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      There's a traitor on the loose, and Kat's harboring deadly secrets...

      Kat has trained for the last six months to join the Covert Council Service. All that stands in her way are her trials, the final test of her training. If she survives, she'll be a full-fledged agent, able to search for Meglana's hidden talismans and right the wrongs of her mother's past.

      Keeping secrets has become a way of life. Kat's the only person who knows a Directorate mole lurks in the Council's midst. With the traitor's identity a mystery, she can't afford to trust anyone, even if it means lying to the people she's vowed to protect.

      When the mole almost kills Kat during her trials, she must uncover his identity before he has a chance to finish the job. Her search for the traitor will bring the CCS to its knees, but if she fails, her life and the lives of every CCS agent will be forfeit.

      Magic Betrayed is the third book in the Magic Born series and is intended to be read after Magic Born and Magic Unknown.

      
        
        Get sneak peeks and stay up to date on new releases by signing up for the author’s Insider Newsletter. You’ll also get a free copy of the Insider exclusive story Magic Tracked, a prequel to Magic Born.

        http://CaethesFaron.com/magic-tracked
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      Two, no, three mages were talking on the other side of the doorway. I couldn’t get any closer, not without alerting them to my presence. The Covert Council Service had amplifiers, little gadgets that could be inserted into the ear to help overhear conversations, but I didn’t have one with me. If I wanted to know what they were discussing, I’d have to rely on good old-fashioned magic.

      Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. With each passing second, a bit of intelligence slipped by, but that kind of thinking wouldn’t help me now. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, emptying my mind. The amber talisman around my neck sent warmth throughout my body, the magic it contained eager to do my bidding. I reached out with my magic, pushing it through the wall and into the other room. It bumped against a curved object: the shield the mages were using to block their conversation from eavesdropping ears.

      In my six months of training with the CCS, I had learned about all different shields. This one was intended to block the sound of their voices. If I could manipulate my magic to match the frequency of it, I should be able to break through. This fine-tuned control would’ve never occurred to me months ago.

      A little twitch here, a little modulation there, and I was in. Once through the shield, I opened the hand I’d held clenched in concentration until now. With my hand’s movement, my magic opened and absorbed the sound around it.

      Nothing but gibberish reached my ears.

      These mages must be ultra-paranoid. They not only shielded their conversation, they also used a charm to distort their voices. Only those within the shield could understand it. Time to delve back into my bag of tricks.

      Counteracting this kind of charm wasn’t easy, but the fact that I had to maintain my intrusion into their shield at the same time made it more difficult. These charms worked the same way a code did. Find the correct cipher, and you could listen in. All I had to do was figure out the precise charm they were using.

      Once again ignoring that with each second I lost valuable information, I stopped trying to guess which charm they were using and listened instead. Common Tongue was full of rolling r’s, but what I heard were a lot of sibilant s’s and the occasional tongue click. I knew just the cipher. I opened my mouth to utter the spell that would counter it, but thought better of it. If they heard me, then all of this work would be for nothing. Instead, I concentrated on running the cipher through the standard translation spell in my mind and hoped for the best.

      “So how long do you think we’ll be here?” the man asked.

      “There’s no telling,” a woman replied. “I hear she’s good. She better be. I was out on a mission all night last night. I don’t have the energy to keep up this shield and charm for too long.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t even delve into this advanced training back when I started. This stuff used to be reserved for people who’d been out in the field for a year or two,” the male said.

      “And that’s why our numbers have shrunk,” a second woman said. “Did you hear we lost another one two days ago?”

      “No,” answered the male. “Why haven’t they made an announcement?”

      “There’s an ongoing investigation,” the woman replied. “They won’t make it known until they know what happened.”

      I jerked when a hand touched my shoulder.

      “How long have you been listening?” Lilibet asked with a smile. My face warmed at being found out.

      “Only a minute or so. How could you tell?”

      “You have a very satisfied grin on your face.” Lilibet went through the doorway. “That’s enough. She’s been listening in for a little while now.”

      “Geez, thanks for telling us,” Talina said through a yawn as she walked past me. She was the one who’d been on a mission last night. Jessalyn, the other woman, followed her.

      “You did great. We were giving it all we had. Good job,” Kellan, the male voice, said. His cerulean hair appeared darker than usual in the dim hallway. As always, he was endearingly positive in his interactions with me. No matter how many times I told him I wasn’t interested in a relationship, he still insisted on being annoyingly cheery around me. “You’ll be ready for the trials before you know it.”

      “Actually, she is. This was the final test,” Lilibet said.

      “Wait, what?” I thought my trials would still be months away. “No, I can’t be ready. For starters, the only reason I knew they were in there talking is because I saw their shadows flickering on the wall. That’s cheating.”

      “No, that’s gathering intelligence, which is what you’ve been trained to do,” Lilibet said.

      “But I took forever to get into the conversation. If this had been a real-world scenario, I could’ve missed everything I was sent to overhear.”

      “Hey, you got in there quickly,” Kellan said.

      “Kellan, why don’t you leave this to me? Thanks for your help.” Even though she was soft-spoken, Lilibet’s dismissals were firm in their own way. Kellan nodded and went off down the hall.

      “Now, what is this all about? You’ve been eager to be certified as an agent since the day you started. If we had let you, you would have skipped the training and gone right into the field. What’s changed?”

      What had changed? “Nothing. I want to get into the field more than anything.” What I really wanted was to go Earthside to search for my mother’s talismans, but no one knew about that. “I’ve just been working on this skill for so long that I never thought I’d be cleared to go through my trials. It felt incredibly slow.”

      “It will always feel slow, even when it isn’t. Besides, you’ll never be perfect. We don’t expect that. What Kellan, Jessalyn, and Talina were saying is true. We used to not even go this advanced with new trainees. It was a continuing education situation.”

      “And I assume the rest of what they said was true. The training is so hard now because there aren’t many of us left.”

      “Which is why we need you to pass your trials and get working as soon as possible. I’ll speak with Calista now to schedule them.”

      “But you only get one shot at the trials.” We’d reached the real reason behind my hesitance. “If I fail, that’s the end of everything. I’m not like you, Lilibet. I don’t have a dad and a place and a life to go back to if this doesn’t work out.” My current cover was that the Magesterial Council was keeping me under their protection and educating me in magic since my mother died. Given who my mother was, it was easy enough for people to understand and explained my living inside the Citadel without having an official job. The cover allowed me to explore the Citadel unchecked, but I wasn’t eager to see my cover become reality.

      “And that’s why I would never recommend you for the trials until you were ready, and you are. You know better than most what’s at stake. We need you in the field keeping the Directorate from finishing Meglana’s work.”

      And that was the other reason for my hesitance. Right before I killed Casper, he had said there was a mole in the Council’s midst. If that were true—and everything pointed to that being the case—then I couldn’t reveal everything I knew about my mother’s work without it getting back to the Directorate. I also couldn’t search for the missing talismans. If I did, I’d be leading the enemy to them. When I started my training, I never imagined that I could go six months without figuring out who the mole was.

      I couldn’t tell Lilibet that because I hadn’t told it to anyone. I doubted Lilibet was the mole, but there was no telling who it could be, and whoever she passed the information to might not be trustworthy.

      “Are you going to be at the trials with me?” Lilibet had acted both as my trainer and handler during my time at the CCS. “From what I’ve heard, they’re so intense that you can die during them.”

      Lilibet shook her head. “Even though you always have a handler as an agent, the trials are something you have to go through on your own. We never want you to be in a situation alone, but we need to know that if the worst happens, you can handle yourself. Don’t worry about it. You’ll breeze through the trials.”

      “Sure, what’s there to worry about? I could die or lose out on the one thing I’ve been working toward for the last six months. No biggie.”

      Lilibet gave me a smile and walked toward the teleportation rings at the end of the hall. “It’s time for lunch. Take the rest of the day off. You’ve earned some rest. Take it easy until your trials.”

      My training at the CCS had been intensive, but there was too much at stake with the trials. I didn’t want to become an agent; I needed to. Not only would becoming an agent give me the freedom and resources I needed to uncover the mole and find the talismans Meglana had hidden on Earth, but it would also allow me to atone for the evil she had done, and perhaps I could carve out a place for myself in this world.

      After Lilibet had disappeared, I stepped into the rings, anxious to get to my room where I could do some of my own practicing.

      As I closed my eyes—because even after six months, I still had to close my eyes to teleport—my stomach let out a loud growl. I’d skipped breakfast in my hurry to get to training on time this morning. A quick detour to the mess hall to grab something to go was in order. I could eat in my room while I tried to figure out how to keep myself alive at the trials.
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      CCS agents and trainees weren’t allowed to have teleportation rings inside their rooms, not even the kind built into tables for food delivery, so that meant every time I got a gnaw of hunger, I had to trek to the mess.

      The CCS mess wasn’t as nice as the dining hall in the Citadel. After all, it would never see dignitaries or officials like the main dining hall did. However, most CCS personnel preferred it since we were free to speak more openly about our work. Certain missions were still too confidential to discuss over lunch, but at least in the mess we could be open about who we were and what we did.

      “Kat!” Kellan waved from a table where Jessalyn sat with him. Jessalyn was an analyst, and Priya, another analyst, sat next to her.

      I had planned on grabbing something and heading straight to my room. Training for the CCS in Elustria hadn’t changed the fact that I didn’t enjoy being social, but I thought better of blowing off Kellan’s invitation. Sure, he annoyed me, but I also needed to keep my eyes and ears open. The CCS had taught me that intelligence was worth social discomforts.

      I returned Kellan’s wave and joined him at his table. He had graciously kept the seat next to him open.

      “Congratulations on being ready for the trials!” Kellan said with his usual enthusiasm. “It’s a big step. Are you excited?”

      I filled out my order form and sent it through the teleportation ring in the table. “Yeah, nervous as hell, but excited too.”

      “There’s no need to be nervous. You did great today,” Jessalyn said. I got along well with her. She took the work seriously without taking herself too seriously.

      “I wish I knew what to expect.” Secrecy shrouded the trials, making them even more nerve racking.

      “Well no one’s going to tell you anything,” Priya said. “Not only are we sworn to keep the trials secret, but to be honest, most of us consider keeping our lips sealed payback for having it done to us.” Priya was less gregarious than Jessalyn. She had a no-nonsense attitude. She was there to work, not make friends or socialize. I respected that.

      “Like Jessalyn said, you’ll do fine. Before you know it, you’ll be getting your first assignment and meeting your handler.” Kellan bit into a drumstick from the fried fowl that was on special today. It looked and tasted just like chicken.

      “Wait, you mean Lilibet won’t still be my handler?” That possibility had never crossed my mind. We worked so well together, and she’d been with me from the beginning. My chicken arrived, and I dug in as I waited for an answer.

      “Well, I mean she could, but if you get assigned Earthside, I don’t know that Lilibet will follow. She has a nice cover here at the Citadel, plus her dad’s here. She’s always worked closely with the Council. I can’t see that changing. She might be your handler from here, but most agents like having their handler closer.”

      “I never thought about it.” Everyone assumed I’d get an assignment on Earth. Not only would Lilibet’s close ties to the Council potentially keep her here, it was precisely why I couldn’t tell her about the mole and my search. I struggled every day with the conflict of both trusting Lilibet as my handler and trainer but also not allowing myself to rule her out as the mole. It wore on me, not knowing who I could trust, but I tried to console myself with the knowledge that it would be worth it once I uncovered the mole and was free to search for my mother’s talismans. Getting assigned to Earth was essential, and I had to be on top of my game at the trials to get such a coveted assignment.

      “You might want to start getting used to the idea. I doubt they’ll assign you anywhere else. Your knowledge of Earth customs and culture is too valuable.” Kellan had a strong affinity for all things Earth. I was convinced that was why he liked me. He didn’t know me well enough to like me for any other reason. He had been recalled from Earth to the Greenhouse—as we called headquarters due to the main entrance being through the greenhouse—for the last month. Every few years, each agent had to rotate into the Greenhouse for a stint. It allowed for ongoing training and evaluation and gave everyone an opportunity to see our operations from a different perspective.

      “So I hear someone’s ready for the trials.” Darian joined us at our table. “Lilibet must be crazy. I don’t know how you think you’ll pass after being raised as a human. It’s practically like being a pidge.”

      Thank goodness none of them knew that I was a pidge—the child of a sorcerer and mage. I’d been able to keep that information secret from the Council. If they knew, I’d be even more of an outcast than I already was. Pidges were so shameful that my family had no interest in making it known that my father was a sorcerer.

      “Her abundance of magic more than makes up for not being raised in it,” Jessalyn said.

      The talisman around my neck held more power than anyone in the Citadel realized: sorcerer power. As far as the Council knew, my mother had stripped my spark of magic when I was a child and placed it in the talisman, making an already magical object more powerful. It was true, just not the whole truth. She had also killed my father and trapped his magic in the amber stone. The Council only knew that my mother had studied ways to steal magic, not that she had successfully stolen a sorcerer’s.

      “It doesn’t matter how much magic someone has if they don’t know how to use it,” Darian said.

      To keep the universe in balance, Darian was a jerk to me to make up for the fact that Kellan thought the sun shined out of my ass. In this case, though, I thought he had a point. None of them understood what it was like to go from a lifetime of not even knowing magic was real to having to use it constantly. I’d adapted pretty well over the last six months, remembering to levitate items instead of physically getting them, but when I was absent-minded or distracted, I still reverted to my human ways. Much of my training had involved simply remembering I was a mage and could use magic to get out of situations or to enhance my circumstances. During the trials, when I was under that amount of stress with the stakes as high as they were, my biggest fear was that I would blank and forget to use magic altogether.

      There was no time to waste. The only way I’d survive the trials was by taking advantage of my father’s magic. I would need to delve deeper into it than I ever had to guarantee I’d pass. If I could tap into my father’s power, see what it meant to be a pidge and have sorcerer magic in my blood, that could give me the edge I needed.

      I stood from the table. “Well thanks for the chat, guys. You’ve done nothing to ease my nerves, but I appreciate the congratulations. In case I get hauled off to the trials tonight, it’s been nice knowing you.”

      “Don’t let Darian run you off,” Priya said.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” Kellan glared at Darian then smiled at me. “You’ll do great.”

      “No, it’s not that. I’m done eating, and I need to get studying. I’ll see you later.” I waved as I left the mess and walked to a set of rings that would take me to the hallway outside my room. As much as I hated to admit it, I liked these people. If I died at the trials, I’d miss seeing them—if there was something after death to allow for such feelings.
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      My small, nondescript room with a tiny en-suite bathroom showed no signs of being lived in for six months. There was nothing in it to identify it as mine. I spent all my time training, and once I became an agent, I didn’t expect to spend a lot of time here. All I had were a few books checked out from the Citadel’s library, some clothes, my mother’s old satchel, and my cell phone from Earth that had long since died.

      A small bed sat in one corner, and in another was a simple desk and chair. The one nice feature was the window. Being perched on the mountain allowed for magnificent views of the surrounding countryside. Little villages and towns dotted the horizon, and up above flew tourists who loved shooting sparks at the force field protecting the Citadel. But the real reason I had chosen this room was because the rooms on each side were vacant, ensuring peace and quiet even though Kellan’s room was down the hall.

      I lay on the bed and fought the urge to sleep. I’d been running nonstop for months, and the knowledge that it was almost over came crashing down on me. Rest would have to wait until I’d passed the trials. I had memories to access.

      It had shocked me to realize that the visions I had of my mother were memories from my father, Marty, that the talisman held. Something about the amber stone and the process of locking my father’s magic into it had preserved his memories and allowed whoever wore the talisman to access them. It was even more reason to never let it fall into the hands of another. I would fight to the death for this stone.

      I cleared my mind and started where I so often did: with my favorite memory. I’d scoured thousands of them for information about my mother that would prove helpful. I’d searched through faces, hoping to find someone I would recognize, someone who might give me a clue to who the Directorate had working for them inside the Council’s inner circle.

      I came away with few certainties. One was that my mother was masterful at keeping my father in the dark. Two, Marty loved Meglana and realized much too late that she wasn’t as she seemed. And three, he loved me enough to stick around once he knew what was happening.

      And that’s where I always began my expeditions into his memories. It was the first memory of his I’d seen once I wrapped my head around this newfound ability I had. It was almost as if he lived inside my talisman and needed me to see this memory first. It was of the day I was born, the first time he held me. I could see my little red, wrinkly, goo-covered self through his eyes. Only a parent could love that strange, alien-looking creature.

      My entire body warmed. My heart filled with a love that was greater than anything I had ever felt in my life. Looking down on my newborn self through my father’s eyes, I knew he would do anything for me, and he knew it too. By that time, he suspected Meglana was using him. He’d already made plans to leave my mother, but he never once thought of it again after that moment. He stayed for me.

      Tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes. I wanted to lie there and drown in that feeling forever, but I had work to do.

