royal box was a significant slap in the face. The woman’s white gown, reminiscent of a wedding dress, was merely icing on that particular cake.

      The next most relevant was the Empress’s seneschal, Gwyn, who maintained an indifferent aspect with apparent ease. The older woman wore a tunic over a skirt, both of which were appropriate for the throne room and seemed overdone in this setting. A sword hilt protruded from the scabbard at her left hip.

      The third person beamed at the success of her surprise. Empress Shenni stood in the center of the group wearing a broad smile as she waved at her people. Cali studied her as they all waited for the cheering to die down. The monarch was clad in a long blue robe but a glint of metal near her neck suggested she’d made the practical choice and worn armor beneath it. Her hands itched with the desire to attack her for her obvious bias and the public show of it, but the woman would doubtless be ready for that.

      You’ll have more than enough time to be a thorn in her paw later, Fyre whispered in her mind. She doesn’t matter right now. She gritted her teeth and nodded.

      Finally, the noise faded to a level that would permit the monarch to be heard. Her voice was incredibly well trained or magically amplified. “We are here today,” she intoned, “in this place that has seen the rise of champions and the fall of houses, to witness the resolution of the challenge from House Leblanc to House Malniet. The participants have agreed to allow this battle to decide the dispute at hand. I am required to ask the challenged if they will set this combat aside and provide what has been requested.”

      She paused and Styrris shouted, “Malniet is not willing, Empress.”

      Shenni nodded. “And now, will the challenger agree to set this combat and their challenge aside?”

      Cali shook her head. She hadn’t been warned of this part—imagine that—but it didn’t matter. “Leblanc will not, Empress.”

      A ripple of satisfaction passed through the crowd, who had come to see a fight, not a display of logical behavior.

      “Very well,” the monarch replied. “The rules are simple. Three opponents on each side. The battles begin in the circles but once one falls, separation is no longer required. Whoever is still standing at the finish wins. Combatants, take your positions.”

      She bowed toward the Empress she increasingly detested—only because it seemed like the smart thing to do—and turned on her heel. With quick movements, she pointed Tanyith to the circle most distant from the Malniet side of the arena, Fyre to the one in the center, and headed to the one farthest from where they’d entered. Hers and Tanyith’s were a greater distance away from the royal box than the Draksa’s in both directions, as the middle circle was set asymmetrically apart from the others.

      As the six Malniet supporters and their patriarch faded to the back, their opponents entered the circles. Two wore armor consisting of leather and plates. A woman strode confidently toward Tanyith while a man focused on Cali. The two looked strikingly similar, right down to the way they moved, and carried sheaths that might contain swords and daggers. A figure in scale armor and a full helm carried a trident and stepped forward to oppose the Draksa.

      That one probably has some experience with your kind based on the look, Cali sent to Fyre.

      He’s a trainer, he replied. Some Draksa don’t take to instruction very well, so they wind up in the hands of people like him.

      That doesn’t sound good.

      Let’s simply say I’ll be more than happy to kill him for you. His mental voice radiated fierce anger.

      “Don’t let your emotions get the better of you,” Cali cautioned.

      A note of mirth broke through the aggression coming from the Draksa. “Who am I—you?”

      She shook her head and stepped into the ring opposite her opponent. His strong face showed respect rather than condescension. He was probably a hireling, not a family member. They exchanged nods, and she drew Defender with her right hand and a magical dagger with her left. Her foe drew a sword as well, and it shocked her to see it was a twin to her own but with a scarlet gem in the pommel. Emalia’s voice floated in her memory. “Ruby is the stone of House Rivette.”

      Empress Shenni had given her adversary a sword that could break hers. With grim certainty, she corrected herself. No, not one that could break mine. One that has broken mine in the past. Icy rage swept through her. Damn that woman. Whatever she’s up to, I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen.

      A translucent barrier snapped into place around the circumference of the circle, and she took a deep breath. The Empress’s voice, now definitely amplified as it echoed throughout the arena, shouted, “Begin!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Her opponent moved with an economy of effort and sharp, small steps brought him closer to her at a measured pace. His body language suggested this was a comfortable environment for him, which made sense. It was highly likely many of the people for hire in New Atlantis had thrown their hat into the ring of the champion’s contest that Usha had won. It was probable that the early rounds had been exactly like this—multiple bouts taking place at the same time before they’d been whittled down to the final few.

      Cali released her magic to connect to Defender and the sword responded instantly to give her the sense of power at the ready. The voices returned, too inaudible to comprehend but engaged in some kind of discussion. She wondered if the inhabitants of the weapon talked among themselves constantly and whether that was what she heard, or if they slumbered and only awoke when called upon.

      The idle thought flitted away as her enemy’s sword descended in a faster than expected diagonal chop. She skipped to the side to avoid it and launched a blast of lightning from her dagger that he caught on his shield, a translucent barrier of force that glowed briefly with the impact of her magic. She had tricks to play but would keep them in reserve since her opponent probably did too. No doubt the enemy was aware of her shield charm, at least.

      She pushed energy into her muscles to increase her speed and strength. One of the voices from her blade increased in volume enough for her to hear it. Force against force might break the sword. She nodded at the warning. While she couldn’t know if Defender was weaker because of its first shattering, she had already planned to do her best to avoid direct application of maximum power against it.

      Her opponent matched her increased speed, and they traded attacks and blocks punctuated by discharges of magic. Nothing connected, but she had the sense that he was completely comfortable in this particular battle scenario in a way she wasn’t. Which means he’s that much better than me—or he knows something I don’t. Or maybe both.

      He deflected one of her swings with a spinning strike that knocked her blade aside. When he came out of it, his shield had been replaced by three knives that he flung at her face. With an undignified yelp, she threw herself onto her back to dodge them. She hurled her dagger blindly and cast a barrier of force over herself in time to catch the sword that stabbed down at her and managed to stop it a bare inch from her chest. Her foe put pressure on the weapon, so she pushed more magic into the shield. She swiped at him with Defender and he used his sword as a lever to jump up and over her.

      The longer the stalemate continued, the worse for her. It was time for a trick. She whispered “Iubar,” and her light charm exploded into brilliance.
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        * * *

      

      Fyre anticipated his opponent would expect him to take to the air immediately so instead, he charged as soon as the Empress’s voice stopped. His serpentine approach caused the first blasts from his foe’s trident to miss—or the trainer was faking it. Either way, it doesn’t matter. He came within breathing range and launched upward as he sprayed frost at his foe. A shield snapped into place to absorb the blast, and he banked abruptly to avoid a branched burst of lightning that emerged from the tip of the trident.

      The man—he knew he was male from his scent, regardless of the helm—threw a small disc he’d produced from somewhere, and Fyre increased his speed to evade it as he curved to his right. The object followed and worse, gained on him. In the flashes he had of his foe while he swooped and dodged, he was able to discern the trainer’s movements guiding the projectile. He decided that a direct flight at his opponent might be worth a try and folded his wings to dive. After a few seconds, he pulled them out to level into a glide that would drag his claws against the man’s face.

      He saw the smug smile an instant before his foe produced another of the disks and hurled it. This projectile immediately branched into a lightning net. Fyre had expected one and was ready for it. He belched a wide fog of ice to intercept it and plowed through the frozen strands with barely a deceleration, but his attack missed as his opponent dove and rolled to avoid it.

      A sudden pain in his wing heralded the onslaught of flame darts cast by his enemy. He growled at the injury, which immediately started to heal, and swooped in again. If he’d had Cali’s strength to draw on, he would have simply collided deliberately with the trainer and clawed him to pieces. But his foe was adept at dealing with Draksa, clearly, and would see that effort coming a mile away.

      More objects were airborne now, and the man controlled six of them simultaneously. Fyre flapped to gain height before they could box him in and had to concentrate on avoiding them as they whipped in one after the other. These had spikes rather than nets, and he’d put every dollar Cali had on a bet that they were poisoned. He managed to ice one down and make it fall but was soon on the run, trailing a couple and frantically searching for the others.

      Still, he was smarter than most Draksa and almost certainly more so than any this man had faced. He rocketed high and immediately plummeted, twisting and twirling to avoid the objects. His speed left them behind easily, and his spiral made it hard for his opponent to target him with the blasts he fired from his trident.

      The impasse ended when the trainer’s concentration broke and the discs thudded into the grass around him while he huddled under a shield to protect himself from the impact of an angry Draksa. Fyre blasted the barrier with ice to lock him in and swooped to avoid making impact himself. His moment of satisfaction was broken when the cocoon shattered and icy pellets bounced off his scales. He spun to see another lightning net flying toward him, this one too close to dodge.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith frowned at his opponent as the woman made a series of gestures like an old-time-movie martial artist. When she finished, she was in a back stance with glimmering shadow blades in each hand that gleamed black and purple. He imagined he could see the malevolence radiating off them. I hope mine are up to the task.

      He attacked, momentarily amused by the memory of the Malniets telling him that he should allow himself to be vanquished early. Now it’s time to give this one a little of what they got.

      She exploded out of her stance into a leaping kick, and he angled to the side to avoid it. In midair, she pointed both daggers at him and a line of shadow extended from each. He barely interposed his weapons in time, and the shields that sprung from their tips defeated the beams. Focused, he kept the barriers moving with the woman, who sustained the attack until her feet found solid purchase and she threw the blades.

      Tanyith flinched and batted them aside but in the interim, she’d summoned another two and closed half the distance between them. Damn, she’s amped up somehow. He’d tried to learn how to use his magic for speed but had never mastered it enough to sustain it while doing anything else. But what he lacked in finesse, he usually made up for in endurance and sheer bullheadedness. He used a blast of force to launch him up and over the woman, who skidded on the grass as she twisted to face him. In his split-second moment of advantage, he launched a lightning bolt into her stomach, and her armor glowed as it absorbed the magic but apparently, not all the impact. She grunted, nodded at him, and attacked even faster.

      His first reaction was to throw a force barrier in her way at ankle height and when she skipped over it, he summoned another at her throat. She crouched to avoid that one too, and he hurled a ball of fire at her head. Undeterred, she crossed her daggers and shouted, and his attack was sucked into them and vanished in a second. In the next moment, he was on the run again, doing his best to stay out of her range so the unnaturally fast attacks couldn’t catch him.

      This is not sustainable, he acknowledged as he panted for breath. I have to try something different. He slid his hand into the pouch at his waist and grasped the glass orb Invel had given him for a fight long before. The Dark Elf had ensured that he and Cali each had one after the initial battle they’d been intended for, and there hadn’t been a reason to use them since. Now, though, it was the only thing he could think of to even the score. This will totally suck.
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        * * *

      

      Cali closed her eyes when her light charm triggered and opened them hoping to find her opponent staggering away, blinded. What she discovered instead was that his armor plates were aglow, having absorbed her magic and protected him. The pressure of his sword against her shield had lessened slightly, however, which gave her an opportunity.

      Before all her work with Nylotte on controlling electricity and the subsequent experience of merging with the sword, she wouldn’t have been able to bifurcate her attention enough to achieve the desired result. She tasked one part of her mind to maintain the shield that protected her from being skewered. With that secured, she used the other to create two bands of force beneath her sufficient to lift her far enough off the ground that she could reach behind her back with the arm nearest him.

      Her fingers found the handles of the flat throwing knives and worked them free. Her foe continued to press his sword into her, seemingly focused on overcoming her strength with his. After a moment’s pause to stabilize the magic she was already using, she opened a gap in the shield on her left that he hopefully wouldn’t be able to see from his angle.

      She hurled the knives up at the best angle she could manage and with as much strength as she could generate. The first struck an instant before the second and scraped ineffectively against his chest plate before it fell. The other stabbed into his stomach above his belt and below his armor. The pressure from his sword abated, and she was able to twist and slap the weapon away with hers.

      Swiftly, she rolled away and to her feet and raised Defender in a diagonal block. Her opponent yanked the knife free and threw it at her. A subtle shift of her blade deflected the projectile and he grimaced. “Sneaky trick, Matriarch.”

      “There are more to come,” she said and nodded.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll wait for a minute while I take a healing potion.”

      Cali raised her chin with a smile. “Go ahead. Give it a try and see what happens.”

      Her opponent chuckled. “Too bad we had to meet this way. I think we would get along.”

      She shrugged. “You could submit. I’ll buy you a drink after—hell, I’ll buy you as many as you like.”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid I have a job to do.” He stalked slowly toward her as he drew a dagger with his offhand and led with the Rivette family sword.
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        * * *

      

      The magic deflector attached to the back of Fyre’s compass pendant snapped as the lightning web met its protective aura and shattered both the web and the crystal. He bathed his foe with an ice blast, and his opponent’s attempt to evade was only partially successful. The man’s left arm and leg were encased and a less restrictive sheen of frost covered the rest of him. He shouted a curse and hurled the trident.

      The Draksa couldn’t get completely out of the way of the speeding projectile, and its tines scraped along his stomach and sheared through his scales and into his flesh with an effectiveness no other weapon except another of his species’ claws had ever done. Clearly, the trainer had excellent resources.

      However, he did too. He assumed the man would be able to call the trident back or produce a second weapon, so he avoided the apparent opportunity to counterattack. Instead, he circled toward his adversary’s disabled side and forced him to turn to keep him in sight. He continued to circle and waited for a stumble or misstep to give him an opening.

      It was a great plan, right up until the moment when the trainer crouched suddenly, shielded himself, and cleared his affected limbs of the ice. Fyre attacked the shield with his breath and claws but was unable to pierce it as the man downed a vial, doubtless a healing potion. As he banked sharply for another run, the man’s weapon returned to his hand and he summoned a lightning net, this one dangling from his free palm.

      “Enough playing, lizard,” he shouted. “It’s time for you to learn your place.” He swept the trident horizontally before him, and an inescapable torrent of electricity streaked out in a wide cone. Fyre howled as it struck, folded his wings protectively, and plummeted.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith careened toward the woman, hoping a better option would appear but fairly confident that it wouldn’t. His main hand dagger had a double-sized shield on it, and he interposed it in the path of the incoming shadow bolts. His opponent raced forward, equally eager to end things, and he hoped she didn’t also have something sneaky planned.

      Well, there’s nothing to do about it now. He braced himself for the pain to come and squeezed with his left hand, broke the glass, and sliced his palm with the sharp crystals, which were capable of piercing a Draksa’s hide. Human skin and flesh offered little resistance.

      His adversary tried to dodge at the last moment and cut to his weak side, but he expected it. She stabbed with both daggers and her main hand came up and over to drive the weapon into his back, where it skidded along his shoulder blade before it stopped in the muscle above it. Fortunately, his hand had been in motion before she damaged his arm, and he pressed it and the crystals it contained over her nose and mouth. Her other dagger slid off his shield and dealt a flesh wound to his thigh. The impact of her body against his hurled him away, ripped the dagger out of his shoulder, and hammered his head on the ground.

      She landed beside him, and the incomprehension on her face quickly turned to stillness as the crystals she’d inhaled ravaged her insides. With tears of pain seeping from his eyes, he fumbled for his potion and concentrated on staying conscious long enough to take it.
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        * * *

      

      When the barrier fell around them, Cali grinned at her opponent and whirled to run toward Fyre’s position. It’s time for phase two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali pushed magic into her muscles as she ran to assist Fyre. They had assumed that she would face the strongest of the enemies and their planning had taken that into account. Once the barriers fell, they’d agreed to gather at the centermost position to support each other. She realized that no one was running from Tanyith’s position almost at the same moment that she noticed the two bodies on the grass. A brief internal struggle over whether to go to his aid ended when she saw his arm raise while his opponent remained immobile.

      She focused on the battle ahead of her. Fyre had landed hard, entangled in a lightning net. His foe now stalked toward him with his trident raised as if he intended to stab it into him. Not while I’m alive, buddy. She feared his armor might be the magic-absorbing kind and didn’t want to risk finding out. Instead, she snatched and lobbed a grenade and gave it a gentle push with a force burst as it landed. She followed it with the prototype Kayleigh had given her, this one targeted to land near Fyre.

      The flashbang exploded almost at the man’s feet and the trainer staggered. The disc sucked away the electricity from the net and Fyre surged upright. She was about to follow her sneak attack with a better one when a burst of pain bloomed at the back of her left shoulder and radiated down her arm and into her torso. The shock of it tripped her, and she stumbled and toppled to twist at the last minute and take the impact on her good shoulder rather than her face.
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        * * *

      

      The Draksa snarled and barreled at his foe. The wild swings of his enemy’s trident seemed more like reflex or desperation than real violence, and he closed the distance between them quickly. The trainer’s armor started to glow and he blasted the man with frost in hopes of stopping whatever he attempted. It took only moments to fully encase him, and Fyre smiled in satisfaction as he admired the ice statue.

      Unfortunately, the pleasure was short-lived. The ice melted and the figure stepped forth, steam rising from the still-glowing scales of his armor. He held that trick back. Clever. Fyre easily dodged the fire darts the man launched from the tips of his trident and whipped his tail in the fierce attack all Draksa shared. His foe’s clumsy attempt to dodge was a testimony to the lingering effects of the grenade, and the swipe cut his legs from underneath him. The trainer landed hard and his head smacked against the grassy earth as his weapon fell from his hand.

      He, Cali, and Tanyith had all agreed they’d kill only if they had to, but he now faced a quandary. The glowing armor seemed to prevent him from icing the man and he didn’t have much else to use to restrain him. He looked over to check on Cali’s progress because she had zip ties and saw her splayed on the ground with another enemy closing on her position. That made his decision for him.

      The Draksa lined up with the man’s skull and made a forward flip, landed on his back, and drove his tail down on the figure’s helmeted head. The trainer’s still form didn’t react. It was possible he’d killed him but maybe not. At any rate, he wouldn’t be up in time to join the fight. A claw along the throat would have been a surer route. He rolled to his feet, his wings unfurled, and took flight toward Cali.
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        * * *

      

      Tanyith had downed both the healing potion and an energy potion before he was able to struggle upright. Remembered pain from the wounds lingered, and he shuddered at the reality of what had happened to him. He bent to check on the woman he’d fought, but she was beyond saving. He regretted the necessity but not the choice. Extreme times call for extreme measures. Besides, she was doing a really good job of killing me.

      He picked his weapons up and slotted them into place before he raced to the other side of the field. Fyre leapt skyward, traveling away from him, and he hoped Cali wasn’t in trouble. The thought made him laugh, even at such an inappropriate moment. When is she not in trouble?
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        * * *

      

      Cali continued her roll to avoid the man’s attempts to stamp on her. Every time her wounded shoulder touched the ground, she gritted her teeth against a scream. Damn it, I think I’m in trouble. She scrambled to her feet and managed to bring Defender into play, focused only on blocking while she got her bearings.