      Now I needed my father’s help again. Within his memories, I searched for a time when he was younger and just learning his magic. Darian had compared me to a pidge earlier without realizing that I was one. While I knew my father was a sorcerer, I didn’t think of myself in those terms often. I mean, how often does anyone think about the fact that they’re human or mage or sorcerer or pidge? You just are. Pidges couldn’t have magical offspring, which was why they were taboo—so taboo that there wasn’t much information about them. They were pariahs, which was why I had to keep it a secret.

      It didn’t make sense that a pidge would only have the same magic as a mage. If I could access sorcerer magic in my blood, it could give me an edge in the trials. Sure, my magic was already more powerful than normal, but I always thought of that as being because I had the entirety of my father’s magic in my talisman. There had to be magic I could perform that was inaccessible to mages.

      The main difference between mages and sorcerers was that mages had to have a magical object to ignite the spark of magic within them. Without an object to direct their magic, they couldn’t perform any. Sorcerers had magic running through their veins, so they didn’t require an outside object. Instead of a spark of magic, they had a current of it. I had already performed this magic once when I had called my talisman to me. If I’d been a pure mage, that would’ve been impossible.

      The only thing I knew sorcerers could do that mages couldn’t was teleport. Mages required teleportation rings, and they could only go to places they had been to before. A sorcerer could teleport much the same way Millhook could. They could go anywhere they wanted as long as there wasn’t a spell or charm keeping them from their destination.

      When I thought about teleportation, excitement leapt in my chest and the memory came to the forefront. The excitement was my father’s. Learning to port must be a milestone in a young sorcerer’s life.

      A woman stood next to a little boy. “Now, Marty, if this is going to work, you have to calm down. Teleporting requires focus. Now, I want you to picture where you want to go. Pick someplace close. Even though you can go almost anywhere, it’s easier to start with short distances and places you can clearly visualize. Close your eyes and picture a spot on the other side of the room. On the count of three, port there. Ready? One, two, three.”

      Marty opened his eyes and felt a twinge of frustration. He was exactly where he had started.

      “Don’t get discouraged. Don’t picture yourself traveling there; picture yourself already there. Also, don’t think of it as something you want; think of it as something that is. Convince your magic that you’re there, and it will make it so.”

      This time, when my father opened his eyes, he was on the other side of the room. That seemed simple enough.

      I rose from the bed and tried to duplicate what I had seen. With my eyes closed, I pictured myself standing next to the table.

      Nothing. I opened my eyes to be sure, but I hadn’t moved an inch. I shook it out, took a deep breath, and tried again.

      Still nothing. Of course it would be different, more difficult than it had been for my father. I wasn’t a full sorceress. I was even different from the average pidge. After all, my mother had stripped my magical spark and put it in the talisman. There was no telling how my body interacted with magic compared to others.

      This entire exercise was stupid. Even if I learned how to teleport, I could never do it, not in any real way. If someone saw or caught on to the fact that I had appeared somewhere I shouldn’t be, my secret would be out. I’d be an outcast, which was even worse than being the Earth-raised freak child of an evil mage. If anyone at the CCS knew, I’d be kicked out of the agency. Without the resources of the CCS, I couldn’t track down my mother’s talismans or find out who the mole was.

      No matter how much easier it might be to pass the trials or even to perform my duties as a CCS agent with sorcerer magic, I couldn’t risk it, not until I had set right the wrongs my mother had done. Once the Directorate no longer had their claws inside the Council and the talismans my mother created were destroyed or in the custody of the CCS, I would be free to explore my sorcerer side to my heart’s content, but not before then.

      I wanted to return the talismans to the families of the sorcerers Meglana had killed to create them, but that was an impossibility. It would require revealing what she had done to the sorcerers, and once they knew, it would start an all-out war. For all I knew, that was the Directorate’s aim. They didn’t want peace with the sorcerers; they wanted to conquer them. They wanted a war, and there was no better way to start one than to make it known that mages had killed sorcerers and stolen their power.

      This went beyond my personal desires. The fate of two races depended on those talismans never being found by the Directorate.

      But no pressure. At any moment, I could be taken away and possibly die trying to pass the trials. I didn’t have time to fiddle around with wishful thinking. The best I could do was practice the skills I already had, to make them second nature.

      Screw Lilibet’s gift of a half-day off. I had training to do.
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      I produced a force field to deflect the bolt of lightning coming toward me. Too late I realized I should’ve used a different shield, one that would’ve bounced the lightning back to my attacker. Instead, I threw out tendrils of energy that pulled the attacker to me.

      One advantage to being human was that physical fighting and tactics came more naturally to me since I had been exposed to them my entire life. The opposite was true of mages. Mage fights were fought at a distance, and it never failed to throw my poor opponent off guard when I brought them within close physical range.

      My right leg connected with Kellan’s calf, forcing him to the ground. My knee wedged between his shoulder blades, I reached for his wand and sent a blast of heat through my hand. His grip tightened on his wand, and he instinctively produced ice. It was a common mistake, one I loved to exploit. The intense heat from my hand formed steam that cut through the ice to Kellan’s hand. When faced with immense heat, the instinct was to produce cold, but in this instance—as I had learned the hard way—you needed to shield your hand. The steam didn’t burn me, but it forced Kellan’s hand open, and I snatched his wand before he could override his reflexes.

      “All right, all right, you’ve got me,” Kellan said. “What is it humans say? Uncle?”

      After I got to my feet, I offered Kellan my hand. His crush on me proved useful: he was the only person I dared ask to spar with me at this early hour. He’d walked in on me practicing yesterday with the dummies and had agreed to a practice session before work. “Hey, I’m not actually human. And no one really cries uncle, or at least no one other than six-year-old boys.”

      “You did well. Using my instincts and reflexes against me was a good strategy.”

      “I rely on fire too much.” Fire and ice remained the easiest things for me to control with my magic. They were familiar and made logical sense, but there were a plethora of options open to me. Offensive spells had proven the most difficult for me to habitually use. I still reached for the familiar elements when attacking. I tried to make up for it by mastering shields. It seemed to work so far, but I didn’t know how it would hold up in a real-life scenario or the trials.

      “True, but I don’t see that to be much of a problem except that fire isn’t very stealthy. Most mages don’t rely on the elements the way you do, so it won’t be as obvious to them.”

      “But Lilibet knows all of my crutches, and so do the other trainers. I think my trials will be crafted to punish me for relying on them.”

      “You’re overthinking this. The trials are just to make sure you’re ready for the field. They’re not intended to trap you. Don’t worry, I’m happy to keep sparring with you until you feel comfortable.” Kellan wore a cheesy grin and waggled his eyebrows.

      “Thanks. Let’s go again, and this time it’s an automatic forfeit for me if I use fire or water in any way.” Kellan may think the trials weren’t designed to trap me, but I didn’t believe it. Unlike him, I was an outsider. There were people who would love to see me fail, like Darian. CCS agent was a coveted position. The looks some of the other mages gave me made it clear they didn’t think it fair that someone who didn’t even know she was a mage until recently was given this opportunity. I intended to prove them wrong.

      “I admire what you’re trying to do, reaching out of your comfort zone, but it’s not wise to place such a restriction on yourself. You’d never do that on a mission. When you’re out there, your goal is to get the job done. It doesn’t matter how you do it. As long as you get what’s needed without compromising yourself, that’s all that matters. So let’s go again, but don’t second-guess what will happen at your trials. Just be you.”

      “And what”—Kellan and I both looked to the door at the intrusion—“pray tell, do you think you are doing?” Thaddeus’s deep voice filled the training room even though he didn’t raise his tone above a normal level. His ability to intimidate with his voice would be scary enough even if it hadn’t been matched with his foreboding appearance.

      “We were just practicing, sir,” Kellan said with what I thought might be a quiver in his voice. Out of all the Councilors, it had to be Thaddeus and Calista who oversaw the CCS. Calista I could handle, but Thaddeus I could never quite get comfortable around—and I didn’t know if I wanted to.

      Thaddeus held up his hand to silence Kellan. “I’m not speaking to you.”

      The red eyes that so startled me when I first met Thaddeus were just as frightening now. They didn’t leave me, not even to flit away and acknowledge Kellan’s presence. “I believe you were ordered to take it easy.”

      “Like he said, we’re just practicing, nothing too intense.” I wondered just how insulted he was that I would underestimate his intelligence while standing before him in a sweat-drenched shirt.

      “If this is what you consider obeying orders, then perhaps there’s no need to go through the trials.”

      I bit back my anger and frustration. “No, I can do it. I’m ready. Practicing every day is what a good agent does.”

      “Obviously you don’t feel ready, otherwise you wouldn’t need to disobey orders to practice.”

      “That’s not fair.” Why did he have to be such an ass? Every word he uttered rankled. “My entire future is on the line here. More than that, my life. People have died during the trials. I’m not going in there anything less than one hundred percent prepared, and that means using every moment to hone my skills.”

      “So you think you know more than your trainers? You do need to be at your best, which means being well rested. You either have the skills at this point or you don’t. That’s what the trials are designed to figure out. If you’re down here exhausting yourself, then you’ll have nothing left to give when it counts.”

      “I’m just supposed to sit around and twiddle my thumbs and hope I don’t die? That doesn’t sound like a fighter to me.”

      The wand holster at his hip glowed pink; the exact hue of Lilibet’s eyes. A mage of his skill could perform magic without holding his wand as long as it was in contact with his body. I noticed too late to put up my defenses. He encircled my throat with a magical force and pulled me to him. His hot breath touched my cheek and strands of his dark shoulder-length hair fell forward as he bent his head to maintain eye contact. “You presume to know more about fighting than I do?”

      The angry scar bisecting the left side of his face stood out pale against his ruddy skin. That kind of scar came from a dark curse. Before he’d assumed Lilibet’s mother’s seat on the Council after her death, he had been a general. The scar was one of what I assumed to be many battle wounds he sustained during his time in the military. In that moment, I would’ve rather been struck by the curse that did that to his face than stand here under his menacing eyes and his dangerously low voice.

      Despite my fear, I matched his gaze. There was only one correct answer here, but I’d be damned if I’d give it with a bent head. “No, sir.”

      The magic at my throat loosened. “Good. Now get out of my sight, and I’ll try to forget this happened.”

      I rushed past him, not needing to be told twice.

      “And where do you think you’re going, Kellan? I didn’t dismiss you. If you like sparring so much, then spar with me.”

      Damn. I didn’t mean for Kellan to get into trouble, but at that point, anything I did would only make it worse. Behind me I heard a body, presumably Kellan’s, crash to the mat.

      Anger blurred my vision, and I didn’t see Lilibet before crashing into her on my way to the teleportation ring.

      “Kat, what’s wrong? Why are you even here?” Lilibet asked, her soft voice filled with uncertainty.

      “Not you too. I get it. You all just want me to die at the trials.”

      “What? Who said anything about you dying? I wouldn’t have recommended you for the trials unless I thought you were ready.”

      Lilibet’s pink eyes, the same hue as her father’s wand, showed that my words hurt her. I might have been pissed at Thaddeus, but it didn’t mean I should take it out on her. “I’m sorry. Your father just kicked me out of practice.”

      “Good. You’re supposed to be resting. You already know everything you need. Practicing more will only wear you out when you need to be sharp.”

      “Like father, like daughter, apparently. I thought it was important that I feel prepared and confident. Right now I’m nothing but nerves. And there’s no reason for him to pick on Kellan. The guy was just being nice sparring with me this morning, and now Thaddeus is probably beating him to a pulp for his trouble.”

      Lilibet smiled. “I promise you, he’s doing nothing of the kind.”

      “Whether he is or not, I doubt Kellan will be able to tell the difference once he’s done.”

      “I’ll give you that. Don’t let my father get to you. He’s worried about you, that’s all. We’ve been getting reports. The Directorate is upset you escaped them. You’re their number one target right now from what we can tell. We all have a duty to keep you safe.”

      “And as a CCS agent, it’ll be my duty to protect the mages of Elustria. I can’t do that if I don’t pass the trials.”

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t be seen anywhere near here until after your trials are over. Thaddeus does not appreciate people disobeying orders. To be honest, I don’t appreciate it either.” Irritation pinched Lilibet’s face.

      “I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t mean to disrespect you. I just need to be at the top of my game.”

      “You’ve taken several books from the library. Try reading those. Rest your body and your magic and try studying. You’re ready for the trials, but there’s still a lot about our history you can learn.”

      “You’re right. Thanks.” I nodded and made my way down the hall to the rings. I meant it. Lilibet was right. There was more to do to prepare without sparring. The answers and preparation I wanted couldn’t be found in a book, but maybe they could be found with an imp.
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      A tree with a low hanging branch that formed a comfortable place to sit had become a habitual meeting place for me and Millhook. It stood in a part of the gardens that was rarely trafficked, even by people who strolled down to the Citadel gate instead of using teleportation rings. Whenever Millhook was at the Citadel for Council business, we got together to share a meal or just to chat. But on the occasions when I felt the need to talk to him and he wasn’t around, I came to this tree and carved his name into the trunk.

      “Ah, and what cannot wait until the next time I’m here on business?” Millhook appeared before me a few minutes after I completed his name.

      “Let’s go to my room to talk.”

      Millhook nodded, and we walked in silence. In my room, he scanned for listening devices. I didn’t know if the CCS made a habit of eavesdropping on their agents, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

      “So what’s going on?” Millhook asked when he was satisfied that we spoke in private. “You’re more tense than an abila fly about to strike.” He sat in my only chair, and I took the bed.

      I’d have to look up what an abila fly was later. “Lilibet says I’m ready for my trials.”

      “That’s great news, isn’t it? It’s what we’ve been working toward.”

      “Yeah, I’m just not sure I’m really ready. Thaddeus has banned me from training. I’m convinced he wants me dead.”

      “Nah, Thaddeus makes everyone feel that way, but underneath all that, you know, nastiness on the outside, he’s a good enough man.”

      “I’m not so sure.” I sighed. “It baffles me that he raised someone like Lilibet. I’m not about to trust him, not with a traitor on the loose. I need to make sure I pass my trials. That’s why I summoned you. If I’m the daughter of a sorcerer, shouldn’t that mean I can do more kinds of magic?”

      Millhook stroked his chin. “I’m not sure. Pidges are a rare breed. Whenever one does pop up, they’re ostracized pretty quickly. I’ve never met one myself, until you.”

      “Take teleporting for instance. Do you think it’s possible I could do that? And what does it feel like? What is it you do? How do you end up over there from here?” My voice quickened as I got going.

      “It’s pretty basic stuff.” He shrugged. “You think about being somewhere else and then poof, there you are. Nothing to it.”

      I was afraid of that, but I refused to believe there was no benefit to my paternal sorcererhood. “It might be like that for you now, but think back to when you first learned how.”

      “You’re asking me to remember something that happened nearly three hundred years ago. I don’t know. You can either do it or you can’t. Doesn’t the library here have books on pidges?”

      “They’d be restricted. Even if they’re not, I won’t risk someone seeing me research pidges. I can’t trust anyone with this secret.” Now that I was in striking distance of being an agent, I had another concern Millhook could help with. “You said you could sense the sorcerer magic in me when we first met. If I run into a sorcerer in the field or a tracker mage, will they notice it?”

      “A sorcerer might, but you’d have to be pretty close. I noticed it only when you were within a foot or so of me. I don’t think you have to worry about mages. Even a tracker won’t be sensitive enough to it to notice.”

      At least that was one less thing to stress about.

      “Quit your worrying. Here, this might help.” Millhook snapped his fingers, and a letter appeared in midair above his hand. He handed it to me, and I felt a little thrill of excitement at seeing Alex’s familiar handwriting.

      “Thanks, Millhook.” He had taken to passing letters between us. We didn’t communicate often, but it was nice to keep in touch. “Where was he?”

      “Down somewhere south of where you’re from. What’s it called? South America, that’s it.”

      That wasn’t helpful. I guess it didn’t matter where he was. He wasn’t here, and I couldn’t get to wherever he was. He hadn’t hung around in Elustria long after he left me. Just as he had told me, he enjoyed being Earthside more where he spent virtually all of his time in his panther form.

      “Council’s got me running back and forth from Earth quite a bit. I’ll stay here tonight and scrounge around for work. If you want to read his letter and write a reply, I’d be happy to wait for it.”

      The Council and the CCS employed Millhook and other imps to go to Earth for them because mages couldn’t create portals between the worlds. We relied on the cooperation of other magical beings. Unfortunately for us, imps were always for hire, and they held no allegiance to one side or the other. Mages with the Directorate could hire imps just as easily, which made our job more difficult.

      Millhook was an exception. He stayed loyal to the Council. One night, when he’d been celebrating a high-paying job, I got him drunk enough to tell me the source of his loyalty. His sister had gotten into some trouble with the elves, and they had taken one of her children. The Council and CCS had intervened on her behalf, saving the child. Ever since then, Millhook had worked exclusively for them. The day after he told me, when he had sobered up, he was particularly gruff. I took the hint, and we hadn’t spoken of it since.