      She mentally asked the sword if it could heal her, and the matriarch’s voice in her head sounded regretful. That is beyond our ability. We can give you power but you would have to do the healing yourself. She grimaced as the pain from a deflection rattled through her. He’s even stronger than he was. To counteract his enhancement, she pushed more magic into her muscles and her shoulder throbbed in agony. Her left hand was virtually useless as that was her damaged arm, but she tried to pull the flap that held her potions open with it anyway.

      Fyre saved her. He flashed into sight from above and his claws slashed at her enemy’s face. The man dodged with a yell and almost managed to tag the Draksa with his sword as he whipped past. A lightning attack followed quickly, but Fyre was canny enough to already be turning for another pass. She sent a thank you to him, stabbed Defender into the dirt, and swallowed a healing potion and an energy potion in quick succession. After a moment to allow their effects to kick in, she surged into her next assault.

      He spun to face her faster than she’d ever seen anyone move. She halted and backpedaled, thrust his sword away with Defender, and summoned her left stick to catch the attacks she wasn’t swift enough to intercept with her other hand. With a frown, she reached deeper into the sword, which responded readily to her call. Everything slowed and she was almost able to sneak in an attack now and then. She reached out to Fyre, and the Draksa lent her strength, which allowed her to push her muscles harder. When she managed a riposte, she knew the odds were turning in her favor.

      Her relief was short-lived as his speed increased to match hers and grew faster still. What the hell? Defender revealed it was privy to her thoughts as the patriarch replied, He’s pulling magic from somewhere. She cursed inwardly. So that’s what the extra six jerks on their side are for. Imagining Styrris’s smug smirk at the trick infuriated her, but she pushed it down. Two can play at that game, scumbag. She extended her magic to find Tanyith and tugged gently at his power, not knowing if it would work or not. A thin trickle came back. It wasn’t much but more than she’d had. She sensed Fyre landing somewhere distant from her position to crouch on the ground, and the flow of energy from him increased dramatically.

      She countered her foe’s attacks but again, couldn’t gain an advantage. It was inevitable that he’d win if she didn’t do something more. Cali fumbled a block and shouted, “Scield,” and the shield charm burned away as it saved her from a fatal blow. She used the protection to launch her attack, and he deflected it with ease. Her thrown stick missed his head, which seemed to jump from one place to another as his speed increased even more.

      Backpedaling, she threw her grenades one after the other, trying to get some distance as she pushed all the magic her muscles could hold into them. She let some trickle out from her hand to coil into a lightning whip, and when he emerged from the smoke with singed armor and tears running from his eyes from the gas, she snapped it at his neck. He snarled and arced his sword in a sharp slice to sever the strand of electricity. The feedback surged through her, and she shouted in a mixture of pain and frustration.

      Cali registered that voices clamored for her attention, but she’d been too distracted to hear them before. Let us help you, the first Leblanc matriarch told her. Stop resisting. She frowned as she hadn’t tried to resist the sword. But maybe I do it automatically? She certainly had a natural aversion to relinquishing control. With a deep breath, she focused inward and let herself submerge into Defender.

      Time slowed to a crawl, but she couldn’t move to take advantage of it. Numerous voices welcomed her one by one, while an argument took place in the background. She tuned in to the conversation that included three voices, each making the case as to why they were the best answer to her needs. She couldn’t tell anything about them from their voices and no visual reference was available. Finally, they came to an agreement, and with a tone of good humor, she heard, Hold on, Caliste. This will be fun.

      Things snapped into their recent insanely fast tempo but now, her body seemed like it had learned much more about fighting with a sword. She was still in control—or at least it felt that way—but every move she made was a little more precise and thus a little more effective. One part of her brain babbled about possession, remembering Nylotte’s warning from what seemed an age before, but the rest of her merely gloried in the thought that she might survive and win freedom for her brother. It hadn’t seemed all that likely a few moments before.

      She’d taken the offensive and now, her opponent was the one who backpedaled instead of her. His deflections were enough to keep him safe as her sword scraped along the metal plates of his armor but it was apparent that he wouldn’t last through a lengthy battle. He seemed to acknowledge that reality after a particular blow almost caught his neck, and he stopped moving and discharged a torrent of lightning from all over his body. The plates acted as conduits or something and the magnitude of the magic was stronger than she’d ever seen. It reached out for her and he pushed in, planning to skewer her while she was distracted by the stunning sneak attack.

      The anti-magic deflector crystals exploded on her chest with the intensity of punches but in the face of his rush, she barely noticed them. Unbelievably, he’d left himself open. She crowed within as she whipped Defender at precisely the right angle to shatter his sword, which broke with a strangely beautiful chime. Her momentum allowed her to pivot so his effort to stab her with the broken section that remained attached to the hilt missed, and she drove a force-empowered hook punch into the side of his head. He sagged and fell and didn’t rise.

      Cali turned to look for other dangers, but only found her teammates, who stood nearby and looked at her like she was an alien. Time resumed its normal pace, and she asked, “What?” Cheers and boos issued from the stands as she walked to her friends.

      The man shook his head and turned to Fyre. “She’s some super-swordswoman now. We’ll never hear the end of it.”

      The Draksa nodded. “There’s no coming back from this. She’ll be so annoying.”

      She laughed and wrapped them both in a hug. When she broke the embrace and looked toward the royal box, it was empty. With a growl, she ran to the Malniet side of the field, only to discover that what she feared had occurred. The patriarch and his entourage were gone and with them, the prize that had been the whole point of the conflict.

      Tanyith put his hand on her shoulder and stepped beside her as Fyre leaned against her legs from the opposite side. “Don’t worry. We’ll find him or we’ll rip his family, his mansion, and anything else he owns apart until we get what you need.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ozahl and Danna had viewed the battle from among the crowd but had positioned themselves at the top so they could leap from the structure once the results were known. If Styrris had won, they would have eliminated anyone in the Leblanc mansion and claimed it as their own. But with the patriarch’s loss, it was time to finish their attack on the Malniet family.

      He had set up a signal for the people they’d hired—a scarlet firework to move against Leblanc and a green one to move against Malniet. Now, he launched the latter into the air, where it reached almost to the top of the dome before it detonated to send streamers of light through the pseudo-night sky. Together, they ran toward their agreed destination and used magic to fuel their endurance so they’d arrive fresh and ready for what lay ahead.

      All across the city, mercenaries removed the rest of the Malniet family, those who had been located but they hadn’t been able to deal with ahead of time. Their previous efforts had been limited to those on the edges whose absences wouldn’t be noticed. But now, the gloves were off and they didn’t need to worry about restraining themselves.

      They lacked enough hired guns to handle everything, though. And honestly, even if there had been sufficient numbers, Ozahl knew Danna shared his desire to put an end to the Malniet line in person. Not that it was personal, as such. Any house would have done, although this one was probably more deserving than most. Rather, it was a case of wanting to be the author of the final act of the story of their rise to nobility.

      They slowed as they neared the mansion. The front gate was open and his people—the mercenaries he trusted most—were in position in front of it. He nodded a greeting. “What’s the situation?”

      The merc leader, a woman with a notably more muscular build than his own, replied, “The immediate family is inside, along with anyone else who might have been in there when we arrived.” The black-uniformed woman and her compatriots would have moved into the area shortly after the Malniet procession left for the arena.

      “Excellent.” Personally, despite her fitter form, he thought the black uniforms he and Danna wore were more attractive. They had no symbols and no decorations and were merely heavy cloth that blended with the night and belts to hold objects of violence. They even sported the same severe slicked-back hairstyle for the evening. “Did you have to turn anyone away?”

      The woman grinned. “A few. They’re in your warehouse.”

      Ozahl nodded. He’d set the mercenaries up to portal any Malniets they found into another warehouse in New Orleans that he had prepared. People he’d hired there would use sedatives to keep them out of trouble until he was ready to deal with them. He hoped most would select exile. Some, like Styrris, wouldn’t have that option because they were too dangerous to control.

      “Again, excellent. We’ll take care of the folks inside the mansion. Maintain the perimeter. No one comes in, including anyone who says they’re our allies unless it’s the Champion of New Atlantis.” Usha was keeping an eye on House Cormier at the head of a small squad of hirelings in case Brielle’s family made the poor decision to rally to the aid of their recently added relatives.

      Danna led the way to the front door, which opened at a gesture when she was six feet away. She accelerated and dove into the room, and a series of magical attacks rocketed into the doorway where the attackers had judged she’d be. He ran in after her and hurled force bolts with both hands to catapult two of the four people on the stairs into the walls and down the staircase. Calmly, he conjured a shield to protect himself from the other two’s assaults.

      His girlfriend had already summoned and thrust her ice spear through one man in a Malniet guard uniform. He recognized belatedly that those he fought also wore the black and silver outfits. She yanked the weapon free, twirled it to intercept a blast of fire from one of the family members, and launched it at the other woman. Her foe looked at the spear in shock before Danna dispelled it and the Malniet fell with a hole through her.

      “No fire in my house, you bastards,” she shouted and jogged out of the main room.

      He banished his shield, blasted the two remaining guards on the stairs, and asked, “This floor first?”
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        * * *

      

      It took them less than fifteen minutes to clear the mansion, but they knew a few people were still missing. Styrris, for one, his bride if she had accompanied him, and the heir, one of the patriarch’s children from a previous marriage. Ozahl remembered vaguely that it had originally been a daughter but that something suspicious had happened to her and now, the position was held by a son. If he weren’t about to obliterate their house, it was a circumstance he might have cared about. Worst case, it’s one more reason to kill Styrris.

      They’d returned to the entryway, where Danna folded her arms and shook her head with a frown. “We’ve looked everywhere. We know they didn’t portal out because we have people blocking. We know they didn’t leave through any of the doors because our mercenaries are watching. Which leaves the important question unanswered—where the actual hell are they hiding?”

      The exasperation in her voice was so her that it filled him with affection that escaped in a laugh. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll find them. No way we’ve come this far to fail.”

      “So what do you propose?”

      “We’re looking for a rat, so we need to think like a rat.” He considered where the Malniets might have put a safe room and decided that if he were doing so, he’d probably think of under the house first. Of course, he’d continue to think, but he guessed they would be satisfied with their first inclination. He strode forward down the long hallway and into the big living room, where one of the Malniet cousins was tied to a chair with a gag in his mouth. Two mercenaries stood in separate corners with crossbows aimed at the prisoner. Even if the man had been stupid enough to try some magic to escape, the guards would have shot him.

      Ozahl pulled the gag from his mouth. “So, where are the stairs?” The oaf in front of him was not a trained intelligence person capable of keeping secrets. He’d faced several of those and learned how to break them, which made him significantly overprepared for this situation. The look on his subject’s face confirmed the existence of the stairs, and the way his eyes flicked left but frantically darted right told him where they were. He patted the man on the cheek. “Good boy. Thanks,” he said as he stuffed the gag into the prisoner’s mouth again.

      He turned to where the captive had first looked. A tall cabinet stood there, filled with expensive-looking sculptures and other art objects. He used telekinesis to tug gently at it, and the large piece of furniture swung out from the wall to reveal a staircase. Danna stepped beside the opening and peered down. “I’ll wager you any amount you like that it’s trapped.”

      The mage shrugged. “No bet.” He raised a hand and gestured, and the captive Malniet and the chair he was bound to slid across the floor. Their captive screamed into the gag as he tumbled down the stairs and the seat broke under him. Halfway down, lightning sizzled from both walls and intersected at his body. When he reached the bottom, spikes erupted from both sides to turn him into a pincushion. “Not bad, honestly. The physical trap was a nice touch.”

      His full-body shield positioned an inch away from his skin all around, he led the way down the stairs. Danna followed and employed the same precautions. Their path was blocked by a heavy-looking wooden door, and he decided he’d had enough of subtlety. He attacked it with the biggest burst of force he could muster and it flew inward, plowed into a wall a couple of feet away, and fell forward. He strode onto the door and into the hallway and turned to where Styrris and Brielle sat in comfortable chairs, seemingly unmoved by his entrance.

      You people must think I’m an idiot. He stepped forward and shot lightning to his left and right to catch both of the individuals who stood ready to ambush him. His expression glacial, he maintained the attack until they fell and continued it until they lay motionless.

      Styrris flinched and from behind him, Danna said, “Oh no. Do nothing or you and your lovely wife are dead, right here, right now.”

      The Malniet patriarch smiled. “I invoke my right as a noble to be judged by the Empress.”

      Ozahl sighed. Of course, he knows all the old rules. “That doesn’t protect your wife,” he observed in a conversational tone. “And it’s not technically appropriate as you’re not being charged with anything in particular.”

      The older man inclined his head. “Letter of the law, certainly. But the spirit of the law allows it. And, like you’ve said, unless you also kill my wife, there will be a record of the claim. Do you want to bring the palace down on you? Does Leblanc?”

      He laughed and Danna joined him. Styrris looked confused while they indulged in their amusement. When he could finally speak steadily, he replied, “Oh, Caliste didn’t send us. We’re here of our own accord. Now, shut up for a minute or I’ll be forced to render you unconscious.”

      Ozahl stepped back to Danna and covered his mouth with his hand so the captives couldn’t see what he was saying. “Okay, he’s not wrong. And he has a fairly good point about the whole Empress judging principle. We probably don’t want to start our life as nobles by flaunting that particular law, however stupid it might be.”

      She mimicked his posture. “And if Shenni says he can go free?”

      He shrugged. “Then we kill him later. And while we’re at the palace, Usha and our mercenaries will ensure no Malniets remain to support him. We will have defeated them and she won’t be able to refuse our petition to replace them.”

      His partner shook her head. “And why is that better than simply killing them both and waiting it out?”

      “It allows us to meet the Empress from a position of strength and proves to her that we’ve taken over Malniet.”

      After a moment, she nodded. “Okay, when you put it that way, I’m in.”

      He lowered his hand and grinned. “Very well. Let’s all go see Shenni.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      As she strode forward in the center of four guards with Gwyn leading the way, Shenni’s mind bounced constantly between several thoughts. It seemed to stick with one until it either ran its course or reached an impasse, only to return to it when the cycle was complete.

      The first was her enduring frustration at the success of House Leblanc. The girl’s parents had been irritating enough that she’d backed the play that drove them from the city. When they’d appeared in New Orleans and began to cause trouble again, she’d been the one to demand their deaths and even loaned her family sword to ensure the success of the endeavor. In retrospect, delivering the pieces of the Leblanc weapon to curry favor with the houses hadn’t been a smart decision.

      Acknowledging a mistake cut that thread off very rapidly. Shenni wasn’t in the mood for negative self-reflection. No, I’m in the mood to take someone’s head off their shoulders. The next thought was that she’d rarely been in this part of the palace, if ever. Her appointment needed complete security, which meant a secret entrance into the building and a chamber in a mostly unused wing. The halls and rooms through which they moved were well-kept but not at the level of the spaces she usually enjoyed. She’d bowed to the moment by throwing on one of her least favorite Empress costumes, a martial styled tunic that reached from her throat to her calves with golden buttons from top to bottom.

      Senseless irritation over that pushed her to the third thought, which was to wonder why she’d ever courted House Malniet in the first place. Gwyn had warned her—gently, of course—and the other woman’s concern that the patriarch was both untrustworthy and too often led by emotion instead of reason had proven valid. “He tries to look big,” her seneschal had observed, “because he feels small,” and those words had proved prophetic.

      Which derailed her onto her fourth thought. What the hell can I do now? Lacking an answer to that put her back into the cycle repeatedly, and she’d grown angrier with each turn through the list of failures. When they arrived at their destination—a room she was told was once part of a love nest for a previous monarch—people were already waiting inside.

      The entire chamber was ringed by guards who held spears, swords, or crossbows at the ready. Her protectors stayed out of the room to avoid messing up sightlines for the bows. She stopped within a couple of paces of the door, which put her about twelve feet away from the others.

      Styrris Malniet, looking as ruffled as she’d ever seen him, sat in one chair. Beside him was his bride, Brielle Cormier, who plainly looked sick. For a moment, Shenni’s heart beat in sympathy with the other woman’s. Then she recalled that the matriarch hadn’t been strong enough to withstand the internal conflict that betrothed her to the Malniet patriarch and the sympathetic moment ended. Their clothes were the same as they’d worn at the arena, which suggested that events had moved fast after that.

      Behind them, dressed in black and looking equal parts pleased and annoyed, stood two people. One she recognized from Usha’s descriptions and a picture she’d shared—Danna, the Atlantean gang’s secondary leader. The other she didn’t know. He was tall with brown hair and piercing eyes, and a sense of confidence radiated from him. The woman possessed the same air, Shenni realized, but she expressed it more subtly.

      In a rare moment of intelligence failure, Gwyn hadn’t been able to discern why these people had requested the immediate audience. The statement that a noble had called for judgment had been enough to set all this in motion without that knowledge, one of the few levers the nobility still possessed to move her to action. It wouldn’t do to ignore centuries of precedent. Besides, she was safe. Even if the newcomers suddenly exploded, the invisible shields her best guards maintained around them would keep everyone but the attackers from injury.

      She nodded at her guests. “Styrris. Brielle. Who are your friends?”

      The former started to speak but a light tap on the back of the head from the man she didn’t know silenced him. The woman said, “I’m Danna. This is Ozahl.”

      Shenni stared at her. “It seems you have a story to tell.”

      The man laughed. “It isn’t a complicated one. Simply put, Malniet is finished. The family line is ended and we have claimed the properties and statuses they once owned since we are the ones who did the ending. You’re looking at your newest nobles, Empress.”

      The revelation was unexpected, although in retrospect, the scene before her should have told her what was coming. There’s so much on my mind, to be fair. She addressed her seneschal. “Gwyn, is there precedent for this?” Styrris tried to speak and was rewarded with a harder slap, which would probably have been her response to the interruption too.

      The older woman nodded. “Yes, Empress. It was more frequent in Old Atlantis but it has happened here as well. If, in fact, they hold the mansion and other family properties and can demonstrate that they do so unchallenged, the holdings would be legally theirs.”

      Shenni smiled at the recently wedded noble couple. “Styrris, I presume you have something to say about this?”

      He cringed a little as he replied, possibly expecting another strike to the back of his head. “Indeed, Empress. You hold the power to reject their ridiculous claim. Kill them now and all will be as it was. Together, we’ll finish Leblanc.”