      “Thanks, Millhook, but I’ll just catch you next time you’re here.”

      “What? You should tell him about the trials. He’ll want to know.”

      I shook my head. The thought of telling him released even more nervous butterflies into my stomach. “I can’t, not until I know if I pass. By the time he got the letter, the whole thing might be done.”

      “You forget that, unlike your pidge self, I can teleport. I’m sure he’d be eager to send you a note of encouragement, and from where I’m sitting, that’s what you need right now.”

      “There’s no use dragging him into this. It’s something I have to do on my own.”

      “You know, I can just tell him myself. Having you write it down is a courtesy that lets you put your spin on things.”

      If I told Alex about the trials, he’d worry about me. He might even try to get Millhook to bring him back. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. He couldn’t help me, and I didn’t even want him to try. I’d brought enough chaos into his life already. He was enjoying himself, basking in the solitude of being a panther. I had no right to intrude on that. We may have felt something for each other at one time, but we both agreed not to pursue it. Our feelings were nothing but awkward and inconvenient and likely the result of my talisman which he’d worn as he tracked me down to deliver it.

      Then there was the other possibility, the one I didn’t want to think about. Alex might not even care that I was facing the trials. That would be unbearable, and it would make it almost impossible for me to focus on the task at hand.

      “You won’t do that, Millhook. The last thing I need is to worry that you’re off tattling on me. I need to relax. You stirring up things with Alex is not conducive to relaxing. So if you’ll leave me in peace, I’ll read my letter, and maybe that will make me feel better about this entire thing.”

      Millhook didn’t buy it. “You need to trust more. You won’t talk to anyone here, and now you won’t even write Furball.”

      “No, I need to stop dragging innocent people into my problems.” I’d already put Alex, Millhook, and my best friend, Nicole, in danger in the past. I couldn’t confide in anyone at the CCS. Being a pidge was just one of many secrets I guarded. If I trusted the wrong person with the knowledge that there was a mole in the Citadel or that my mother had successfully trapped the magic of sorcerers into talismans, the results would be catastrophic. At the very least, I’d be placing an innocent person in danger.

      “All right then, if that’s how you want it, I’ll be on my way. Like I told you, I plan on sticking around the Citadel. If you need me, just use an orb to get a hold of me.”

      “Will do.”

      Millhook walked to the door, but just before he opened it, I stopped him. “And, Millhook?”

      He turned back to look at me.

      “If something happens to me at the trials, I want you to tell Calista that I think it was Thaddeus.”

      Millhook compressed his lips into a tight line, gave a curt nod, and walked out the door.

      I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but I wasn’t willing to take any chances. I stashed the letter from Alex underneath my mattress. I didn’t have time for it now, and I wouldn’t be able to focus on the words anyway. I took a deep breath, cleared my mind, and with all my might I pictured myself on the other side of the room. Millhook had said it was easy. From where I still sat on the bed, I had to disagree.
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      A presence in my room woke me, but not soon enough for me to do anything other than yelp before I was knocked unconscious.

      The next time I woke, it was to a splitting headache. Darkness surrounded me, but I couldn’t tell if I was blindfolded, the lights were off, or there was a magical explanation.

      I took stock of my situation. My body was upright in a spread-eagle position. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t move. Another strange thing occurred to me: I couldn’t feel anything either. This didn’t make any sense. It was as if I was suspended in air.

      Shit.

      I actually was suspended in air. The first priority was getting my eyesight back. Considering I was floating in air, it seemed likely that my eyesight had been taken by magical means. Six months of training kicked in and I quelled my panic. Eyesight. This was easy. All I had to do was figure out the source of my blindness. There were two main options. Either someone had cast a spell to block my vision or I had ingested magical dust that would make my brain perceive everything as darkness. The second option seemed unlikely, so I set about silently casting a counter-spell.

      My magic reached out and felt around my eyes until I could feel the opposing spell. Mentally reciting repel darkness, I pushed against the spell with all my might. It gave way easily, and I withdrew my magic. Dozens more obstacles could stand between me and freedom. It wouldn’t do to exhaust myself early.

      The room around me was dim, the only light coming from cracks around the door. There wasn’t much space, maybe only a foot of clearance in each direction. A bubble held me aloft. From the tip of both my index fingers I shot tiny, sharp slivers of ice, no bigger than a needle. The key to escaping this kind of force field was to think small. Only something with a miniscule surface area could penetrate. My first attempt wasn’t small enough. On my third try, the bubble gave way, and I fell to the floor with a thud. A smarter mage would’ve thought to cushion the fall, but I’d be sporting bruises if I got out of here alive.

      No sound filtered in through the door, but that didn’t mean I was alone. My magic explored the area. The atmosphere was too quiet, too still. A few feet down the hallway, my magic hit upon a shield. Bingo. In the last few minutes, somehow my instincts had taken over and my magic worked with me in concert before I even consciously commanded it.

      “—so it doesn’t give us much time.”

      “We don’t need much time, not with the device.”

      What device? Time for what? If only I had been quicker. When would I learn?

      “And you’re sure it will work?”

      “Positive. Our intelligence shows that the entrance to the CCS isn’t guarded by anyone. They go for a nonchalant look. It’s their arrogance showing. They don’t think anyone would make it through the Citadel’s security to get close enough. The agent we tagged went into the greenhouse. We’re quite certain that once inside the greenhouse, the door to the actual CCS headquarters is enchanted to only let certain magical signatures through.”

      “But if that device doesn’t perfectly mimic her signature, we’re going into the dragon’s den here.”

      “It’s worth the chance. We wouldn’t try it unless we were sure it’s possible. We won’t waste this opportunity. But make no mistake, this could be a one-way mission. Even if you get through the entrance, you may still be discovered. You could be seen—”

      The other person’s laughter interrupted her. “Yeah, that’s funny. Like those idiots will see me if I don’t want them to. My only concern was the device. If you’re sure, then I have no objections.”

      How could this be happening? If I didn’t stop them, then I would quite literally have led the enemy to our gates.

      Part of me wanted to burst through the door and run at them like a linebacker. Panicking wouldn’t do anything. My talisman sat on my chest, as ready for action as I was, but what action to take? My objective was no longer to simply escape; I had to get whatever device they were talking about. It sounded like one of them had it on them. Two Directorate mages versus a CCS agent-in-training. The odds weren’t great, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least try.

      With my hands on the rough wooden door, my magic explored the locking mechanism. Picking locks had come easily to me in training, and I popped this one open without much effort. Good, because I would need all my magical energy for the fight ahead.

      I opened the door a crack. Orbs lit the hallway. Excellent. With a gush of wind from my hand, they crashed to the ground, the little balls popping like bubbles and plunging the hallway into darkness. The startled cries of the two mages gave me a bit of satisfaction. The fact that I could hear them meant I’d startled them out of maintaining the shield.

      With two bolts of lightning from my hands, I pushed both mages to the floor. They groaned, but it wouldn’t take them long to retaliate. I didn’t know how I’d get the device. Surprise was the only thing going for me. Now that I’d lost that advantage, I didn’t think I’d last long enough to find the device in the dark.

      If the device mimicked the magical signature of my talisman, then it should, in theory, respond to me. It was a long shot but also the best option I had. Focusing, I reached out my hand and summoned it as I had my talisman back in the cabin with the mage assassin. Something small and hard hit my palm, and I closed my fingers around it. This had to be it. Not knowing where I was going, but certain that anywhere was better than here, I turned and ran in the opposite direction of the mages.

      The door at the end of the hallway opened without the need to pick a lock, and I found myself in the middle of a dark forest. Trees towered above me in the moonlight, taller than any sequoias on Earth. I had learned basic geography and how to navigate using the seven moons and key stars, but that would have to wait until I was safe. I put the device in my pocket and dashed to my left where the trees were thicker, hoping to make it more difficult for someone to follow me.

      Using a speed enhancement charm, I set off into the woods. After less than fifty feet, vines on the forest floor wrapped themselves around my feet and ankles. Searing pain shot through my right arm as something stabbed it. Shards of ice as sharp as glass fell from the sky. All it would take was one to hit me in just the right spot and I’d be dead. The only nice thing was that they sometimes severed the vines that continued to pull at my ankles. With only one arm in working order, I tried to both free myself from all the vines and avoid a lethal stabbing. Unless I could shrink, there was no way to avoid being cut by the ice.

      Little darts whizzed past my head and released gas into the air. I hit the ground, not wanting to find out what the yellow clouds of gas did. Darts continued to come out of the tree trunks around me. Vines overtook my arms and legs, and I resorted to fire to burn off the ones the ice didn’t cut. It was too much. Steam from a mixture of ice and fire burned my skin. Too late I remembered to put up a shield. It prevented new burns but couldn’t help the damage that had already been done.

      A shard of ice shot into my lower back. Pain enveloped my entire body. I couldn’t control the yell that escaped my lips, too lost in the pain to care if my captors heard me. If I hadn’t gotten my shield up when I did to protect against the steam, that shard of ice would’ve cut clean through me.

      It would only be a matter of time before the mages I had fought found me. With all the strength I had, I crawled forward, not expecting to get away but knowing I had to try.

      On my right, the ground gave way under dark purple acid. Spots of it seemed to bubble up from the earth and then spread. The consistency was thick and gooey, not vaporous. I recognized it from a demonstration in training. It could devour a person. Some appeared to my left. Mustering all of my strength, relying on good old-fashioned human adrenaline, I crawled forward with new urgency. If the acid got on me, I didn’t think I’d survive, not with everything else. The vines still pulled at my body. My magic melted the shard of ice in my back with a burst of heat. Burns were preferable to having it lodged inside me, slowing me down.

      Another pool of acid appeared next to my left shin, growing larger by the second. I needed to alter course to my right to avoid it. I was surrounded. I couldn’t get away in time. If only I were a foot ahead of my current position. That’s all I needed. The ground was clear there. If I could just get that last foot.

      Every fiber of my being focused on making it that last foot out of the reach of the acid. My right hand broke free of the vines and reached as far forward as I could using all of my strength to pull my body along. It wouldn’t be enough. It all came down to less than a foot between me and death. I closed my eyes in resignation. What a pathetic way to go.

      No, I had to keep going. The Directorate operatives would find me, and they’d also find the device I’d stolen from them. I couldn’t endanger the CCS like that, no matter how much my body screamed at me to give up. Mustering all of my strength, I pulled myself forward and opened my eyes.

      There was no longer acid in my field of vision. My body didn’t burn with the caustic liquid. Over my shoulder I saw the acid I had expected to encounter. Somehow in my moment of need, I had teleported. My mind flashed to the time I spent with Casper. It had only been when I had felt fear, when intense emotion had been behind my need for magic, that I learned how to use it. The same must’ve been true with teleporting.

      “Stop! Shut it down!” A woman’s voice sounded above me, as if she were yelling from a great distance. My brain was too muddled to decipher what it meant.

      “Shut it down!” The same female voice, only closer. Calista.

      Lights came on overhead. Ice stopped raining from the sky. The vines retreated into the ground. The yellow fog dissipated, and the acid dried up until it was just a speck that also disappeared. My entire body ached and burned. For a moment, I thought it had been foolish to hold on to life so strongly. Surely death was preferable to this. But I kept going, all because I thought the CCS needed me to save them from infiltration.

      The entire thing had been a ruse.

      The trials.

      My heart raced. Had anyone seen me teleport? It hadn’t been very far. Someone would have needed to be watching me closely at the exact moment to see it. All I could do was pretend like it hadn’t happened and hope no one noticed.

      “Are you all right?” Calista asked kneeling at my side.

      Lying face down on the ground, I didn’t want to move, but it seemed like I had to. When I rolled over, I couldn’t suppress my groans of pain.

      “What happened?” Thaddeus’s gruff voice demanded, as if the entire thing were my fault.

      Before I could answer, Calista spoke. Maybe his question had been directed to her all along.

      “I don’t know. Someone tampered with the trials. It wasn’t meant to happen like that. Kat, hold on. We’re getting you to the infirmary.”

      Lilibet knelt down on my other side. “Kat, you’re going to be all right. You don’t even have to move. I’ll levitate you. Don’t let it shock you.”

      “Lilibet, stay with her,” Calista said as my body rose into the air. “I’m going to have Gareth assign her a guard. Someone tried to kill her.”

      Floating to the infirmary, pain consuming my body, all I could think was that I’d been too stupid to die.
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      In the infirmary, the medic gave me twilight dust while she worked on my wounds. Everything felt floaty, like I was underwater. It seemed as if my mind detached from my body. Under different circumstances, I would enjoy the high, but it couldn’t make me forget that someone had tried to kill me. Not only that, I’d just failed my trials.

      Whatever investigation they were doing, I needed to be a part of it. I was tired of letting other people decide my fate. I deserved a second chance.

      “What’ll happen?” I asked Lilibet.

      “I don’t know. This has never happened before. The trials are carefully controlled. I know everyone says you can die during them, but that’s just a myth, a bit of hazing for the trainees.”

      Clearly this had gotten out of hand. I needed Lilibet’s help. “I should’ve taken your advice and rested more.”

      “Don’t say that. This had nothing to do with your ability. You were doing wonderfully until the scenario went wrong.”

      When Lilibet brought me to the infirmary, I noticed that we left what we all called the scene room. It was used to simulate different scenarios for us to practice. “Those mages didn’t even fight back.”

      “Like I said, we don’t want anyone getting hurt. They didn’t fight you more because they felt there was a chance you’d kill them. After you left the hallway, they said you were so good at getting the device they didn’t even notice until it was gone.”

      If they missed me calling the device to me, perhaps they also missed me teleporting. “I shouldn’t have even allowed myself to be captured like that. Some agent I’d be.”

      Lilibet took my hand. “It’s not about preventing bad things from happening; it’s about how you react to them. Every step of the trials is a test, and you passed each one. You took stock of your situation, you freed yourself, you gathered the intelligence, and instead of trying to escape to save yourself, you put the CCS first by getting the device. Each decision you made was the correct one.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. You did everything right. What happened in there was”—Lilibet shook her head—“I don’t know what. But we’ll find out.”

      “I can’t let them decide what happens to me without being there. Where are Calista and Thaddeus?”

      Lilibet hesitated. “I don’t know.”

      Bullshit. They were probably in Calista’s office in the Citadel. She and Thaddeus met there often.

      The medic had finished working on me. Gritting my teeth, I rose from the bed and strode to the door without faltering. It hurt like hell, but I was determined to not let Lilibet see the pain.

      Outside the door to the infirmary stood a guard who moved to follow me. Without pausing to acknowledge his presence, I continued on my way to where Calista and Thaddeus decided my fate.

      “Wait,” Lilibet called. I didn’t slow. “Kat, give them time to figure out what happened.” She reached out and grabbed my arm, but I shook off her hand.

      “No. How are they going to know what happened without me there? I’m the one it happened to.”

      We turned the corner and ran into Councilor Gareth entering the corridor from the opposite side of the hallway.

      “Whoa, where are you headed?” Gareth asked.

      “If you’ll excuse me, there’s something I need to do.” I was antsy to get past him but didn’t think it would be wise to push aside a Councilor.

      Gareth nodded to the guard. “You can go.”

      The guard snapped to attention and then turned and left. Gareth focused back on me. “I presume you’re going to see Calista and Thaddeus. I’m headed there myself. I’ll go with you.”

      I didn’t like the idea of Gareth being there. I was already outnumbered as it was. But as long as he wasn’t standing in my way, I wouldn’t argue with him.

      When we reached Calista’s door, Gareth moved to open it ahead of me, but I beat him to it, barging into the room. Calista and Thaddeus looked up from what appeared to be blueprints they had been discussing.

      “What are you doing here?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Oh, Gareth, thank you for coming so quickly,” Calista said.

      Gareth nodded to her. “You’re welcome. What’s going on?”

      “First, she needs to leave.” Thaddeus looked at me.

      “No.” I squared my shoulders, ignoring the pain in my arm. “You’re in here deciding my fate, and I’m not having it. You and the rest of the Council have made enough decisions for me.”

      “Thaddeus, she has a point. I have no problem with her staying,” Calista said.

      Thaddeus reluctantly nodded. “Lilibet, wait outside.”

      Lilibet left, leaving me alone and outnumbered three to one.

      Calista turned to Gareth. “Kat has been training to join the CCS. Today, she underwent her trials and there was an accident. During the obstacle course part of it, all the obstacles triggered at once instead of staggering. It’s amazing she survived.”

      Gareth’s eyebrows shot up at the mention of me joining the CCS. Agent identities were kept secret even from the Council except on an as-needed basis. Surprise turned to fury at the news of the accident.

      “What? Someone here, in the Citadel, tampered with the trials? Are you sure it wasn’t a malfunction?” As head of security, Gareth’s tone said he took this as his responsibility.

      “We will be performing a thorough investigation,” Calista said, “but a preliminary sweep shows that someone must have reconfigured the trials.”

      “We’ll keep a guard on her until we have this figured out. In the meantime, I’ll scour all the logs, look for anything strange or anyone who might have slipped through our security.”

      “Thank you, Gareth,” Thaddeus said before turning his red gaze on me. “Until this is resolved, you’re restricted to the Citadel proper.”

      “What? Why? I need to be practicing at the Greenhouse. I deserve another chance at the trials. It’s not my fault it was sabotaged.” I wouldn’t be grounded like a child when I had done nothing wrong.

      “It’s also not safe. You didn’t finish the trials, so you’re not an agent,” Thaddeus declared, crushing six months of my life with a few words. “Until the investigation is complete and we are satisfied with the result, you’re just another citizen of the Citadel.”

      “That’s not fair! I survived. Lilibet said I did everything right. Why am I being punished for something I didn’t do, for circumstances that aren’t my fault?”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you, Kat,” Calista said. “We’d hoped to discuss this without you present, but I believe you should be made an agent.”

      Thaddeus looked at her as if she were crazy. “She almost died during the trials and you think she should be an agent? She isn’t safe.”

      “And since when did safety become your primary concern? I don’t recall it being your top priority on any of your missions.”

      “Just because I’m a fool doesn’t mean she should be.”

      “She passed all the tests. The fact that she didn’t complete the trials is a technicality. There was hardly anything left anyway. She got the intelligence, she put the CCS first above her own life, and let’s not forget that even on a rigged course she managed to stay alive. She was going to finish the trials or die trying. That’s exactly what we look for. She passed.”

      I nodded along with Calista. I had come this far. Could I really be an agent?

      “How could she be an agent when she can’t leave the Citadel?” Thaddeus asked.

      “I’m not sure keeping her here’s the right move. Gareth, what do you think?”

      Gareth considered me and then turned to Calista and Thaddeus. “I think the best thing to do is get her away from the Citadel. She’s not safe here. It’d be better to station her at one of your field offices. I can have a complement of guards assigned to her.”

      “They don’t have clearance.” Thaddeus shook his head. “We won’t jeopardize our entire operation to indulge the desires of one mage. That is hardly putting the CCS first.”

      Thaddeus’s words stung, as if I wanted any of this to happen. I could see his point though. None of this seemed right.

      Gareth took a deep breath and pursed his lips. “Looking at this from strictly a security perspective—if the CCS weren’t involved—I’d have her moved from the Citadel immediately. My security has already failed her here. For all we know, whoever did this is still here, waiting for an opportunity to strike again. We have to work under that assumption until we’re proven wrong.”

      “I don’t see how she would be any safer away from here,” Calista said. “I think we should make her an active agent and assign her to the Greenhouse as an analyst. Yes, our defenses were breached today, but it’s the first breach we’ve ever had. Now that we’re aware of the danger, we’ll do a better job protecting her here. Gareth’s security can guard her outside of work, and within the CCS, we’ll assign our own guard to her.”

      “Wait, so I’m getting a desk job?” That was not what I signed up for.

      “If I were you, I’d be grateful you’re an agent at all,” Thaddeus said, his voice low. “This is a compromise I can live with. You’re to report to the Greenhouse tomorrow for your assignment. And I’m warning you”—he pointed at me menacingly—“be grateful and keep your nose out of our investigation or I’ll have you thrown in the brig. Is that understood?”

      I narrowed my eyes as I stared him down. “Yes, sir.”

      “Then get out of here.”

      I stormed out of the room, right past Lilibet where she waited in the hallway. Six months of training, a near-death experience, and I would be riding a desk with a babysitter trailing my every move.
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      “She lives!” Millhook exclaimed when I entered my room.

      His presence was a welcome surprise and cooled some of my anger. “What are you doing here?”

      “That’s some kind of welcome. Calista asked me to find out what went wrong in your trials. From the way they tell it, you were lucky to get out alive. I see the mishap didn’t injure your tongue.” Genuine relief filled Millhook’s face as he saw I had nothing more than scrapes and bruises. The adrenaline that had kept my injuries at bay receded, and I gave in to a limp as I crossed the room to my bed.

      I sucked in a sharp breath when I lowered myself to a sitting position. “I’m glad you’re here. I need someone on my side.”

      Millhook pulled the chair to my bedside. “Your side? Everyone’s on your side. Who isn’t on your side?”

      “Trust me, you wouldn’t feel the same way if you were in the meeting I was just in. I’m being assigned to a desk job until this is all figured out. If it were up to Thaddeus, I wouldn’t even be considered for the CCS anymore.”

      “Well, he seemed mighty concerned about you when I spoke to him. While you were off getting patched up, we were trying to figure out what happened.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      Millhook shook his head. “Not yet, but we just got started. Calista and Thaddeus asked me to scan the area. They’ve been locked away in her office going over the design of the scene room to see if they can figure out any vulnerabilities.”

      “I should be helping. I don’t understand what good it does to sit me behind a desk. I didn’t die. Obviously, I can handle my own. I don’t know why Thaddeus refuses to acknowledge that I’m a capable agent.”

      “It’s not that. I hate to say this, but you’re still new to this world.” Millhook raised his shaggy eyebrows. “And I don’t mean just because you were raised human. You’re young in all sorts of ways. You haven’t seen everything that’s out there. I’ve been around for three hundred years, and this has got me stumped. Ain’t nobody safe when a controlled environment like the trials can go wrong as it did.”

      “I don’t see anyone else getting benched.” I couldn’t help the pout that crept into my voice. I might as well have crossed my arms and jutted out my bottom lip.

      “No one else was almost killed. Listen to me, Kat, this is dangerous stuff here. This isn’t one of your human mumbo-jumbo contraptions. It didn’t just malfunction. Someone sabotaged it and left no trace behind. If that doesn’t scare you, then you’re crazy.”

      “Keeping me here doesn’t solve anything. If they’re all concerned about my safety, then they should get me out of the Citadel and put me on Earth where I can work. The mole is trying to eliminate me because I’m the only person who knows they exist.”

      “And how would they know you knew? Think about that. You don’t know if this has anything to do with the mole.”

      That brought me up short. Since Casper told me about the traitor, I’d thought about it constantly, but the mole couldn’t know I was aware of their existence. Casper’s revelation happened moments before his death, and no one was around to overhear it. “Well, you don’t know it doesn’t.”

      “Aye, you’re right. Why don’t you tell Calista and make your case to her? If you talk to her rationally, she can reason with Thaddeus. They’ve worked together for a long time now.”

      The idea was sound, and it seemed like my best shot to get out of the Citadel and into the field. But Millhook didn’t share my belief that the mole could be Thaddeus. At this point, I was willing to admit that it could be anyone. “And what if the mole is Calista? What if it’s Thaddeus? I can’t risk it.”

      “I’ll tell you what, if the mole is Calista, we’ve got bigger problems. She’s the cornerstone of the Council. There’d be no stopping her if she’s the mole, so there’s no harm in letting her know.”

      Millhook had a point. If I could make my case to Calista that there was a mole and they were after me, there was a decent chance she’d let me leave the Citadel. But that wasn’t the only concern. “No, the risk is too great. She’s worked on the Council for so long that she trusts everyone. It’d be too easy for the mole to find out she knew. It puts everyone at risk. I have to figure out who the traitor is and either eliminate them or bring them to the Council. It’s the only way to ensure everyone’s safety. Whoever it is, if they could rig my trials, it means they’re placed highly enough to do real damage. I think Calista would just make the same mistake you are, believing that since you’ve known someone for a long time, they couldn’t betray you. And there’s every chance she wouldn’t believe me. You don’t. I know you think Casper was just messing with my mind, but you weren’t there when he said it. You didn’t see the look on his face. I’ve got to stay and root out this betrayal.”

      “I think you’re being damned foolish.” Millhook nodded, his eyes wide, to punctuate his point.

      “When do you not think that?  Promise me you won’t say anything. Anyone we tell becomes a target, and I can’t live with that. I’ve already endangered too many people, and I’ve seen too much death. This way, the only life at risk is mine. I’m the only person who’s been targeted.”

      “For now.”

      “If they were going to target anyone else, they would’ve done so already. Promise me, Millhook.” The only comfort—if you could call it that—I took in all of this was that my life was the only one at risk. I’d taken an oath to protect mages when I entered the CCS. That oath didn’t go away because I was scared or in danger.

      “All right, all right, you have my word. Don’t know when my allegiance went from the Council to a pidge, but there you have it.”

      There were few things in the world I was sure of, but Millhook’s word was one of them. Once he gave it, a weight lifted from me, and I relaxed a little. “How long are you going to be here?”

      “As long as Calista needs me. Don’t know how long that’ll be, because I don’t have much to offer here. Not many non-mages come into the Citadel. My only area of expertise is non-mage magic. But we’ll see. Take care of yourself, and I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “Thanks, Millhook. Don’t be a stranger.”

      “I never am,” the imp said as he left the room.

      I was a CCS agent. Tomorrow was my first day on the job. Behind a desk, I didn’t know how much I could do. The mage version of pushing paper had to be more interesting than the human version, right? Besides, no matter what Calista assigned me to do, I’d be running my own investigation on the side. Someone in the Citadel had tampered with my trials—had almost killed me—and I was going to find out who it was before they tried again.
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      The next morning, a rather lame-looking guard greeted me as I left my room on the way to work. Even though it wasn’t his fault, I couldn’t help groaning as soon as I saw him. As a CCS agent, I should be in the field gathering intelligence, not being babysat like a little kid.

      The guard, whose name I didn’t bother getting, didn’t leave me until I reached the door to the greenhouse where Kellan waited for me.

      “Thanks, I’ve got it from here.” Kellan dismissed the guard and opened the door for us.

      Great, I was being handed off from one man to another.

      When the door shut behind us, Kellan broke into a grin. “So how does it feel being the newest CCS agent? Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, but I think you need to keep the cheeriness down. Being stuck behind a desk is not what I envisioned when I started training.”

      “Don’t worry, this whole thing will be sorted soon, and you’ll be out in the field. Calista is going to meet us down in the pit.”

      “We’ll be working together?” It wasn’t entirely surprising. I had expected to work with him in some form, but that was when I thought I’d be on Earth.

      “Yes, in a way.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean, ‘in a way’?”

      “Well, we will be working together. I mean here and once you’re officially assigned to Earth, but until you transfer, I’m also kind of your bodyguard while you’re at work.”

      The shock stopped me in my tracks. “Wait, my what?”

      “It’s not that crazy. I’m your bodyguard. I follow you around, make sure no one jumps out from behind corners and attacks, that sort of thing.”

      I resumed walking to try to process this. I had hoped that Calista wasn’t serious about assigning someone to me inside the CCS. Having it be Kellan, someone I knew and was friends with, was humiliating. “So I get a babysitter in the Citadel and a babysitter at work. This is great.”

      “Someone tried to kill you, and they weren’t fooling around.”

      This narrative wasn’t helping my cause. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. I didn’t die. So I don’t think it’s that serious. I’ve been training here for months and nothing’s ever happened. One little slip-up in the trials doesn’t mean someone is trying to kill me.”

      Kellan stopped walking and grabbed my arm to stop me as well. “Kat, please tell me you understand the seriousness of the situation. I know you think of me as this goofy guy and that’s fine, I try to make the best of a bad situation, but this is serious. I know we haven’t worked together all that much since you’ve been in training, but I know what I’m doing. I’ve killed before, and I won’t hesitate to do it again if it means keeping you safe.”

      This was a side of Kellan I had never seen. Goofy Kellan, sure, I knew him. I’d even seen his softer side when we had heart-to-hearts during some of the tough parts of training. But I’d never thought about the fact that he was actually a CCS field agent. He’d been out there on Earth for years now doing the work I’d trained to do—the work that was so dangerous I almost died proving my training.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make light of the situation. I just want to be out there doing something.”

      “I understand. Trust me, I do. That’s why I need you to understand that I’m here to protect you. The more you let me do my job, the sooner this will all be over and we can be on Earth kicking the Directorate’s ass. So let’s stick together, make the most of our assignment, and we’ll be out of here before you know it.”

      “Deal.”

      Kellan stuck his hand out between us. “Come on, let’s settle this the human way. Shake on it.”

      The laughter that shook my chest as I took his hand released some of the tension in my body. Kellan’s obsession with all things Earth was an endless source of amusement for me. The most mundane things seemed to fascinate him.

      Before we reached the pit, Calista intercepted us and focused on Kellan. “Did the guard stay with her until you relieved him?”

      “Yeah, for all he knows, Kat and I have a deep and abiding interest in horticulture.”

      “Good. I can’t overemphasize how important your job is here, Kellan.”

      Nothing topped being ignored by the boss who was sticking me at a desk. “Yes, babysitting a trained agent is quite the full-time job, unlike pushing paper, which is what I take it I’ll be doing all day.”

      “Aw, come on, Kat.” Kellan gave me a friendly punch to the shoulder. “It’s magical paper.”

      The treatment in the infirmary and a good night’s sleep had gone a long way to healing my wounds, but the ache Kellan’s fist left in its wake served as an unwelcome reminder of why his presence was necessary.

      Calista finally gave me the courtesy of addressing me directly. “I know this isn’t what you want, Kat. You’re a very promising agent, and you have knowledge of Earth that no one else in the organization has. So believe me when I say we’re all eager to get you reassigned, but until then, the work we do here is important too. We don’t anticipate you’ll be assigned here long term, so you’ll work as a junior analyst. As intelligence comes in, analyze it and file it. Do any research you’re asked to and…do whatever you can to help out the senior analysts.”

      I swear she was about to say, “And stay out of our way with the investigation.”

      Without waiting for any acknowledgement from me, she turned and led us into the pit, the nexus of CCS headquarters.

      Suspended in the air above the desks was a giant orb known as the globe. In mage culture, the orb had a great deal of significance. It represented Perkusia itself and all the magic that originated here. Not only that, it turned out orbs were useful for a lot of things. This one was ginormous, larger than any other I had seen. On it we kept track of every operation the CCS engaged in both here and on Earth. Despite its shape and name, it wasn’t used the way a globe would be—marking missions according to geographic location. Instead, they were divvied up on the orb according to their priority and objectives.

      And occasionally, the globe was used as a communication orb.

      “HQ, are you there?” The globe’s display disappeared and a woman’s face took its place.

      “We see and hear you loud and clear, Ferrilia. Go ahead with the report,” Brayel, the senior analyst on duty, said.

      Ferrilia’s eyes darted around the room as if she just noticed how many people were watching her. “Oh, Councilor Calista.”

      Brayel turned, his eyes searching for Calista. When he found our party, he nodded. “Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t see you enter.”

      “Don’t worry about it. What report do you have for us, Ferrilia?”

      “The intelligence we had about the Directorate using a portal on the shore of the Cushing Sea proved to be correct. My team caught an operative for questioning.”

      “How many are dead?” Calista asked, her tone expecting multiple casualties.

      “None on our side, ma’am. One Directorate operative was killed and one took his own life before capture. We captured one alive.”

      “A three-person party going through?” Brayel asked.

      “Yes, it surprised us too. We’re not sure why they’ve increased the number of operatives who travel together. We confiscated a couple of satchels and what appear to be new devices the Directorate has created.”

      The room erupted in cheers as the twenty or so agents present reacted to the news. These kinds of victories didn’t come along often.

      Calista kept her composure, showing no emotion. “Thank you, Ferrilia. We await the formal report. Please pass on my personal congratulations and thanks to your team.”

      “Will do, ma’am.” Ferrilia’s face disappeared, and the globe resumed its usual appearance.

      Among the smiling faces, Calista’s somber expression stood out.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “I thought this was what we worked for?”

      “No, Kat, we work to maintain peace. This is not peace. It troubles me anytime a Directorate operative is killed. It means we had to resort to mages killing mages, and that’s not the world I’m fighting for. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do, and so do you.”

      Beneath the unsettled feeling Calista left me with was relief that I had decided not to confide in her. While Calista’s little speech sounded good, she’d always had a way with words. Right now, I couldn’t afford to trust anyone who showed sadness when a Directorate operative was killed. If given the chance, I’d kill every last one of them myself.
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      Turned out, magical paperwork was just as boring as Earth paperwork. Brayel had relished the chance to offload the least desirable tasks to me and Kellan. We read through routine reports from the different field offices, cross-referenced them with each other to make sure they were as inconsequential as the filing agent had thought when he or she hadn’t flagged them, and then marked them for archival.

      “Kat, come with me, please,” Lilibet’s soft voice sounded behind me. I jumped out of my chair, welcoming the interruption. I hoped that as my handler, Lilibet came to save me.

      Kellan and I followed her to her office, a floor above the pit. It was small, neat, and tidy. The outside wall had an enchanted window that showed what her view would be if her office were above ground.

      “Kellan, can you leave us alone please?” Lilibet asked.