      Her appearance at the contest had revealed her position regarding that particular house, so she wasn’t worried about the spilled secrets. She could always play it off if the two upstarts decided to make an issue of it. “Gwyn?”

      The seneschal shrugged. “Also true, Empress. While it’s not technically legal, monarchs have unquestionably taken such actions in the past. It carries the advantage of maintaining the current balance among the Nine.” Unsaid was their shared opinion that Styrris had looked for a way to tip that to his advantage for some time, which is what led him to the alliance with Cormier in the person of his bride.

      Outwardly, she kept her face impassive as she appeared to ponder the situation. Internally, she laughed at the sight of the pompous patriarch brought low by a couple of commoners. Like Usha’s, it was a great story. The new arrivals would sow chaos among the nobles for a time, during which she could analyze the changing power structure and find a way to exploit it. The destruction of the Malniet House—one of the longest-tenured and most powerful of the Nine—would result in dramatic repercussions. She couldn’t anticipate them all but was confident she could ride the waves as they appeared.

      She sent a mental message to Gwyn. Do you have an opinion on the matter?

      The other woman’s reply was tinged with a little worry and considerable satisfaction. Styrris is a wretched person. He’s earned this outcome.

      The Empress agreed completely. And yet I probably owe him something, after all. She nodded and focused on the four in front of her. “I won’t intervene in this affair. It is a matter for the nobles. If Malniet is in fact dispossessed, the protocol is clear. In nine days, if you still hold their properties, Malniet will be no more and you will replace them. I suggest you prepare for any number of challenges.” In truth, no one was likely to stand up on the fallen family’s behalf and she didn’t think anyone else was ready to make a move. Plus, the situation would allow for another of her plans to reach fruition. “I will award you a half-hour head start, Styrris, in recognition of what has gone before. I urge you to make your way to safety somewhere other than New Atlantis. Also, before you go, you will give Gwyn the information you owe Leblanc.”

      He sputtered and she raised a hand. “I have spoken and it is so. Gwyn, see him out.” The barriers fell and the guards and seneschal took the patriarch in tow and left the chamber.

      To the remaining three, she said, “I will entertain Matriarch Cormier for the duration. You two can discuss details with Gwyn when she returns. You may wait in the hall.” They nodded and headed to the door, accompanied by yet more guards. Shenni sat beside Brielle. “So, that didn’t work out too well for your house, did it?”

      The other woman sniffed but remained silent, a pained expression on her face. The Empress patted her hand. “There, there. Everyone makes poor decisions sometimes. But maybe we can make this one turn out for the best.”
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      Styrris Malniet had raged internally at his reversal of fortunes for hours, which was how long it had taken him to make his way in secret to his destination. He’d planned ahead for the day when something went wrong and had prepared a bolt hole to hide in, but that was only a temporary solution. Never in his wildest estimation had he imagined such a disaster as he now faced.

      But it’s fixable. I have options. The night had been almost endless, but when the sun rose an hour before, he had readied himself to act. Now, he sailed over the boundary fence on a burst of magic like a common criminal, having compromised the wards surrounding the house long before. It was the only place left for him, and while it wasn’t his original plan, it would still work out over time. He’d build a newer, stronger base and continue with his plans to replace the other weaker houses. Styrris took a moment to tug his tunic down to straighten it and ran an absent hand through his hair to push it back. He steeled himself and strode around the corner to present himself to the two guards who were on duty at the mansion’s main entrance.

      The senior of the two—a woman he recognized from previous visits—nodded at his appearance and seemed unsurprised. It’s to be expected that I was expected. A back portion of his mind snickered at the wordplay and he stifled it quickly. Madness lay in that undisciplined direction and he wouldn’t countenance it. “Patriarch.”

      “I would see the matriarch.”

      “Of course.” She gestured and the other guard knocked on the doors in a complex rhythm. They opened to reveal the majordomo in a uniform of Cormier green with silver trim. The woman nodded and requested, “Please follow me, Patriarch.”

      He raised his chin to the proper angle for dealing with a servant and strode after her as she walked deeper into the mansion. The House of Cormier’s abode was far less opulent than his, fitting his opinion of them as a lesser family. It was one of the things that made his effort to join with them possible. A stronger opponent would have offered far more resistance.

      Styrris was escorted into the fanciest of the house’s reception rooms, which wasn’t saying much. It featured dark wood walls hung with art he found pedestrian, a thick brown carpet on the floor, and several pieces of leather furniture—a couch, a loveseat, and four wingback chairs. Lamps throughout the room cast a soft glow over everything. It was pretty but lacked personality. Kind of like my wife, the voice in his head chittered. Again, he pushed it down vigorously.

      The woman in question entered from a different door than he’d used. She was dressed in dark-green, a hunting dress with a wide belt at the waist and pants and boots beneath. They’d shared a hunt on Oriceran once, and she had proved surprisingly capable. She gestured for him to take the loveseat and sat near him on the couch. Close but not together. He took that arrangement as a warning to be on his best behavior, as the power balance in their relationship had momentarily swung to her side.

      He gave her a smile and said, “Hello, darling.”

      She nodded. “Styrris. Where have you been?”

      “Here and there.” He chuckled. “While this is a setback, it is only that.”

      The matriarch gestured at the servant who had entered the room. “Tea and whiskey—a service, please.” The man bustled away and she returned her attention to him. “How is losing your house simply a setback?” Brielle’s tone was neutral but the question was irritating, regardless.

      “That’s why we married, dear girl, so we can support one another in times of trouble and rise together. The challenge has come sooner than expected and from an unanticipated direction, but we will prevail.”

      “It sounds logical. However, don’t you feel as if your recent decisions have made the situation more difficult, rather than less? For instance, the last leverage you had against Leblanc was the secret you held, and you’ve given that up to the palace. That kind of poor decision making is unlike you.”

      The doubt in her tone left him unsettled—as if important things were slipping away. He nodded. “Had I surrendered that, you would be correct. However, since Shenni reneged on her end of our deal, I didn’t feel the need to obey. We still hold an advantage over that damn girl and her friends. One that will give us her house if she wishes to save her pathetic brother.”

      The servant who returned with the tea was a different one, and he was careful to not meet the man’s eye. He’d planned to move on Cormier for years and had inserted one of his most skilled and least recognizable relatives onto her staff. His agent had standing orders to find a way to be close whenever he was present and received a steady flow of income as a reward for his actions and the information he shared. Because of him, the patriarch had known for months before it happened that an offer to wed the matriarch was in the works. The man set the service between them, poured the bitter brew and the warming liquor into cups, and withdrew to stand at the back wall.

      Brielle lifted the cup to her lips, sipped, and returned it to the tray with a sigh. “I’m sorry to hear you say that, Styrris. I guess I’d hoped that in the end, some honor remained in you. But apparently not.”

      He scowled at her impertinence. “Be that as it may, you will do your duty per our arrangement. The first step is to name me patriarch of House Cormier and step back to allow me to do what has to be done.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. You see, the one who made that deal with you has selected exile—as have many members of your family—in order to save their lives. Now, I make the decisions for Cormier, regardless of any arrangement you may have thought you had. And before you try to object, the Empress supports my position.”

      Styrris’s hands clenched involuntarily as he imagined throttling the woman. He kept his gaze locked on hers because if he looked at his man in the room, he might not be able to resist giving the eye blink pattern that would communicate a request for her quick demise. That moment wasn’t yet at hand. He crossed his legs, stretched his left arm along the back of the loveseat, and rested his right on the armrest. “So what is your desire then, Matriarch?”

      “Actually, there’s someone who wants to talk to you.” She turned to look at the door and he followed her gaze as Caliste Leblanc walked through it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cali had listened from the hallway for only a minute, not wanting to be seen by the servants who had attended the couple. She hadn’t had the highest of hopes when she’d confronted the matriarch at the crack of dawn, but it had been an option she couldn’t leave untried. Her shock at finding Brielle receptive to her entreaties had been complete.

      But it wasn’t nearly as intense as the shock that overtook Styrris’s face at her entrance. The servant against the wall flinched but she didn’t react. At Brielle’s request, she had left her weapons in an outer room, having first sent Fyre to retrieve Invel to watch over them. The Draksa hadn’t been permitted entry but circled over the estate hidden by a veil. She’d known Styrris was close before the guards had.

      She grinned. “Hey, Styrris. I couldn’t help but overhear the part where you lied to the Empress. But you lost, despite your constant efforts to cheat. This is where you make good on your commitment and tell me what I need to know.”

      He looked from her to his wife and back to her without speaking. His eyes narrowed. “You planned this?”

      Cali shook her head. “I stupidly thought you’d honor your word. We’re merely in improvisation mode, now. But it looks like me and mine are better at it than you and yours.” She ran a hand down the front of her dress to remove a piece of lint she’d noticed. The outfit from her mother’s wardrobe displayed subtle black patterns on a black base with turquoise spots and slashes here and there. Her belt with the compass buckle finished the look nicely. She regretted not having taken Kayleigh up on the hidden knife for her boots.

      The man nodded. “And then you’ll go?”

      “And then I’ll go and leave you two to…well, whatever it is you’ll do.” She didn’t think it would work out as he planned but there was no reason to mention that.

      The patriarch stiffened as if he’d made an important decision. “It’s hidden in my house—in a safe in the basement room. I can tell you how to get there.”