      “I’m not supposed to leave her side.”

      “That wasn’t a request. You can wait outside the door.”

      Kellan hesitated then nodded and left us alone.

      “Thanks for saving me.” Despite sitting all day, I plopped into the chair in front of her desk and released a yawn. “Being an analyst is definitely not what I want to do. Are you coming to tell me I’m going into the field?”

      “Not even close. You should take advantage of this opportunity. The analysts are important. It’s good for you to get this experience.”

      “Oh trust me, I have a new appreciation for people who can do this all day.”

      Lilibet smiled, but it went away as quickly as it came. “I’ve been working on the investigation, and I want to give you an update. We’ve been over everything. Millhook scanned every inch of the scene room to see if he could detect magic we’re not familiar with. Nothing. So far it looks like a simple mistake.”

      “Great.” I smiled and sat forward in my seat. “Then there’s no harm in me getting out of here.”

      “We’ve debated that for hours. The consensus is that mistakes don’t happen. There are only two possibilities, neither one pleasant. There’s been no record of non-CCS personnel coming into the Greenhouse, and there’s been no suspicious activity with the general Citadel population. So the CCS has either been infiltrated or…” Her mouth twisted as if she didn’t know how to say what came next.

      “Or what?”

      “It’s something we never wanted to consider. We’re only considering it now because it’s the only option that would mean one of our own hasn’t betrayed us. There is a form of magic called golem magic. It’s not something we talk about because we didn’t think anyone knew it anymore. It’s a way for a mage to control another mage, incredibly dark stuff, and it breaks all kinds of laws. The last known instance of a mage using golem magic was over two hundred years ago. If the Directorate had access to this kind of magic, we wouldn’t be sitting here talking. The CCS would have fallen ages ago. But those are the only two options: someone’s betrayed us or someone’s been a victim of golem magic.”

      “So what do we do? I mean, we need to learn all we can about this golem magic.”

      “All the material on it is restricted.”

      Knowing there was a mole in the Council meant that it could be both options: we were both betrayed and someone was using golem magic. If it was Thaddeus or Calista, me coming forward without any hard proof would do nothing. They would simply frame an innocent person and banish them to the Vortex all because of me. That wasn’t going to happen. “So you’re telling me, in the entire massive library we have over at the Citadel, there’s not a single word about golem magic?”

      “Oh the library has materials on it, but they’re all in section five.”

      The library had different sections, each with its own restrictions. I’d used up to section three during training. Section five was the highest level of restriction. “And how does one get access to section five?”

      “You’d need special dispensation from the Council.”

      Great. This was working out beautifully. If all I’d needed was Lilibet’s permission, I might have gotten it.

      “So what’s the plan? I’ll be an analyst forever? Given this new information, is the CCS even going to keep operating at the current level?”

      “We feel it’s best to not raise too many alarms. We want whomever it is to think they got away with this. Then maybe they’ll be stupid enough to act again. But make no mistake, we’re on high alert. That’s why I’m telling you. We want you to report anything you see out of the ordinary no matter how innocuous or mundane it may seem to you.”

      “If we’re behaving as normal, shouldn’t I be out on missions?”

      Lilibet sighed. I was pushing my luck with her. She’d shown an infinite amount of patience during my training, but it looked like I was finding the boundaries of where that patience ended.

      “Think of this as a mission. Keep your eyes and ears open, your mouth shut. Your mission is to blend in like a regular junior analyst and report on anything you find suspicious. But let me be clear, Kat: you are not to act on any intelligence you stumble upon.”

      I resented the phrase “stumble upon” as if anything I contributed would, of course, be due to dumb luck. “I understand.”

      “This is serious. We want you in the field. We want you Earthside. That can’t happen if you get yourself killed while you’re still here.”

      “So I am going to be stationed on Earth?”

      Lilibet smiled and shook her head. “You have a one-track mind, don’t you? I’m not supposed to tell you this, but I don’t think it will come as any great surprise. Yes, you’re going to be assigned to Earth. Actually, you’ll be part of the opening team for another station there. We plan on you playing a big role.”

      Opening a new station was a better gig than I could have hoped for. I would have been happy with a little field office as long as it was on Earth. “And what about you? Will you be my handler?”

      “We’ll discuss that later.” Lilibet stood, and I followed suit. Her sidestep on the handler issue had me worried. I knew I had to accustom myself to the idea of someone new, but I didn’t trust easily, and trust was an essential component in the agent/handler relationship.

      As I left Lilibet’s office, I couldn’t help being a little happy despite my misgivings. I’d finally found out what my assignment would be, and now I had a solid plan. I had to become as much of an expert on golem magic as anyone in the Citadel. That meant getting into section five of the library. Luckily for me, no one knew that I could teleport. All it would take was practice.

      And since the library was in the Citadel and not the Greenhouse, I wouldn’t even have to let Kellan in on my plan. All I needed to do was master teleporting, and I’d vanish from my room into section five without my guard knowing the difference.
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      After a day working as a junior analyst, I was tired from the boredom but eager to put my magic to use. A few hours of practice and I felt sure I’d be able to teleport at will. I’d mastered every other skill I had first performed under duress. This should be no different.

      Back in my room, my communication orb floated in front of me, displaying Aunt Marguerite’s face. Great timing. She wouldn’t be able to see me until I accepted the call. For a moment, I considered ignoring it and getting to the task at hand, but it’d been a while since I’d spoken to Marguerite. It wasn’t fair to blow her off, so I took it.

      “Oh, there you are, Kat! It’s been so long since we’ve spoken. How are you, dear?” Marguerite and I had grown closer since I’d moved to the Citadel. Without her, I would have given up on family forever. My great-aunts were a little much to handle, and I hadn’t seen them since our initial meeting. As a link to my blood family and a girlfriend, Marguerite had filled an important role in my new life.

      “I’m doing fine. Not much to report.” Not only did I feel guilty for wanting to make our conversation quick so I could practice, but I hated having to lie. I couldn’t tell her about my work with the CCS. As far as she knew, I was living at the Citadel to learn magic. When I’d taken on the job, I hadn’t anticipated difficulties in keeping my employment secret. Alex and Millhook both knew. Nicole was the only other person I’d think about telling, and she was a human on Earth. Then Marguerite had lived up to her promise to spend time together as a family.

      “I want to come visit you, but they denied my request for a pass. They said they’re not taking non-essential visitors right now. Is everything there all right?” Marguerite peered at me with concern as if I might be held hostage and she needed to spot a secret signal from me to get help.

      The public wouldn’t be told the details, but Gareth wasted no time in tightening security. Word would get out that something was going on. We needed to manage any rumors.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what that’s all about. There is heightened security, but I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Do you think it’s something to do with the Directorate? Have they come back?”

      The general population of Elustria wasn’t aware of the Directorate’s current activities. They had been more public years ago, but the CCS had worked hard to dampen their effect on day-to-day life in Elustria. “I don’t know. I mostly spend my time gardening and getting caught up on learning about Elustrian history and magic.”

      “Of course, and how is your magic coming? Any exciting new skills to tell me about?” Marguerite’s face brightened the way a parent’s would. I wished I could tell her something interesting, like my ability to listen in on any conversation happening around me no matter how shielded it was. I loved my work and wanted to share it with her.

      “Not much. I’m studying Cadaran. It’s made things a little easier.”

      “Good, good. My parents were big on learning the ancient language. Kids today think there’s nothing they can learn from the past, but there’s power there, and you can never go astray learning the basics. I’m happy you’re doing well. Anything to report on the romantic front? You had told me about a man who was visiting there, I think Kellan was his name?”

      Speaking to Marguerite was a tightrope act. There was only so much I could tell her, but it was important to me to keep this familial connection strong, so I had to tell her something. Kellan’s cover was that he was a botanist who came to study the rare plants in the Citadel’s greenhouse. “Like I told you last time, Kellan is just a friend.”

      “It sounded like he wants to be more than just friends.” Marguerite tilted her head knowingly.

      “Well, it’s not all about what he wants.”

      “All right.” Marguerite nodded. “Are you still holding a torch for that shifter you introduced us to, Alex? Have you heard from him lately?”

      My mind went to the letter that still sat tucked underneath my mattress. So much had happened that I hadn’t taken the time to sit and read it. With everything ahead of me, I wouldn’t have time for a while. “Yeah, we keep in touch, mainly letters. You know shifters, not much for magic.”

      “Of course not, but if he’s where your heart is, don’t let the fact that he’s a shifter dissuade you. I know my aunts made it seem like he’s not welcome, but don’t worry about them. This is about you and your happiness.”

      I appreciated her sentiment, but I was a little preoccupied with trying to stay alive. My mind wasn’t anywhere near the romantic. “Thanks, Aunt Marguerite. Right now, I want to be alone for a while, you know? I mean, so much has happened. I’ve been thrust into this new world. I feel like I kind of need to figure out who I am without someone else.”

      “Goodness, I wish I’d had your wisdom when I was your age. I had my heart broken more times than I can count. Well, I worry about you, I don’t know why since you show so much wisdom, but I do. I want you to take care of yourself, all right?”

      “Sure.” I wanted to get the conversation off of me. “How was Perthos?” She had just gotten back from a vacation to the floating island.

      Marguerite melted. “Absolutely delightful. I wish you could have come with me.”

      “Me too, but you know how protective the Council is. They don’t want me traveling until my mother’s killer is caught.” The circumstances of Meglana’s death weren’t public knowledge.

      “I think they’re overreacting, personally. How would her killer even know about you or want you dead? But your safety comes first. Next time, you must come. Perthos is wonderful. The entire island is designed for pleasure. The angel who waited on me, I wish I could’ve brought him home.”

      “Aunt Marguerite!” I’d never heard her talk like this. The vacation had done her good.

      “Oh hush. The reason I’ve stayed single this long is so I have the right to make those kinds of comments.”

      The creatures who lived on Perthos were actual angels: people with wings. They inhabited floating islands throughout Elustria. Not all of them were resort communities, but Perthos was the premier vacation spot in Elustria. From what Marguerite had told me, and according to the brochure she showed me, angels looked like chiseled Greek gods and goddesses who waited on you hand and foot.

      “Well, I’m happy you had a good time. It sounds amazing.”

      “It was. And don’t worry, honey, we’ll go there together someday, perhaps to celebrate once you’ve graduated your studies.”

      “Sounds like a date.”

      “I don’t want to keep you too long. I just wanted to check in. Don’t be shy. I know it’s not the cool thing to do to talk to your aunt, but I like hearing from you. It’s nice to have a younger member of the family to talk to.”

      “I’ll make sure to keep in better contact. I’ve got to go study.”

      “Talk to you later, then. Bye.” Marguerite’s face disappeared.

      It felt nice having a family member to talk to. I had great friends, but ever since my adoptive parents had died, things had been thin for me in the family department.

      At least with that out of the way, I could focus on the task at hand. Aunt Marguerite wouldn’t find it strange if I went another week or two without contacting her.

      I thought back to the memory of my father learning how to teleport and to what Millhook had told me about it. There was nothing to it. I only had to envision myself on the other side of the room. Add in some heightened emotion and I should be good to go. I closed my eyes.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Shit. Could I not get a moment of peace?

      “It’s Gareth.”

      “Come in.” Not that I had much of a choice.

      “I wanted to stop by to see how you’re doing. How’s your day gone?”

      “Boring. Having your life threatened means you get stuck with the most uninteresting jobs. I was just talking to my aunt Marguerite when you came in.”

      “Oh, I hope I didn’t interrupt.” Genuine worry showed on his face.

      I waved it away. “No, we were finished.”

      “It’s good that you keep in touch with her. I know you don’t want to be stuck here in the Citadel, but it won’t be forever. I’m glad you have family outside to talk to.”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t try to make him feel welcome. The more awkward the silence was, the sooner he’d leave.

      Gareth smiled. “I also came by to introduce the captain of your guard.” He looked behind him and gestured for a man to enter then stepped aside to present him. “This is Sebastian.”

      Sebastian stood a head taller than me with turquoise hair and dark burgundy eyes. His wand sat in a holster at his hip, the same as Gareth’s.

      “It’s good to meet you.” I nodded to him.

      “You as well, Kat. I’ll try not to be too obtrusive as long as you don’t try to undermine my work. If I know you’re not trying to get away from me, I can keep my distance.”

      I appreciated the effort to make this less awkward. “Well, I hate to bore you, but I pretty much go to work and stay in my room. This is going to be the easiest assignment you’ve ever had.”

      Gareth stepped back in to the conversation. “I know you think this is all overkill, but we need you to be on alert.”

      “I know.” Despite appearances, I did take this seriously. I knew more than they did what was at stake. “You just work on finding whoever’s responsible so all this can end.”

      Gareth scanned the room as I spoke. Apparently he thought dangers could be hidden in my little dorm-sized space.

      “Have you noticed anything different about your room? Anything where it shouldn’t be? Any new objects?” he asked without looking at me.

      “No, why?”

      Gareth furrowed his brow and pursed his lips as he had when thinking in front of Calista and Thaddeus. He went to my dresser and opened one of the drawers. As soon as it opened a crack, he yelled, “Run!”

      Before I could react, Sebastian grabbed my arm and yanked me from the room. Between his firm grip and height, my feet barely touched the floor.

      Gareth’s footsteps sounded on the stone floor behind us. It was all the warning I had before his body crashed into mine, toppling us to the floor. An explosion sounded behind us. A high-pitched ringing filled my ears, but other than that, there was an eerie silence.

      Gareth’s weight lifted off of me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” It wasn’t strictly true. Being shoved to a stone floor after my ordeal at the trials wasn’t pleasant.

      Gareth helped me to my feet then patted Sebastian on the shoulder. “Good work. You got her out just in time.”

      “Good work yourself, sir. I should’ve detected that device.”

      “I almost didn’t notice it. It would have been easy to miss. Stay here and don’t allow anyone into the area. We’ll need to assess the damage, and I don’t want this scene contaminated. I must confer with my fellow Councilors about this.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sebastian went to work shooing away people who came to see what all the commotion was about.

      “What are you going to do now?” I asked.

      “I would’ve thought that was obvious. I’m going to speak with Calista and Thaddeus. They need to know about this, and we need to come up with a plan of action.”

      “Do they really have to know?” I had been so close to getting answers by porting to section five. “This falls under your jurisdiction being a security matter. It didn’t happen in the CCS; it was in the Citadel. Telling them will only worry them.”

      He raised his eyebrows, incredulous. “You’ve got to be out of your mind if you think I’ll keep this from them.”

      “Gareth, please. If they know, they’ll never let me out of here. They’re going to wrap me in cotton and shove me in a closet somewhere.”

      “You should have more trust in them. We all want what’s best for you. I’m going to report to them, and because I like you so much, I’ll fail to mention that you wanted me to keep this a secret. If you don’t have to go to the infirmary, you may come along.”

      I couldn’t help stomping like a spoiled child as I followed him.
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      By the time Gareth and I reached Calista’s office, the ringing in my ears had subsided to a mild annoyance. News of the explosion had spread, and another Councilor spoke to Calista and Thaddeus through an orb as we entered.

      “I want a report on Councilor Gareth’s findings as soon as you have them.” Councilor Olivandron’s pale green hair and even paler skin made her appear serene despite her demands.

      Gareth stepped into Olivandron’s line of sight. “I’ll deliver my report to you directly, Olivandron.”

      She raised one green eyebrow but didn’t show any surprise at his appearance. “Be sure that you do. It’s disgraceful that an explosive device slipped through your security.” Her face disappeared.

      Calista gave me a cursory glance as if making sure I had all of my limbs then focused on Gareth. “What happened?”

      “A listening device was planted in Kat’s room. Upon discovery, it exploded. We’re lucky it didn’t injure anyone,” Gareth said.

      Thaddeus crossed his arms over his chest. “Did it appear that your movement set it off, or do you think whoever was listening knew they had been found out and destroyed the evidence?”

      “I would guess the latter. The device was in Kat’s dresser, so if movement were the trigger, it would have gone off before now.”

      “You can’t be sure of that. If it was planted while she was at work today, they could have planned to take her out when she got back.”

      “That’s true, but the blast was small and contained. I still think it was meant to destroy the device and not much else. I didn’t get a good enough look at it before it exploded to give many details.”

      “At this point, the details are irrelevant,” Calista said. “Whoever’s after her is clearly not going to stop. Kat, is there anything you could’ve said in your room that would leave us exposed?”

      I thought back to all the conversations I’d had in my room. There wouldn’t be anything of interest in my conversation with Aunt Marguerite. My discussions with Millhook were another matter. We talked a lot, and we didn’t keep secrets from each other. He was one of the few people who knew I worked for the CCS. I wouldn’t speak about classified material in an unsecured location, but Millhook had cleared the room before every conversation. If Gareth was able to find this device, then Millhook would’ve. That meant it had to have been planted after our last conversation.