      She nodded in false concentration. “The staircase with the traps to the false safe, which is also trapped. Right. See, the problem is that I know you’re lying. It turns out that when you spend your evenings alone in the den before the fire, you talk to yourself. Your secrets—like this fake answer—aren’t so secret.” Her face hardened. “I don’t want to have to do this the ugly way, Styrris. But I’ll do whatever I need to do to get that information. Up to and including having a friend of a friend cut you to ribbons until you give it up.”

      The man turned to stare at the servant and the man blurred into action. She knew from the listening device that someone loyal to him was present in the house and had assumed it was the attendant when she’d noticed him. Even if he wasn’t, preparing as if he was had no downside. He yanked a pair of long slender needles from his sleeves as she turned toward him. Styrris’s agent moved faster than he should have, doubtless due to magic, and she couldn’t risk a magical counter in case he was immune to it as so many of her recent enemies seemed to be.

      Her attacker took a direct path to her, which kept him out of range of the matriarch and Styrris. By the time he reached her, the bracelet on her left arm had transformed into her fighting stick and she whipped it at his leading hand and the needle he extended toward her face. His bones shattered and the metal object spun away. She assumed it was poisoned because otherwise, it was a highly ineffective choice of weapon.

      Before he could recover, she dropped the stick, used her left hand to push him onward, and grasped his broken hand with her right. She yanked him forward and redirected his momentum to rotate him into the wall closest to her. He fell with a groan, and she stamped her boot on his other hand to be sure he couldn’t retrieve either of his fallen weapons.

      Cali turned to check on Brielle and saw the Malniet patriarch—former Malniet patriarch since that house doesn’t exist anymore—close his fingers over one of the dropped needles. His wife recoiled with a shout of alarm, and the girl saw in an instant what was about to happen. Either he’d murder the woman, become the de facto head of Cormier, and probably blame it on her, or he’d kill himself out of spite to deny her the knowledge she needed if he felt he’d lost. It was guaranteed that he would be wearing something to protect him from magic because people like him always ensured their safety above all else.

      Reflex took over and she summoned a wall of force with her left hand to block him from Brielle. She yanked the buckle off her belt and popped the blade out with her right, a move she’d practiced a hundred times since she’d received it to the annoyance of those around her during meals and conversations. To give it a spin, she hurled it sidearm and aimed at the patriarch’s hand, which was already easing the needle toward his body. She managed a nudge of force to adjust its trajectory and wished for what had to have been the millionth time that she had any aptitude at all for telekinesis.

      It sliced along his arm and he cried out and dropped the needle. She launched forward and punched him in the solar plexus, retrieved the zip-ties she’d slipped into her boots, and secured him. As she drew a relieved breath, her legs turned wobbly and she sat heavily on the table and barely avoided the tea service. Brielle cleared her throat and said, “Thank you, Matriarch Leblanc.”

      “No problem. But I hope your taste in men improves. I guess I’ll have to make good on that threat. I’ll never understand why people have to suck so much.” She shook her head. “All this for power and glory? Some of you nobles need a hobby.”

      The other woman laughed. “Some of we nobles, you mean.” A smile spread across her face. “To your points, first, my taste in men has already improved.” She gestured at one of the guards who had burst into the chamber at her cry of fear and said, “Admit him.” A moment later, a tall man in an expensive business suit entered the room. “Matriarch Leblanc, meet Vinton Rivette, my fiancé.”

      “What is this nonsense?” Styrris sputtered.

      She turned to him and her smile widened. “Hush, Styrris. The Empress has chosen not to recognize our marriage. It’s as if it never was. Vinton is an old friend and a much-improved choice for a husband.”

      Cali could have cheered at the sick look that spread across the defeated patriarch’s face. It serves you right, you bastard.

      The newly confident Brielle’s next words were even better. “And you don’t need to cut him up. I know where the real safe is and the combination to it so you won’t have to worry about any traps. You see, he talks in his sleep too. Many old men do, I’m told.” She raised an eyebrow at Styrris. “Vinton doesn’t, though.”

      They had to stuff a handkerchief in the man’s mouth so his raging wouldn’t interfere with their laughter, which was loud and long.
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      Cali made her way to the bedroom that held the hidden passage at the head of a procession. Fyre paced at her side and Emalia walked behind her, followed by Invel, Zeb, and Scoppic. Tanyith brought up the rear, talking softly with Jenkins. A thread of magic released the concealed door and she stepped into her brother’s chamber with Defender in its scabbard and grasped in her left hand and the spell to counteract the magical poison on a sheet of fragile parchment in her right.

      Because of course, the idiot Malniets would use the oldest, most traditional route they could find.

      Getting it hadn’t been difficult once Brielle had revealed her secrets. She had asked what the Cormier matriarch wanted in exchange but apparently, leaving Styrris in her possession was enough for her. Justice, I suppose. She tried not to think about what form that justice might take.

      Ozahl, Usha, and Danna had been more than willing to let her take what she needed. Cali sensed a little tension among them but it didn’t particularly concern her. The Leblanc mansion was secure and Zeb and Invel were making plans to add even more magical defenses to those already present. She and her brother would be well-protected before anyone returned to New Orleans.

      An orb floating in an upper corner provided the only illumination for the bare stone room. The heavy sarcophagus dominated the small chamber, and she moved to the far end of it. The unadorned white object was shaped like the figure trapped beneath it but lacked any detail beyond the general form. It seemed cold and impersonal.

      She remembered having to push the lid off on her previous visits but today, she had help. “Emalia, could you move the lid?”

      Her great-aunt didn’t reply, only gestured. The top of the sarcophagus floated aside to reveal her sibling within. Atreo was sealed beneath a force shield that shifted and pulsed in changing colorscapes. Again, she found it shocking how similar his features were to her own. She took a deep breath and spoke barely above a whisper.

      “My brother was locked in here to preserve his life from a poison that would have shredded his mind. His body has continued to grow while the field halted the progression of the poison. He was frozen as a child.” That wasn’t the right word, but it was all she had. “There’s no telling how he will emerge from this but it has to be better than being trapped here.”

      Cali sniffed against the tears that welled in her eyes. It had been a long road to this moment and the precipice of fulfilling her parents’ plan to save their other child. Fyre, who had leaned against her since the moment they’d stopped walking, sent her emotional reassurance and magical strength. What would come next was impossible to predict, and everyone present stood ready and willing to assist. She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect scenario to awaken her brother, except to have Elisinia and Thomas Leblanc beside her.

      With a deep breath, she steadied herself. She handed the parchment to Emalia and drew Defender from its scabbard. Her connection to the sword activated quickly, and the memory of how to undo the stasis spell came to her in an instant. Can it really be that simple? Simply reach out and touch it?

      Fyre spoke into her mind, a testimony to her thinking loudly once again. Sure. Simple. You only need the right blood, the right sword reconstructed from shards spread all over the place and guarded by everything up to and including zombies—and, oh yeah, to get said sword to accept you without possessing you and eating your brain. Which kind of makes it a zombie too if you think about it.”

      Her mouth quirked into a smile and the moment turned from fear to hope. She nodded her thanks and extended her hand. When it met the field, a ripple of turquoise spilled from her fingers, spread, and bounced off surfaces as it increasingly replaced the other colors. When they were gone, it transformed into a shower of sparkles that flowed toward the ceiling and vanished. Her brother took a halting breath but didn’t open his eyes.

      She held the parchment out with her right hand and spoke the words on it as she sent her magic into the sarcophagus until she imagined it spilling over the brim. Her voice gained strength as she repeated them over and over, trying to cover him and suffuse him with the power. Suddenly, she fell inward as she had with Defender when she’d first met those inside.

      Instead of a barren landscape, though, she found herself in her favorite of the house’s many dens. Two wingback chairs stood opposite one another on either side of a gaming table that held a chessboard. A game was in progress, based on the position of the pieces, but she had no idea who was winning or losing. She glanced up and couldn’t take her eyes off the person across from her.

      The image of Atreo leaning back in the seat bore a smile that she recognized from her mirror. His hair was less red than hers—more copper-colored—and lacked the curl. The clothes he wore looked like what she’d seen in her father’s wardrobe in the mansion. He nodded, and his voice sounded exactly as warm and resonant as she’d expected it would be. “You got your curls from Mom. I got this from Dad.” He waved at his head.

      “You can hear my thoughts?”

      He shrugged. “Thoughts and speech are essentially the same in here.”

      Cali looked around and noticed that the edges of the room wavered slightly, proof of their unreality. Fyre was present too, she discovered, curled on a couch a few feet away and to the side. “Where are we? Your mind, I guess?”

      He nodded. “Part of the magic my parents—our parents—left was this place. They did it so I could read and learn while my body grew. I don’t know how they did it.” He laughed with no trace of concern in the sound. “I don’t know how they did any of it, honestly. I’m merely glad they did.”

      While he talked, Cali had a creepy sensation of familiarity that she didn’t understand. He laughed at her again. “I know, right? It’s like we’ve been together for some time, even though I’ve been essentially a mummy. But fortunately, not a zombie.” He paused, raised an eyebrow, and grinned widely. “Have you worked it out yet?”

      Her mouth dropped open and she stared at Fyre. He opened an eye, snorted, and rolled onto his back with his paws in the air. She remembered Nylotte’s words about the Draksa from long, long before. “There’s something off about this one.”

      She shook her head. “Are you telling me that you and Fyre are the same person? Er…being?”

      He laughed again. “No, nothing of the sort. But I have been…uh…” He paused and shrugged. “Riding along might be the best word. For a time after I was stilled, our parents communicated with me a little. Emotions, that kind of thing. One day it stopped, and I went looking for them. I found him instead and he accepted me. I’m not sure he ever consciously knew I was there but I was able to watch things when he was awake.”

      Mirth flowed through her from the Draksa, but it was at the new revelation, not a signal that he’d known. That would have felt different. “Good. It’ll make getting to know each other for real all the easier. So what do we do now?”

      The figure across from her shrugged. “I have to imagine it will take my body some time to return to consciousness. Until then, we can visit like this. And, if he’ll let me, I’ll keep hanging out with Fyre. We won’t be able to talk or anything, but at least I’ll know if you’re well.”

      Cali grinned. “I can’t wait. Whatever is ahead, I’m glad we’ll be together for it.”
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      In the former Malniet mansion, Danna sat with Ozahl and Usha in the den, which had been cleansed of the Leblanc listening device and was now fully secure. Mercenaries patrolled the grounds, and Ozahl had spent hours ensuring that the wards protecting the premises were as powerful as they could be. It was necessary given the possibility that someone would try to take from them what they’d taken from Styrris and his family.

      “So, with this done,” she said, “we have a question that remains.”

      Usha nodded. “Leblanc.”

      “They seem to be in a favorable position at the moment,” Ozahl replied. “Public defeat of their enemies, all their allies present in the city, and a whole host of guards patrolling.”

      She shrugged. “None of which would stop us if we wanted to do it. Which leads our conversation once again to the beginning. Should we?”

      Her boyfriend gestured for Usha to speak. The Champion of New Atlantis reclined in her large wingback chair and swirled the crystal tumbler of whiskey in her hand. The clinking of the ice cubes was barely audible over the crackling flames from the fireplace. Finally, she laughed darkly. “Why do I think that despite appearances to the contrary, that house is probably more dangerous than any of the other seven we might choose?”

      Her companions joined her laughter. He said, “She has proven to have more lives than a whole clowder of cats, that one.”

      Danna took a sip of her bourbon and shook her head. “You’d almost think she was born under a lucky star or something. Things seem to go her way more often than not.” She stretched her neck and sighed. “Look at everything we threw at her. Not to mention what the Malniets did.”

      Ozahl nodded. “I tried several ways to try to take her off the field. They all failed.”

      Usha shrugged. “So, with all of that stacked against us, it seems like it would be the height of stupidity to target her again, don’t you think?”

      “I agree,” she replied, followed a moment later by Ozahl. She continued, “Now what? Simply relax here and enjoy the plunder of the Malniets while we decide what we want to do next?”

      Her former boss shook her head slowly. “I think I’ll use my Champion’s house for something different since I have a place on the grounds to live.” She’d accepted their offer of one of the outbuildings on the property. When the time came that their claim was formally recognized, Usha would be named their heir, pending children, of course.

      “What’s that?”

      The other woman grinned. “It seems to me that our dear Empress Shenni has become entirely too comfortable within the thick walls of her palace. She’s forgotten what it means to be the caretaker of the people. I aim to remind her.”

      Ozahl chuckled. “And how will you accomplish that?”

      “A little extortion here, a few threats there. New Atlantis has never really had a criminal underworld and it seems like it’s past time for one. I’ll be kind of an undersea Robin Hood—take from the rich, share with the poor, and give the local rulers as many ulcers as possible.”

      Danna laughed. “She’ll know it’s you.”

      He shook his head. “Knowing and being able to prove it are different things. Especially when you have friends with certain skill sets.” He gestured at his body and his features morphed into a copy of Usha’s. “This outlaw can literally be in two places at the same moment.” He waved again and turned into himself.

      “So, are you saying you’d support that effort?” Usha asked.

      He nodded and his partner gave the other woman a smile. “Being a full time noble has to be boring. A little side action would be perfect to keep us sharp.” She paused, then said, “So we’re agreed. Leblanc continues without our interference. Maybe one day, we can count them among our allies. And we work on making Shenni’s life as difficult as possible.”

      Ozahl raised an eyebrow. “Who knows? Someday, instead of being the patriarch of House Cudon, I’ll ascend to the throne. Emperor has a nice ring to it.”

      Danna sighed and shook her head. “No monarchy for you. You may be my consort, both when I’m matriarch and when I’m Empress.”

      Usha laughed and tossed her drink back. “Now that’s a plan I can get behind.” She refilled her glass and lifted it in a toast. “To House Cudon.”

      They clinked glasses and settled in for the first of many nights of comfortable conversation about suborning the rule of the current Empress.
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        * * *

      

      Cali and Shenni met in the Empress’s private office. The seneschal offered her a drink but she declined, preferring to get the necessary discussion over with, and the older woman faded into the background. The monarch sat behind her desk and leaned back, looking smug in her fancy royal gown.

      She had worn the uniform she’d fought in, minus the weapons. They’d been smart enough to take her belt, as well, but she would have surrendered it voluntarily. Her safety was assured at the moment by virtue of her fame. There would be an outcry if the one who’d destroyed House Malniet suddenly disappeared while meeting with the Empress, especially given the signaling of her favor toward them at the arena. Besides, her allies were ready to make the trouble happen if it didn’t occur of its own accord.

      She didn’t need to mention any of that to the woman across the desk. Empress Shenni was a political animal and had doubtless calculated all the angles before she allowed her to walk in the door. She smiled and nodded. “Congratulations, Matriarch Leblanc, on your victory.”

      “Why thank you, Empress. It’s too bad you were gone at the end. I would have enjoyed receiving your accolades then.”

      The woman waved a hand to dismiss the concern. “I have many demands on my time, you know. I would say the outcome would be enough to keep any of the rest of the Nine from challenging your house anytime soon.”

      “One can hope. I feel confident that House Cudon will be a strong ally going forward. I also hear that House Cormier has formed a new alliance.”

      Shenni nodded. “Yes, a man in the main line of my former house will join them. It should be a good pairing.” Her tone revealed that she’d been behind the move and was happy with its success.

      “May I ask you a question?”

      The Empress laughed. “Only one? Of course.”

      “Why did you have my parents killed?” She was proud of herself for asking it without screaming.

      Her hostess shrugged. “They were a nuisance. If they had stopped causing trouble when they left the city, they would have had no more retaliation from me. But they chose to oppose my efforts there as well so they earned my wrath.”

      Cali kept calm only by virtue of her connection to Fyre. The Draksa was perched on top of the palace and sent her calming waves, reminding her that she needed to maintain her poise as best she could. “Then why not kill me now and finish the job? Surely if you hated them enough to loan your family’s sword to destroy mine, and then hated me enough to do it again in the recent battle, you must want to.”

      The monarch laughed dismissively. “Let me speak frankly for a minute. I didn’t hate your parents. They were a problem and I solved it. I don’t hate you but you are also a problem. If it wouldn’t create a firestorm of unrest to kill you out of hand, be assured that I would. But, since that is the almost certain outcome, you get to live. For now.”

      “So that’s it? They were a problem so they died?”

      Shenni nodded, and Cali shook her head and stood slowly, wary of whatever defenders the other woman might have watching. “Well, then, I guess I can promise that I’ll be a problem for you too. But killing me will be harder since I have allies they didn’t.”

      Her adversary raised her glass in a mock toast. “To the game ahead, then.”

      Cali strode from the room, the seneschal on her heels. When she reached the entrance, she turned to the other woman. “Oh, I forgot to mention one last thing. Maybe you could let her know for me.”

      Gwyn nodded. “Of course.”

      “I collected the shards of her house sword and gave them away to folks who don’t have particularly good feelings toward her. Tell her I hope she has fun trying to find them.”

      She turned and headed home with a smile on her face. A game is it, you wench? Okay, Shenni. Let’s play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cali snarled in frustration. “Get the hell down from there before you break your head, idiot.” The atmosphere in the Drunken Dragons Tavern was particularly raucous for a Monday night. After the events in New Atlantis, she had felt the need to get away and be somewhere familiar. And, I have to admit, a drunken wizard standing on the table delivering lines from Hamlet is, unfortunately, familiar.

      Accompanied by a round of cheers for him and heckles for her, the white-bearded magical took her hand and climbed onto the floor. He patted her on the shoulder, sat, and began to talk to his friends as if nothing unusual had happened. Which, of course, was par for the course in Zeb’s establishment, where the strange was routine.

      She collected a tray full of empty glasses and headed to the front for refills. Tanyith and Kendra sat in their usual seats at the edge of the bar, and the detective kept the one next to her clear so that when Cali made it back there, she had somewhere to sit. She slid the tray to Zeb with a smile. “Get to work, old man. We have thirsty customers out there.”

      He shook his head and took the tray, grumbling something that was doubtless uncomplimentary under his breath. She turned to Kendra and grinned. “I don’t think I’ve thanked you yet for letting me borrow your boyfriend. He was very useful.” She wiggled her eyebrows theatrically so they wouldn’t miss the entendre.

      The detective rolled her eyes. “If I was still worried you might have designs on him, that right there killed it. No one I’ve ever met would have the patience to put up with you.”

      Cali stuck her tongue out at the other woman. Fyre’s laughter sounded in her head and she sent, You can shut up, lazybones, to him. A snort emerged from behind the bar but he didn’t otherwise react. She wondered if Atreo was with him at that moment and was entertained by their antics. It was a good thought and she hoped so.