      As I reviewed all this in my mind, I came to a quick decision that Calista didn’t need to know any of it. If she or Thaddeus were the mole, they would’ve overheard everything anyway. And if they weren’t, there was no sense leaving them to believe the Directorate had overheard anything when I was confident they hadn’t.

      “No, I was just speaking to my aunt Marguerite about her vacation. Nothing sensitive at all there.”

      “Good to know you’ve learned to keep your mouth shut in at least one place,” Thaddeus said.

      Why did that man always have to provoke me? I was the one whose life was being threatened here, yet he acted as if it were a huge inconvenience for him. “This wouldn’t have happened if you had listened to me. If I were in the field right now instead of locked up here like a prisoner, there wouldn’t have been an explosion.”

      Thaddeus scoffed. “You don’t expect that argument to work, do you? Someone got into your private room and planted a listening device, and you didn’t even detect it.”

      That didn’t look good. “Whoever’s doing this is obviously fixated on me. There haven’t been any other security issues. My being here is endangering the Citadel and the CCS. If I were on assignment, our operations would be safer, and I’d be able to do the work I trained for.”

      “Your training didn’t stick very well.”

      “That’s enough, you two.” Calista glared at Thaddeus and then me. “You may not care if you die or not, Kat, but we do. To be frank, your blatant disregard for your own life is a little worrisome. It’s not a trait we value in a CCS agent. While you should be willing to die for our cause, we don’t want you throwing your life away. You have value here. We’re all working to get you into the field so you can exercise that value. We want to see you as an agent; it’s what we trained you for. You need to realize that losing you would be a blow to the CCS, a rather big one.”

      That was the most appreciation anyone had shown me since I came to the Citadel. It annoyed me that it was in defense of keeping me behind a desk. “Then at least let me help in the investigation. How can that hurt?”

      “This incident has shown that you’re not ready, just as I’ve argued before,” Thaddeus said. “You need to go back into training. The best thing you can do is learn to be a better agent, to have better mastery over magic. We all want you working so badly that we may have overlooked some things. You’re good, but you didn’t grow up with magic. It’s unreasonable to expect that after six months you’d be on the same level as an agent who’s been practicing magic since before they could walk.”

      “Last time I checked, I survived the most dangerous trials that have ever happened at the CCS. So I don’t see how I’m at a disadvantage here.”

      “You’re also the only CCS agent who has ever let someone blow up their room.” He had a point there. “I won’t change my mind. You’re to report back to training.”

      I turned to Calista, not believing Thaddeus could be so unreasonable. “Is that what you think?”

      “I don’t agree with Thaddeus’s assessment of your skills. Accidents can and do happen. You passed your trials, and they were the most difficult ones we’ve ever done. However, there’s not much else for you to do. You might as well spend this time training. You hate working as an analyst, and a good agent knows they’re never done learning. Try to take advantage of this time to hone your skills to better prepare yourself. This will get you from behind the desk.”

      “So I can’t do any work then? Just training?”

      “No, I’ll leave that to you. You can help out where you can as an analyst and continue your training.”

      Great, I was being held back. “Fine. Is that all?”

      My attitude wouldn’t improve my case, but I couldn’t help it. There were only so many blows a person could take.

      Calista ignored my tone. “Yes, that will be all. You’ll have to move into a new room. We’ll need to have access to your old room to investigate.”

      “Wonderful.” I nodded and left with Gareth following me. I thought he would want to stay behind and speak with the others in private, but no, that would’ve left me without a babysitter. Couldn’t have that.

      “I know it’s frustrating, but you should be grateful you’re alive. That could’ve gone a lot worse. I think the explosion was intended to hide the evidence, but still, if you’d been leaning over it when it happened, it could have killed you.”

      “Yeah, thanks for saving me. Really.” Now that I’d spent the energy of my indignation, only a feeling of violation remained. Someone had been in my room, had invaded my privacy, had listened in on my conversations. For some reason that felt worse than the knowledge that I could’ve died. The fear and adrenaline were stronger with the threat of death, but the violation was more pervasive, more insidious with the listening device. The explosion didn’t make me fear. The likelihood of it happening again was slim. But the fear of someone creeping into my life, of knowing I was never safe, that my words were never private, left me feeling vulnerable.

      Back at my room, I was happy to see that my satchel was intact with all the letters Alex had sent me and my old cell phone. It had been slung over a chair on the other side of the room. I was at a complete loss. I didn’t know what I’d be wearing tomorrow.

      “I’ll arrange some new clothes for you and all the basics,” Gareth said, as if reading my mind.

      “Thanks.” I looked around the room with the satchel over my shoulder. There wasn’t anything else. Just before I crossed the threshold to leave this room behind for the last time, I remembered something. I couldn’t believe I’d almost forgotten it. From underneath the mattress, I grabbed Alex’s letter. I would have never forgiven myself had I left it, and it would’ve been even worse if someone else read it. With that, I left for yet another new home.

      “Kat, I’m glad you’re all right. The explosion didn’t hurt you, did it?” Kellan approached me from down the hall.

      “No, I’m fine, just have to move.”

      “I’ve prepared a new room for you. I figured you’d need it at least temporarily. Lucky for you, the room next to mine was available. It’ll make things easier and a little more convenient until this is all worked out.”

      Goodie. What wonderful luck I had.
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      I fell face first onto the bed in my new room, not bothering to set down my satchel. Looking around, it felt different. It shouldn’t, but it did. I’d done nothing to mark my old room as mine, never settled in or decorated, but it had been mine. This new room looked almost identical. The view from the window was slightly different. That was all, but it wasn’t mine. I’d been driven here by an intrusion into my privacy.

      I rolled over onto my back and stared at the ceiling. At first glance it was the same, but it had its own pockmarks and scratches that made it unique. Not much of a difference to get used to. In a day or two I might even forget that this wasn’t the room I’d been living in since I started CCS training.

      Tiredness seeped through my bones and into my soul. Not the tired that yearned for sleep, but the tired that made me want to curl up and disappear. The tired that made me glad I didn’t have the energy to call for Millhook. Because if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from having him conjure a portal to Earth, to Nicole’s apartment or maybe to wherever Alex was. I’d leave this place and rest, and then I’d hate myself for it.

      I may not be able to see Alex, but I could read his letter. I needed it now, and I was glad I had saved it so tonight would be the first time I’d read these words.

      Kat,

      Sorry it’s been so long. I lose all track of time out here. It seems no matter the mood I’m in, this planet has a place to suit me. The heat and humidity of the rain forest grew oppressive, so I sought the snow of the Andes. It’s so interesting that there are four seasons, yet there are places you can go that have perpetual snow or perpetual heat.

      The snow reminds me of the Armory and of you wandering around outside after Casper kicked you out. I wish you hadn’t killed him so I could have the pleasure of doing it myself.

      Enough of that. It’s amazing how I can go weeks without seeing anyone and then Millhook will show up out of nowhere. Somehow, it’s always when I’m ready to shift back, to talk and write these letters. How much longer until your training is done? I was thinking maybe I could come visit and help you celebrate once you’ve graduated. That is if your snobby mage friends wouldn’t mind a shifter showing up. If that Kellan guy has a problem with it, I’m sure we can settle it. Is he still annoying you?

      You need to stop worrying about where you’re going to get assigned. The CCS would be crazy to send you anywhere other than Earth. You will have plenty of time for your ridiculous mission to find your mother’s talismans. I could even help you, but first you have to graduate. I don’t know what they could possibly be teaching you that takes so long. You seem to do a pretty good job without training. I expect after all this time, you’ll be able to kill someone with a glance or close your eyes and divine whatever information you need. I suppose having a panther shifter with you would be superfluous. You can probably heal yourself with a wiggle of your nose now, that is if you ever get hurt.

      I’m not going to describe for you the calm blankets of snow that stretch for miles or the oddly satisfying feeling of being the one to mark it with fresh paw prints. I won’t tell you how the wind whistles constantly, sometimes growing into a roar that brings with it a storm. I’m not going to tell you any of that. Instead I’m going to wait for you to have a little time off, and I’ll show you myself. There’s a lot of world out there to see without ever going to Elustria.

      I haven’t checked on Nicole since my last letter. I’ll head north again when I’m finished here. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind a visit either. Don’t trainees get vacation time? Seems like the humane thing to do if they’re going to keep you locked up for so long.

      The wind’s picking up, so I better get this letter to Millhook. He says you’re looking well. I don’t have any trouble believing that. Don’t let that Darian asshole get to you. Remember, you killed two powerful mages on your own. I still don’t know why they need to train you. You’re pretty bad ass as it is. Regardless of where you were raised or who your parents were, you’re better than all of them. Hell, you’re Serafina, Dark Sorceress. You outshine them all.

      Alex

      P.S. While I have been forced to accept Millhook’s use of the nickname Furball, I do not appreciate your using it in your last letter. Any future occurrences will result in me referring to you as Butterfingers for that time you thought you’d fight me off with a knife and I disarmed you.

      I laughed at the memory of our first real meeting. I’d come so far since then. It was a good thing I had magic because my knife-wielding skills left much to be desired.

      I read the letter again and again. Tears rolled down my cheeks without my permission. Alone in this new room, Alex was so close and impossibly far away. He wanted to be a part of my life, but I’d kept news of my trials from him. I didn’t even know what I could write him now. So instead I just read, his smooth voice running through my mind as clearly as if he sat beside me. I curled up and remembered the nights we’d spent running, staying in hotel rooms, cuddling. I could feel his warmth, the strength of his arm around me, and my tears came faster.

      I was so alone.

      Tomorrow I’d be strong. I’d find a way to section five and figure out who the golem was and who controlled him. I’d be a CCS agent, the mage who had killed, who had survived unimaginable injuries. I’d keep my secrets and carry my burden while working to stop the Directorate. But not tonight.

      Tonight I was just a lonely girl who wanted to be held and understood. I’d cry my tears in the darkness of night so that when day broke, there’d be nothing left, no trace of weakness.
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      If I could learn to port reliably, getting into section five shouldn’t be a problem. No one could teleport into the Citadel without having a special charm like Millhook’s, and charms were only given to select individuals who had the absolute trust of the Council.  Within the Citadel, nothing prevented someone from porting from place to place.

      Entrance to the CCS required a magical signature be matched against a list of authorized personnel, but the library didn’t work the same way. Once I’d received authorization to work in section three, a librarian had escorted me there the first time and after that I could use the teleportation rings outside of it. I assumed section five worked the same way, which meant as a pidge I could port there on my own.

      Nighttime was my best opportunity to get to section five. Normally, with so few people having access to the section, it was unlikely anyone would be there. But if word had travelled about the golem magic, I might not be the only person who wanted to do some studying. At night, the chances of being caught decreased. If someone saw me, my secret would be exposed. Mages couldn’t teleport without rings. The only explanation for my presence would be the truth: that I was a pidge. The last thing I needed was for that secret to get out.

      After work, I practiced in my room. Teleporting from one side of the bed to the other hardly compared to teleporting to a place I had never been to, but I didn’t have any other choice. I couldn’t appear somewhere else out of nowhere without raising questions. I figured this way the worst-case scenario was that it didn’t work and I stayed in my room. It seemed doubtful that I’d accidentally teleport somewhere else.

      Eyes closed, I thought about everything that depended on me being able to teleport. My life was at stake. Someone had tried to kill me twice now. The future of the CCS was at risk, all of my friends, everything I had worked for. To make this work, I had to re-create the sense of urgency, of danger, that had led to me porting during the trials. I’d been foolish to not think of this before. Casper had used fear and emotion to teach me how to first access my magic. It made sense that the same would work here.

      In my mind, I pictured the spot where I needed to be. The anxiety wasn’t as hard to conjure as I would have liked. For a split second, my entire body felt constricted and then I was free. When my eyes opened, I stood on the other side of my room. Everything inside me wanted to jump for joy, to scream in triumph at my success, but I had to stay quiet. I couldn’t alert the guard who stood outside my room.

      I teleported back to my starting point. Again and again I practiced, going to different spots in my room. The effort required diminished until I could port as easily as I could use rings.

      There was only one thing left to do. Nerves assaulted my stomach. I’d never been to section five, so the closest thing I could envision were sections one, two, and three, the restricted areas I had access to. The Citadel library was massive, taking up every floor of the building. Section five would be at the top. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and did my best to envision my destination.

      Nothing happened.

      I crinkled my forehead in concentration, willing myself into the section. After a few seconds, an invisible force squeezed my body, and I opened my eyes to find myself surrounded by books. The only light in the room came from a solitary window where two of Perkusia’s moons shone. I waved my hand and activated the illuminator orb nearest me.

      As in the other sections, a giant book stood on a pedestal near the door. It would be the catalog of every book in the room. I picked up the fountain pen sitting next to the book and opened it to the first page, which was blank exactly like all the other catalogs in the library. On it I wrote: golem magic. The page turned and before me were all the titles pertaining to golem magic. Taking the pen, I circled the ones that seemed most useful, and the books floated from their locations on the shelves and stacked themselves neatly on a nearby table.

      Six books, two reasonably sized ones and four enormous tomes, sat waiting for me on the table. The trick here would be to find the most relevant information. I was sure I could learn everything about golem magic, from how it started to theories about the use of it throughout history, but I didn’t need any of that. I was after the basics. I opened a volume from the mage’s version of the encyclopedia, except this one covered only restricted topics.

      Golem magic: origination unknown. Golem magic is a form of magic by which the mage takes control of another mage’s or being’s actions. What sets golem magic apart from animation magic by which an object or living thing is moved to the mage’s will is that golem magic can influence the target’s thoughts as well as actions. In these instances, the victim will not only perform the desired action without hesitation or mental fighting but they may also have no recollection of ever performing the task.

      That was scary as fuck. This made it sound as if whoever the golem was might not even know it.

      To perform golem magic, the mage must have an actual physical golem. Golems can only be created using clay found on the shores of the waters separating Elustria and the Vortex.

      The reports from the station at the Cushing Sea now seemed much more interesting. It might be smart to look them over again for any suspicious activity that might indicate a mage was harvesting this clay.

      Only certain mages are susceptible to golem magic, and the target must be selected with care. One of the chief—

      Footsteps climbed the stairs outside the door. My heart raced. What should I do? If I stayed, I’d likely end up face-to-face with the mole. Who else would come to section five at this hour? I wanted to know who it was, but there was no doubt in my mind I would lose to them in a one-on-one fight. Not only that, they would discover my secret and could expose me to the Council which would negate any accusations I made against them. I could easily be made to look like the traitor. It could be spun that I rigged the trials myself to divert suspicion from me. No, I had to get out now. I gathered the books in my arms and ported.

      I knew something was wrong before I opened my eyes. The weight in my arms was gone. While my body had ported to my room, the books had remained in the library. It was probably a security charm that kept them from being removed from the room. When the person I’d heard saw the books lying on the table, they would know someone had been there. My only choice was to return and hide any evidence of my presence. I didn’t know how much time I had, but I had to at least try.

      Back in section five, I sent the books flying back to their spots. The footsteps outside the door drew closer and closer. Just before I closed my eyes, I remembered: I hadn’t erased my entry from the catalog. I dashed to the book. Whoever stood on the other side of the door was so close I could hear their breathing. I waved my hand across the pages, erasing the words written there, and closed the cover. The doorknob turned, and too late I realized that I hadn’t placed the pen in its rightful spot. No matter, I didn’t have time. I had to hope that whoever it was assumed the last person was sloppy.

      I opened my eyes in the safety of my room and collapsed on the bed, breathing heavily as if I had run all the way there. Without those books, I’d have to keep making trips to section five to finish my study, which meant a lot of late nights and working on little sleep. At least this way, the missing books wouldn’t be noticed.

      Tonight had been a close call. My nerves couldn’t handle another one. Next time I wouldn’t have to practice teleporting. If only I had read the last paragraph to know what to look for. I’d just have to wait until next time.
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      “Hey, Kat, thanks for lending us a hand again. Calista said you’ll be here for a little while. We can certainly use all the help we can get,” Brayel said when Kellan and I reported to the pit the day after my first trip to section five.

      They weren’t making it general knowledge that someone had sabotaged my trials, so for now I was the agent who bizarrely wasn’t assigned to a station and was working really closely with an Earthside agent. These people probably thought I was a moron. “No problem. I’m glad to help out where I can.”

      “That’s the spirit. And that pile of reports there is ready for the crypt.” Brayel pointed to a giant stack of papers then turned back to his work as if our conversation hadn’t happened.

      With a flick of my wrist, I levitated the papers and headed to the rings to port. Kellan followed behind me, because this was obviously a two-person job.

      The crypt was two floors below us. At first, it seemed odd that there wasn’t a magical method to move items around at the CCS or even those tubes banks used—Kellan had gotten a kick out of that suggestion when I told him about it—but each piece of paper had to be accounted for. In that regard, humans and mages weren’t all that different. Nothing bonded our people like layers of bureaucracy and red tape. So instead of magically sending the papers to the crypt, some poor schmuck had to take them there, and I was the poor schmuck of the day.

      In the crypt, so named because it was a gigantic cavern full of what looked like tombs but were actually the mage version of a filing system, the guardian greeted us. Esstrasa, or Ess for short, had to be a thousand years old. It wouldn’t surprise me or anyone else if she had been the first CCS agent. Back in her day, she was a field agent, as she loved telling anyone who ventured down into the crypt for any length of time. After a mission gone wrong, she’d been traumatized and her magic was never quite the same, so they’d stuck her down here to guard the archives—a job she took very seriously even though no one else did. If anyone broke into the Citadel, and into the Greenhouse, and got all the way down to the crypt, we had bigger problems.

      “And what have we here?” Ess asked from behind her tall stone desk that guarded the entrance to the cavern. Curly blue hair shot out from her head like Medusa’s serpents. Her right eye was stuck in a state of perpetual surprise from whatever happened on her last mission, and spidery red veins crawled out from the green iris. She used it to great effect staring down whoever dared venture into her domain, turning her face to block her normal eye from view.

      “I have reports that are ready for archival,” I said, staring straight into the eye. Experience had taught me not to cower.

      “Last time I checked, carting documents here and there wasn’t a two-person job. Since when do we have the personnel available to let you two loaf around on this assignment?”

      “I’m shadowing for the time being. Calista’s orders,” Kellan said.

      Ess narrowed her normal left eye. “Well no one told me. Course, no one ever tells me anything anymore. All right then, I’ll take them from here. Now be on your way.”

      Ess stared until we shut the door behind us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back in the pit, we analyzed routine reports, the most boring of jobs.

      “In the archives is a record of every mission, right?” An inkling of an idea formed in my mind.

      “Yes, the CCS is kinda fanatical about keeping records of everything. The archives are secured so they can only be read by CCS agents, but it’s all there.”

      “So there could be a list in there of all CCS personnel?”

      “I suppose. Why?”

      “The person who rigged my trials has access to the CCS. The first logical place to look is within the CCS itself. If I had a list of personnel, I could go through a process of elimination to find out who’s responsible.”

      “And what if it isn’t someone in the CCS? That level of betrayal…” Kellan let his sentence drift off. No words could describe that treachery.

      “Someone somewhere betrayed us. What other answer is there? Do you think an outsider snuck into the Citadel, into the Greenhouse, into the scene room, tampered with my trials, did nothing else, then left without a trace?”

      In Kellan’s hesitation, I could see he knew I was right but didn’t want to accept it. “The trials may have just malfunctioned.”

      “With a personnel list, I can either find the person who did it or prove that it wasn’t an inside job. Since it likely wasn’t an outsider, Calista will have to concede that it was a malfunction, and I can get out into the field.”

      Kellan tilted his head side to side as he thought it over. “That makes sense.”

      Of course it did. “The next time we go to the crypt, I want to get that list.”

      Kellan nodded. “All right. I’m with you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The hours dragged by. It was hard not to feel like this was a punishment. The reports blurred together. We didn’t analyze mission logs, just the routine check-ins to let us know the quieter stations were still out there keeping on. If I didn’t want to go back to the crypt so badly, I’d have gone to training as Thaddeus wanted. Boredom was the price I had to pay for the information I needed.

      When Calista summoned me to her CCS office, it was almost a relief.

      “Kellan, you may wait outside for a moment,” Calista dismissed him. He didn’t protest like he did with Lilibet. Once we were alone, she addressed me. “I thought I made myself clear that you were to stay out of the investigation.”

      The plan to get the personnel list. She had to know about it. I considered feigning ignorance, but Calista was a busy woman and wouldn’t waste her time with me unless she was certain. “I’m not getting in the way. I haven’t even done anything.”

      “Yet. I figured you would try something, so I’ve kept an eye on you. Your time is not well spent investigating your fellow agents.”

      “My time isn’t well spent reading mundane reports.”

      “You were given the option to continue training if you wish. Your attitude isn’t doing you any favors, Kat. I’ve been advocating for you from the beginning, but my patience is wearing thin. Either do as you’re told, continue your training, or resign your position.”

      Resign? For the first time it occurred to me that there was something worse than being stuck at a desk: not being part of the CCS at all. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “Good. We don’t want you to, but you must stop trying to involve yourself in this investigation.”

      “I’m already involved. I don’t know how you expect me to sit around waiting for other people to protect me.”

      “Exercise some patience and self-control.” Calista’s tone made it clear this wasn’t a suggestion.

      “But—”

      Calista cut me off with a raised hand. “But nothing. You will learn to control yourself, or you will find yourself as just another citizen of the Citadel. Is that clear?”

      I clenched my jaw. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then you may leave. Send Kellan in.”
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      Calista was a fool if she thought I was going to sit around and do nothing. If they didn’t want me poking around the investigation, then they could send me into the field. For the moment, I found myself without a babysitter and took advantage of it. All of my anger and frustration needed an outlet, and my magic needed to stretch.

      On the sparring floor, I released spell after spell on a practice dummy. It deflected and threw up spells of its own that I countered effortlessly. Screw Thaddeus. I had this shit down. I hoped the person trying to kill me would face me head-on. Face-to-face, I was sure I’d win. I’d killed before. Twice now. Marcus and Casper had both fallen to me—one a Council assassin, probably from the CCS, and one a Directorate operative. Both had died beneath my magic. I may not have been raised doing spells, but around my neck I had not only my spark of magic but my father’s magic as well. My mother, evil though she may have been, was a formidable mage. I had her blood and the blood of my sorcerer father, blood that was pure magic, running through my veins. The Directorate could try to kill me all they wanted, but they wouldn’t succeed, not now that I was trained.

      The dummy didn’t counter my last spell, and when it should’ve hurled something at me, nothing came. I raised myself from my crouched position and looked around. “Whoever did that, turn it back on.”

      “I think it’s about time you try practicing against a real mage.” Thaddeus stood in the doorway. My heart leapt into my throat. I may talk a big game to myself, but Thaddeus still scared me. “What? I thought you were ready for the field. If you’re ready to face-off against Directorate agents, then you must be prepared to face me. I’ll even give you the first cast.”

      Facing him wasn’t wise. Nothing good could come of this, but I didn’t care. Thaddeus was the reason I was here and not on Earth searching for my mother’s talismans. He was the reason someone had been able to violate the privacy of my room. I should’ve been on Earth, far away from whoever planted that device.

      With a surge of rage, I unleashed a fireball toward him and immediately felt foolish as he blocked it. What a novel spell to cast. Thaddeus was a war-hardened general. He’d served not only in the military, but in the CCS, and now the Council. I may dislike him, but there was no questioning his ability.

      “Are you going to make it that easy on me? Do you want to die?” He stalked toward me, and I took a step backward. In that moment, I knew he could kill me if he wanted to. If we were ever to meet in battle, it would end with one of us dead, of that I was sure.

      Another step backward and my foot burned as it landed in a dark purple acid like at my trials. I cast a spell just in time to catch me as I fell, preventing the rest my body from touching the caustic liquid.

      He stood over me, preparing to cast a spell, and I lashed out with a cord binding his legs and pulling him to the floor. I leapt to my feet while he sat stunned and called down a rain of ice shards.

      Thaddeus deflected them easily and rose to his feet. With his wand extended, he lifted me into the air as if I weighed nothing. From the tips of my fingers, I cast lightning directly into his wand. His only choice was to break the connection, and I fell, rolling away so as not to provide an easy target.

      For a few minutes, we cast spell after spell at each other, deflecting, ducking, attacking, pursuing. Too late, I realized he had me backed into a literal corner.

      I cursed myself. I should have paid more attention to my physical surroundings. That was supposed to be my strong point. But here I stood, in a corner with Thaddeus looming over me. My anger at myself clouded my judgment, and I cast spells without thought to strategy or advantage. He blocked each one as he came closer and closer, using his larger body to intimidate and scare me.

      He directed a spell at my talisman, trying to take it from me. His hand jerked back in pain at the shock the amber stone released. My father’s magic would always protect me from having my talisman taken while I was conscious. Surprise filled Thaddeus’s face for a moment before he furrowed his brow and cast another spell.

      Shocked that he would try to disarm me, I didn’t block properly, and the spell connected with my shoulder, shooting pain through my body. I crumbled to the floor, but Thaddeus didn’t halt his advance. He cast another spell, this time hitting my other shoulder. Agony clouded my mind. I couldn’t focus to counter his spells much less cast one of my own.

      Another burning sensation, this time on my right hand. I looked down to see boils and burning, open sores erupting on both my hands. I may be able to cast spells without using my hands under normal circumstances, but this was too much. The pain was too much. Panic paralyzed me. Even if I could run, I had nowhere to go. Thaddeus raised his wand. There was nothing left for him to do other than cast the killing blow. I had it right all along. He was the mole the entire time. Leaving Kellan had been foolish. Everything Thaddeus had done up to this point had been to keep me close, to keep me in his sights. He’d done enough to make sure no one suspected him—no one except me.

      Against my wishes, fear enveloped me. I didn’t want to die now when I had only recently met my aunt and had begun to know my father through his memories. There was so much more I could do, and I hadn’t told anyone what I knew. If I died now, so did my knowledge of what my mother had done and what the Directorate was planning to do. My talisman warmed, my magic begging me to act, but I couldn’t think.

      Thaddeus’s wand lit in the familiar pink color of Lilibet’s eyes.

      “What’s going on?”

      Thaddeus whirled, and I gulped in air, unaware that I had been holding my breath waiting for my death. Never in my life had I been so grateful to hear Kellan’s voice.

      “I see Calista’s talk didn’t teach you any respect. Do we need another go?” Thaddeus asked, referencing the last time he had sparred with Kellan.

      “Are you all right, Kat?” Kellan asked, looking around Thaddeus to me.

      Of course I wasn’t all right; I had sores all over my hands. But when I looked down, they were gone. The pain in my shoulders had also receded. Thaddeus had hid his handiwork well. I nodded as I stood. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Thaddeus sheathed his wand. “At least you’re taking your responsibility as bodyguard seriously now, though it’s too late. You’re supposed to be protecting her.”

      “I didn’t expect I’d have to protect her from you.”

      “Until this investigation is over, you protect her from everyone. Whoever sabotaged the trials has access to the CCS. No one is above suspicion. You don’t leave her side while she’s in the CCS, and you don’t leave her outside the CCS unless she’s in the custody of a guard. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Thaddeus turned to me. “As I’ve been saying, you’re not ready for the field. You should never have let me back you into this corner. You made yourself an easy target and let your feelings impede your judgment. You may hate me, but you’ll hate the Directorate operative trying to kill you a lot more. If you let your dislike of me interfere with your skills to the point that I could kill you, what’s going to happen the first time you’re facing down an enemy? Think on that before you complain about not being in the field. Being here is the only reason you’re alive right now.”

      Without even allowing me to answer, he strode from the room. Kellan came to my side, and I knew the real reason I was alive was because he had walked in. Kellan had succeeded in his job as a bodyguard, but I didn’t know how long he could protect me when one of the Councilors in charge of the CCS wanted me dead.
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      “Are you sure you’re fine?” Kellan asked me when we were alone.

      “Peachy.” Anger far overshadowed any pain or humiliation I felt. A part of my brain wanted Thaddeus to come back through those doors so I could lay him flat.

      “Peachy?” Kellan looked at me quizzically.

      It took me a second to realize what he was asking. “It’s an Earth saying. It means good.”

      “Ah, okay. See, that’s the kind of stuff we need out in the field. With you, we can really blend in with the humans.”

      I appreciated Kellan’s attempt to cheer me up, but it wouldn’t work. “That’s if I ever get out of here.”

      “You will. This won’t last forever.”

      If the encounter with Thaddeus had taught me anything, it was that I could be killed in an instant. I needed to arm myself with the knowledge of how to fight back. The sooner I could get back to my room, the sooner I could teleport into section five again and come up with a plan. “So what did Calista say?”

      “She’s pissed. More than anything she wants us to lie low. I think what would make her happy is for you to stay in your room until this is all sorted out.”

      That was out of the question. “Well, as history has shown us, my room’s not a safe place.”

      “She told me to expect menial work for the next couple of days to keep us out of trouble.”

      “Great. Are we done for the day? Or is this all starting now?”

      “She said we’re both dismissed.”

      “Good, I’ve got to get out of here.” Kellan followed me out of the sparring room, and it took all my self-control to not snap at him to stop. I was tired of being hovered over, but I also couldn’t deny that he had saved my life, even if it was just a case of being in the right place at the right time. “Thanks for coming in when you did.”

      “You’re welcome. Sessions with Thaddeus are a pain.”

      “I was really scared in there.” The intense emotions of the encounter overwhelmed me again. Fear, anger, frustration, all made worse by the fact that I couldn’t do as I pleased. I was trapped and ready to explode.

      “You know he’d never hurt you.”

      “But he did. After you came in, he must’ve healed the damage. My shoulders and my hands, they were nothing but pain. I mean, it was comparable to my trials. If you hadn’t walked in when you did, I think he would’ve killed me.” I shouldn’t tell Kellan any of this, but I couldn’t help myself. Someone needed to know. I had to get it out. A part of me thought if I shared, Kellan would see my point, and I wouldn’t feel so alone and crazy.

      “No, Thaddeus wouldn’t do that. I mean, I know he’s scary, and he’s left me sore after sparring matches, but he wouldn’t kill you. That’s absurd. You’re one of his agents.”

      “Well, like he said, no one is above suspicion.”

      “Yes, and he’s implicating himself there. If he was trying to kill you, do you think he’d tell me to protect you even from him? It doesn’t make sense, Kat.”

      “You’re probably right.” There was no use belaboring the point. I stormed off, leaving Kellan to catch up. In the greenhouse, a few steps from freedom, I ran into Lilibet as she entered and tried to brush past her.

      “Kat, where are you going?”

      “I’m apparently done for the day.”

      “What?”

      I whirled on her, tired of being questioned and ordered around when no one here had the slightest idea of the danger we were all in. I was the only one who knew about the mole, and I was being kept from doing anything to expose him. It may be a stupid move, but I wasn’t keeping quiet any longer. “Yeah, ask Calista about it, or better yet, ask Thaddeus. You all want to find out who’s trying to kill me so badly, ask him. He almost finished me off just now. The only reason I’m standing here alive is because of Kellan.”

      Lilibet shook her head and furrowed her brow in astonishment, my accusations so shocking that she couldn’t keep her normal composure. “Wait, what? If Thaddeus wanted you dead, Kellan wouldn’t be able to stop him.”

      “Maybe not by force, but he walked in as Thaddeus was going to kill me. He only stopped to avoid having a witness.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      “Don’t I look serious?” I challenged Lilibet with my body language, staring her down only inches from her face.

      “Kat, that’s my father you’re talking about. How can you say he’s trying to kill you when he’s working so hard to protect you? How ungrateful are you? He has done nothing but try to keep you alive. Like I said, if he wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”

      “Well as soon as Kellan wasn’t by my side, he leapt to take advantage. What I thought was a little sparring exercise turned into him trying to kill me.”

      “He’s just trying to make the point that he doesn’t think you’re ready for the field. If your sparring got to where you thought he would kill you, then he’s right. I’ll say it again, there is no trying to kill you. If he wanted to kill you, he would.”

      Other than the initial surprise, Lilibet appeared unflappable, which only riled me up more. “Ask Kellan. Thaddeus had his wand raised to kill me.”

      We both turned to Kellan, and his eyes widened at being called upon.

      “It…I…it didn’t look good. He had Kat backed into the corner. She was on the floor, and he had his wand lifted, but I didn’t see anything other than that. She didn’t appear injured, and when I asked her, she said she was fine.”

      “Gee, thanks, Kellan. Congratulations, you are now officially useless.” I turned back to Lilibet. “Kellan didn’t see it. I had sores all over my hands from a spell Thaddeus had cast.” In a corner of my mind, a voice said I was acting like a petulant child.

      “Yes, he did that to me too when I was little to teach me not to touch a flame. He’s protective of you, Kat. He would never let anything happen to you. Maybe you shouldn’t be a field agent if you jump so quickly to the wrong conclusions.” Steel entered her voice and eyes.

      In the space of a few minutes, I had alienated Kellan and Lilibet, two of my only allies at the CCS. Everyone would react like they did. I couldn’t accuse Thaddeus in public until I had concrete evidence that he was the man we were looking for. I couldn’t do that without help, and help wouldn’t come if everyone was mad at me.

      I took a deep breath. I had to salvage what I could. “I’m sorry, Lilibet, and you too, Kellan. I didn’t mean it. This whole thing is so frustrating. Everyone else is deciding what I can and cannot do, where I can and cannot go, whether I’m going to live or die. I can’t handle it.”