      The tray returned fully loaded, and she headed into the crowd again. The rest of the night passed in a happy blur of work. Zeb stayed open a little late because his patrons seemed like they wanted to linger. “It’s a good sign,” he’d observed. “Things are getting back to normal around here.”

      “There’s nothing normal about you, buddy,” she’d quipped, which made everyone in earshot laugh.

      Now, with the customers shooed out the door and the locks thrown, Cali was able to fully relax for the first time in what seemed like months. Zeb pulled glasses of his special brew—a hard cider with hints of blackberry—put them in front of each of them, and took one for himself. “So, will you be up here doing your job a little more often from here on out?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I hope to. I’ll have responsibilities down there, of course, and once Atreo is up and moving there will be more, but I don’t want to leave this behind. I feel like myself here.”

      Tanyith grinned. “From waitress and student to noble matriarch. That’s quite a change. It would take some getting used to.”

      “Definitely. So what will you do? Go back to Trevilsom and serve out the rest of your sentence?”

      He snorted and coughed on his drink. “Uh, no, I’m good, thanks. I guess I’ll help Zeb out when you’re not around. And maybe have a conversation with the new leaders of House Cudon about their plans for the Malniets in exile. Someone has to keep an eye on those bastards.”

      She laughed at the image that jumped into her head of him on a horse with a big hat. “Sheriff Tanyith, huh? Keeping the citizens of New Orleans and New Atlantis safe from the outlaws.” When the others had finished laughing, she said, “Seriously, though, it’s a great idea. And you’re the right one to do it.”

      The conversation turned to other matters and eventually, Kendra and Tanyith took their leave. She swiveled to face Zeb. “Finally. Lovebirds. Ugh.” She made a gagging sound and the dwarf laughed. “So, is everything the same for you, boss? Are you gonna stay here, dish out stew and drinks, and be the voice of reason between the humans and the magicals?”

      He shrugged. “Probably.” She stared at him in silence until he sighed. “What?”

      “It seemed that joining us for those battles suited you.”

      The dwarf looked thoughtful and replied, “Yeah, you’re right. I did enjoy being out there fighting again. It’s a little more adrenaline-producing than tending bar.”

      Cali nodded. “You have good skills in that area. With practice, you could be at least above average. Are you thinking about hitting the road? I couldn’t help but notice that you’re more or less grooming Tanyith to fill in.”

      Zeb chuckled and pulled his pipe out, then took several minutes to complete his ritual of filling it and lighting it. After a few puffs, he admitted, “Maybe I am. It’s never bad to keep your options open. Speaking of which, will you really settle down in New Atlantis?”

      She grinned. “Well, I have to return Ikehara’s lucky charm to him in the morning, so I guess I’ll work here tomorrow night. After that, there are things to get organized for House Leblanc down there. But once that’s all done, who knows? Maybe I’ll run for Empress.”

      He laughed. “I don’t think you ‘run’ for Empress.”

      “Which makes sense. No one would vote for Shenni. Whatever. The point is, New Atlantis needs a troublemaker and I’m the perfect person to fill that role. Along with Fyre, of course.”

      “Yeah, I can see that he’s the brains of the operation.”

      “Shut it.” She grinned at the dwarf, her heart filled with affection. “On second thought, the Dragons could use troublemaking too. So, when you’re here, you can plan on Fyre and I helping out more often than not.” She put her hands on the bar and vaulted over to wrap him in a hug. “Whatever I do from here on out, the most important thing to me is being with my friends and family, so count on getting tired of us hanging around.”

      He patted her back and squeezed her tightly. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in ages.”
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            A Defender Rises

          

        

      

    

    
      Pick up book one of The Magic City Chronicles, a brand new series from TR Cameron. Book one is A DEFENDER RISES.
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      Ruby Achera just wanted a nice, quiet drink at her family’s casino in Magic City. The Mist Casino sits just above a kemana with an interior that would make a ghost feel right at home. Of course it does.

      After all, Magic City has to compete with nearby Vegas. A different kind of magic.

      Ruby is just back from University for the summer, catching up with an old friend when everything changes with a BANG! 

      A series of small blasts are exploding all around her. Chips are flying through the air. Someone wanted to announce their arrival in town. But who?

      Ruby is about to get drawn into a battle for control of Magic City. They just made the fight personal. Is the Ebon Dragon Casino next?

      Will Ruby’s secrets get in her way?

      What waits at the end could change her life forever, if she survives the journey.

      

      
        
        Get your copy today!
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May 9, 2020

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the final book in the Scions of Magic series! I truly hope you enjoyed the ride as much as I did. The love among Cali and her friends was unexpectedly intense at the end. I didn’t see it building, and then, as I was writing, there it was. It’s always amazing to me how stories take on a life of their own during the writing process.

      Reading is a solace for me in difficult times. I’ve been cranking through rereads of a bunch of old favorites and trying out some new ones over the last couple of months, in between trying to keep my kid occupied and my partner steady. Fortunately, they return those favors in kind. If we have to be socially distant, at least we all (seem to) like who we’re stuck with. I hope you’re finding your own happy place, wherever it might be.

      We’re putting a temporary pin in the Federal Agents of Magic / Scions of Magic corner of the Oriceran Universe. There’s a lot of awesome Urban Fantasy coming from Martha and Michael, so I’m taking a detour into science fiction for a while. I invite you to come along: all the stuff you love from my books will be in those ones too. Lots of action, lots of snark, lots of humor. Plus spaceships! We’re currently in the planning stages, but I’m hopeful the first one will be out by July 2020.

      I tried playing Jedi: Fallen Order, and was once again reminded that I am terrible at dark-souls-style games. Just really truly awful. I’ll probably go back to it for the story after a while, but have jumped back into a replay of the Witcher 3, which I’m much better at. And the kid and I just restarted The Lego Movie videogame for the third time, I think, which is always a hoot. Looking forward to Birds of Prey (but not willing to pay $20 to rent it).

      Devs is turning out to be interesting. A little much in certain ways, but I’m intrigued. Picard took a little time to get started, but I’ve totally got the ST: The Next Generation feels going now. And Patrick Stewart is a treasure, regardless.

      I encountered a piece of small and unexpected wisdom yesterday. It was on Twitter, and I can pretty confidently say that rarely does anything that qualifies as “wisdom” happen there, on my timeline at least. But a reminder appeared that we are “Human Beings,” not “Human Doings.” Some days, the best we can achieve is to be, rather than do. And not only is that okay, it’s desirable. If you’re kind of type-A, like me, you’re probably feeling pressured by all the things you’re not getting done, with all the time you’ve suddenly got.

      To hell with that nonsense. Exist. Be. Do what you can, and accept that it’s enough. Focus on being kind to everyone, and remember that includes you, too. Tell that critical voice inside your head that it can just shut the hell up until it has your explicit permission to share again. My kid – nine years old – asked yesterday if we ever heard that voice in our head telling us that we were bad. We explained that it’s normal, and that voice lies.

      Don’t believe the lies. Give yourself a break. Maybe – dare I say – find a good book and lose yourself in it for a while! Take care of those who need you, including your own darn self.

      Okay, off my soapbox.

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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May 29, 2020

        

      

    

    
      This is week 8 of a different world and it’s beginning to feel like we’re going to have a varying kind of new normal for the foreseeable future. If you’re reading these author notes in the very distant future (or past, which would be way cooler) there was a pandemic and we all retreated to the Victorian era and kept our distance from each other… for the most part.

      I’ve taken up a few hobbies like embroidery that I’m learning from YouTube and sharing with my neighbor over FaceTime (another Martha). I can only do one small piece at a time though or my stitches rapidly go south. I’ve also taken up cooking – and cooking gadgets are one of my fave things. Air frying is a new passion. But, and I’m not sure how this happened, I recently (accidentally I can assure you despite what the Offspring keeps saying) bought two different large ones. I really don’t know what the thinking was behind that other than huge sale, a little bored, they looked really different, and somewhat distracted. I told the Offspring it’s for a very big party once we can all gather together again. He said, “Whatever you need to tell yourself, Mom.” Apparently, you can even bake in these things. No one tell Anderle. I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Remember my quest to run a 5k? I was signed up for two different ones in April and May that were both cancelled. Now, the new thing is virtual races. A few friends of mine in Chicago are going to do one with me and then we’re going to do brunch over Zoom. Everyone knows that brunch afterward is the best part of running a 5k.

      I’ve also been ordering real books – mostly non-fiction. I have no idea why that’s suddenly grabbed my attention, but the latest is The Genius of Birds by Jennifer Ackerman. I love finding out weird stuff about nature like trees actually share nutrients even miles away. Whatever I learn about birds will of course be showing up in a book later.

      Tomorrow, my future daughter in law, Jackie Venson will be doing a concert from the garage – she’s a great blues guitarist and I hear will be on a magazine cover next month – and some neighbors will come and spread out on the sidewalk to listen.

      Besides writing as fast as I can and getting lost in magical worlds – this is life right now. It’s actually pretty good and weird and kind of fun in the middle of trying to be careful.

      That’s the thing about life. I do my best to fit myself to the present circumstances instead of insisting that circumstances fit themselves to me. When I remember to do that, very cool stuff keeps happening. Okay, I’m off to go fry up something really big. More adventures to follow.
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