      Kellan walked past me to the door. “Sure, but I’ve got to go. Would you mind stepping outside so I can hand you off to a guard?” There was no mistaking the hurt in Kellan’s tone. I’d really screwed this up, and I’d have to make it right somehow.

      “Of course.” I gave Lilibet an apologetic look and followed Kellan.

      Outside the greenhouse, a guard waited, and Kellan pointedly walked in the opposite direction of where I headed. I plastered a fake smile on my face to mask the tension. “Great to see you, Sebastian. I’m all yours for the exciting walk to my room. Be on high alert: dangers could jump out at any moment.”

      We’d gone less than a hundred feet when Lilibet came up quickly behind us. I jumped at the chance to do a little damage control. When she passed me, I sped up to match her pace. “Lilibet, I really am sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. And Thaddeus was right; there’s so much left for me to learn. I just thought I was done with my training.”

      “You will never be done. My father’s spent his entire life serving our people. Not a day goes by that he doesn’t train, hone his skills, push himself to be better. You could learn something from him.”

      I tried not to chafe at the comparison. I didn’t want anything to do with Thaddeus. “You’re right. Where are you headed to now? I thought you were going to work.”

      “I’ve been summoned to the Council chamber. An emissary from the sorcerers has arrived, and the Council asked me to be there.”

      “What do you think they’re here for?” She had piqued my curiosity. As far as I knew, there hadn’t been a sorcerer at the Citadel since I’d arrived. I’d never even met one other than my father through the talisman.

      “I don’t know, but it has to be something big.”

      “Can I come too? I’ve never seen a sorcerer. It’ll be a learning experience.”

      Lilibet eyed me in a way she wouldn’t have before I’d made my accusations. Coming to a decision, her face relaxed. “Sure, it’ll do you good, show you there’s a world outside the Citadel that very much influences what goes on inside.”
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      Before we reached the rings to teleport, a frightening thought occurred to me. The emissary from the sorcerers might recognize the magic in my talisman as belonging to a sorcerer. Mages weren’t as in tune with magic as sorcerers, which was why the unusual nature of my talisman had gone unnoticed by anyone other than Millhook. If my understanding of sorcerers was correct, they would have the same sensitivity as the fae to the different types of magic. But Millhook had assured me that the only way a sorcerer would notice my magic was if we were within a foot or so of each other.

      The Council chamber, or as I had known it, the judgment room, was a cavernous space. Lilibet and I would sit at the back, far away from where the action would take place. If I kept my magic calm and under control, there was no reason the sorcerer should notice it. I’d just make sure to keep my distance.

      We ported to the rings inside the Council chamber, Sebastian shadowing as usual. The Councilors were in their seats, murmuring to each other. The giant orb floated ominously above the largest throne in the room, just as it had when I’d come here to face judgment. During training, Lilibet had explained the meaning behind the orb. It acted as an all-seeing eye, representing the mages of Elustria whom the Council had sworn to protect. While the workings of the Council were not transparent to the people, the eye served as a reminder that the people were always watching, and ultimately the Council was accountable to them.

      Would the mages of Elustria approve of me if they knew the truth? If they knew that a pidge not only lived among them but worked in the CCS trying to safeguard their way of life, what would they think? Would there be an outpouring of rage, anger? Would they even care? Yeah, right, because so many times throughout history, being different had worked out well for a minority.

      All the mages may not approve of my choices, but it was for them I fought. If the sorcerers knew the extent of what the Directorate was doing, they wouldn’t rest until every last mage had been destroyed. My studies of Elustrian history had shown that mages and sorcerers were capable of coexisting in peace, but that was before a mage discovered how to steal a sorcerer’s magic, killing them in the process. Keeping secrets from the people who had taken me in and who I had sworn to protect didn’t sit right with me, but sometimes it was the best thing for everyone involved. As a spy, keeping secrets was part of the job, but it didn’t feel the same.

      Calista acknowledged us with a nod as we walked to the row of plain chairs against the wall across from the Councilors and next to the main doors. Then she went back to talking to Councilor Olivandron, the same Councilor who had been speaking to Calista and Thaddeus after the explosion. I hadn’t had much contact with her, but as a CCS agent I had read a dossier on her and all the Councilors. She was a good friend of Calista’s, which would make her a good mole. Her interest lay in the development of magical objects. She would be an excellent resource for the Directorate.

      Narystra and Meralynd, the other two female Councilors, were deep in discussion. Meralynd, as the Councilor in charge of the economy, appeared worried about what the emissary would say. Any news from the sorcerers could affect trade. Narystra provided a sympathetic ear from the looks of it. Her area of concern was education. At first glance, she didn’t seem an obvious choice for a Directorate mole. What value could they find in the Councilor in charge of education? Not only that, she fit the stereotypical description of a librarian. Soft spoken, she wore her plain brown hair straight to her shoulders—not straightener straight but I’m-not-doing-my-hair straight.

      However, she was regarded as one of the most intelligent mages in Elustria. That kind of intellect might be attracted to the Directorate, and they could certainly make use of it. She also had access to section five and any other books or materials she wanted. Golem magic wouldn’t be a problem for her. Out of all the Councilors, she appeared the most calm. Was that her natural demeanor or was it the manner of someone practiced at keeping secrets? I’d take a closer look at her dossier when I had a chance.

      Thaddeus spoke to the Councilor on his right, Warrand. He was in charge of the military, a position I would’ve expected Thaddeus to occupy given his extensive experience. Warrand had served briefly in the military but quickly altered course to a more diplomatic route. His experience on the battlefield didn’t touch Thaddeus’s. More reasonably, Thaddeus was the mole. It was the only logical reason for him to have given up his military command to work for the CCS.

      That left Gareth and Lorkrest. Gareth seemed a little on edge. He took the explosion in my room and the mishap at my trials as personal failures. It might be wise to find out which Councilors were getting close to him. Anyone who wanted to get to me had to go through him. I knew Olivandron had been quick to ask him for a report on the explosion.

      Lorkrest, the Councilor Gareth spoke to, was in charge of wands. Since all mages needed a wand or talisman, Lorkrest was arguably the most important member of the Council. It was his job to ensure the supply of wands kept up with demand, which meant keeping good relations with the fae and ensuring that the Flamewood Forest remained in good health. He also worked with Olivandron to regulate and monitor talismans. Each lawful talisman was registered with the Council. Lorkrest made sure every mage had either a wand or a talisman. Olivandron ensured the talismans were appropriate.

      This view of the Council differed from my previous encounters. Before, they had all sat straight in their thrones, confident and sure. Now their heads were ducked as they spoke amongst each other.

      “What has them so worried?” I asked Lilibet.

      “An emissary coming from the sorcerers is rare. I’ve never seen it.”

      That seemed odd. “We communicate with the sorcerers, though, right?”

      “Of course, but it’s usually through letters or lower level meetings in neutral locations. The fact that a sorcerer came here in person means they have something important to say.”

      “Or they want to see our response to it.”

      Lilibet smirked. “Very good.”

      Two loud booms filled the room as if someone outside had banged a staff against the stone floor.

      “He’s here,” Lilibet whispered.

      The murmuring in the room stopped, and the Councilors arranged themselves in their usual formidable positions atop their thrones. The enormous doors opened, and a herald walked in. This must be the protocol for sorcerers or, really, any visitor more important than me.

      “His Excellency, Tolemy Bullangier, emissary of the Circle of Sorcerers,” the herald announced in a thunderous tone. He moved to the side, blocking my view as a sorcerer entered the room. Even though Millhook had assured me I’d be fine this far from a sorcerer, I still worked to keep my magic calmly humming in the background, suppressing it as much as I could. Once the sorcerer stood in the middle of the room, the herald exited, shutting the door behind him.

      The sorcerer cut an impressive figure and stood with his head held high in front of the intimidating Council. His long black hair seemed to swallow any light around it. At his waist, his hair stopped in a line so sharp it looked as if it could cut glass. He wore a golden robe made from high-quality material with intricate embroidery. The outfit appeared more ceremonial than practical. The stitch work probably held some significance that eluded me.

      Calista took the lead. “Your Excellency, welcome to our humble chamber. You honor us here with your presence today. I trust that your journey was uneventful?”

      His Excellency acknowledged Calista with a slight nod. “It was, Your Grace, thank you.”

      I’d never heard any of the Councilors addressed in such a way. It must be a formal title only used in international relations. With the tenuous relationship between sorcerers and mages, the overly respectful tones and deference would be expected.

      “I’m glad to hear it. What is so important that it couldn’t be handled through our usual channels?”

      “I hope you understand that this is a delicate matter, one that the Circle of Sorcerers takes seriously. We could not risk a dispatch being intercepted by anyone with nefarious motives. There was even talk of sending the Chairwoman herself. I tell you this so you understand the gravity of what I’m about to share. Only the Circle’s concern for her safety kept her in our capital.”

      The Circle of Sorcerers existed in Wizards and Fae, and this all sounded like something from the game. Each day the game closer resembled reality and my college life occupied a place of fantasy in my mind.

      “You have our undivided attention,” Calista said. Everyone in the room, myself included, leaned forward. His Excellency had done an admirable job of building anticipation. Now, would he deliver?

      “I am here, grand Council, to inform you that fourteen sorcerers have gone missing.”

      I slouched in disappointment. Surely people must go missing fairly often.

      He continued. “Normally, this would not be cause for my journey here, but we recently found one of the missing sorcerers on the shore of the Cushing Sea. He was murdered. What we are keeping secret, even from his family, is the state the body was in when we found it. His magic had been corrupted. We’re not sure what happened, but it seems some of his magic was missing.”

      My heart raced. It couldn’t be. How had the Directorate moved so quickly? Without my mother’s notes, how was this possible? Did they have someone else working on it? Had Sibelius given them some crucial key before he had died?

      “What do you mean some of his magic was missing?” Calista asked, clearly voicing the question behind the shocked expressions of the rest of the Councilors.

      “It’s almost as if someone tried to steal his magic and corrupted it in the process. When his body was first discovered, we weren’t even sure he was a sorcerer. Then we matched his magical imprint to the one on file in his missing person’s case.”

      He had said fourteen sorcerers were missing. Had they all fallen victim to the Directorate?

      “Do you have any leads?” Thaddeus asked.

      “No, whoever it was didn’t leave behind any clues. However, there are many in the Circle who believe this is the work of a mage. There doesn’t seem to be much motive for another race to do it.”

      “I take offense at that insinuation, Your Excellency,” Olivandron sneered. “A mage has no need for a sorcerer’s magic.”

      Calista shot Olivandron a sharp look. Diplomacy clearly didn’t concern her.

      “The reason I am here is to notify you of this development. I am not here to make accusations. It is our belief that the Directorate is behind this.”

      “We disavowed the Directorate long ago. They are as much our enemy as they are yours,” Meralynd said.

      “That is why we thought you would like to know of this development. This is also to serve as notice that should we capture or attack a mage, it is in pursuit of the Directorate operatives responsible for this.”

      A rumbling murmur went through the Council.

      “We thank you for your notification,” Calista said above the noise. “As Councilor Meralynd said, the Directorate is our common enemy. We would not begrudge you your right to protect yourself. Please, rest assured that we will put the full weight of our resources behind discovering what happened.”

      “You understand that we must also take our own action. For decades, you have been promising to destroy the Directorate, and it still has not happened. We grow weary of waiting for you to take care of this.”

      “Excuse me, Your Excellency, but we are taking action. The Directorate has killed more mages than it has sorcerers,” Calista said.

      “Then your resources are not enough. We will not stand by while the Directorate threatens our people. We will take whatever action we deem necessary and would ask that, given this latest affront, you share any intelligence you may discover that pertains to this.”

      “And are you prepared to share any intelligence you have?” Thaddeus asked.

      “We may be able to offer you some intelligence in return.” His Excellency did not seem as certain on this point.

      “We can only promise that we will share intelligence that does not threaten our people,” Calista said. “While we are horrified by this latest action by the Directorate, we cannot compromise the safety of our own people in protecting yours.”

      “Very well. Then you will not mind when we do the same.”

      There was another slight murmur amongst the Council, and Calista spoke over it, silencing the others. “Of course, we would not object to our friends doing anything that will keep them safe. Please, Your Excellency, you have traveled far, let’s retire to the dining room so we may eat and discuss the situation further.” Calista stood and gestured to the door.

      His Excellency bowed, and the rest of the Council stood and filed out through the door. Before she left, Calista gave us a nod of acknowledgment, but in her eyes was an order to get to work. Sorcerers now hunted mages, and the CCS was two steps behind all because I had kept my secrets from them. Was the blood of these fourteen missing sorcerers on my hands?

      This entire thing had gotten out of hand. I didn’t know if I could fix it on my own. Not anymore.
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      Once the last person left the Council chamber, Lilibet turned to me. “Let’s go.”

      I’d never seen her face so determined. We took the rings from inside the chamber to the closest ones to the greenhouse entrance. Before the work started, I needed to apologize. “Lilibet, I’m sorry for earlier, for what I said about your father. I need to learn to not let my frustration take hold of me. Thanks for bringing me with you. I think it did do me some good.”

      “You’re welcome, and I accept your apology. Just try to remember that we’re all on the same team. I wasn’t upset because Thaddeus is my father; I was upset because I’ve seen the steps he’s taken to protect you. Trust isn’t something to give away lightly, but if you don’t trust your teammates, you'll end up getting yourself killed. And I don’t think I could handle consoling Kellan over the loss of our only Earth-raised agent.” The joke more than anything let me know our relationship would be all right. Lilibet didn’t let many people see that side of her.

      It seemed soon to be asking for a favor, but I couldn’t help it once we were inside the Greenhouse. “I’d like to be part of the team that’s going to be on this.”

      “Of course you'll be on the team, but that doesn’t mean you can go into the field. Your knowledge of your mother’s work is as much of a lead as we have.” Lilibet led the way to the pit and scanned the room. “Darian, Priya, you’re with me. Come on.”

      “But I’m in the middle of an assignment Thaddeus gave me yesterday,” Darian said.

      “Then you’re reassigned. In fact, you’re doing double duty. Kat still needs a shadow.”

      Would the ridiculousness never end? “Really, I think I’m fine.”

      “No, it’s protocol. It’s even more important now. Like I said, you’re our only lead. That means you’re a target for the Directorate. This might explain the attack at your trials and the listening device in your room. Is there anyone you’ve talked to about your mother’s work? Are there any conversations that could’ve been overheard?”

      “If there were, they would’ve been in general terms, nothing specific or helpful.” The exception was my conversations with Millhook about my father’s power, but I still was not ready to let them know about that. It wouldn’t help anything, and Millhook had assured me our conversations were private.

      Lilibet led our little group to a mission room, a small space with a conference table that teams used when they needed privacy. Once we were all seated, she spoke.

      “We just received new intelligence, and it takes priority over everything else. I don’t know how many people in the CCS Calista’s willing to bring into this, so until she gets here, it’s just us.”

      Darian stood. “I respect Calista, but I fear Thaddeus. If I don’t get this intelligence report on his desk before he gets back from the Council meeting, he'll kill me.”

      “Darian, sit down!” I didn’t know Lilibet had that tone in her repertoire. “Kat and I were just in the Council meeting. Sorcerers have gone missing, and one turned up dead without his magic.”

      “What?” Priya asked as Darian resumed his seat.

      “That’s right. What remained of his magic had been corrupted. Given the precarious nature of our relationship with the sorcerers, this might be what takes it over the edge. If they think mages can steal their magic, there’d be little reason for them to not go to war with us.”

      “They'll believe what they want to believe.” Darian shrugged. “There’s no way for us to prove a negative. And anyway, this is more of a job for analysts.”

      “Darian, right now you’re serving as both Kat’s shadow and as our field agent. If you’d like, I can make the shadow thing permanent and find a different field agent.” She stared at Darian until he appeared chastised and it was clear his lips would remain shut in a firm line. “And you’ve got it wrong, Darian, as you have most things. Maybe you would’ve been assigned to a more exciting post if you’d keep quiet and listen more. The Directorate has been working on how to steal magic from sorcerers. This knowledge has been kept on a need-to-know basis, but it appears they’ve made quite a leap forward.”

      “Is there any chance we can get the remains of the sorcerer?” Priya asked.

      My first instinct was to recoil at such a request. It seemed morbid, but Priya was smart. If we could have access to the body, we could examine what was done to the magic. Of course, any examination we did would fall short of the one the sorcerers performed. Their knowledge of magic, as much as we hated to admit it, went further than our own. While they appeared as human as we did, their physiology was different because magic ran through their veins like blood. I wondered how different my physiology was.

      “That hasn’t been discussed yet. This is all just happening, but I wouldn’t expect that the sorcerers will give us access,” Lilibet said.

      “So we’re just supposed to trust what the sorcerers tell us?” Darian asked, incredulous.

      “I’m not going to tell you to trust what they tell us, no, but I am telling you that what they’re telling us is all we have right now.”

      “We have nothing other than the word of a sorcerer saying that one of their own was found dead missing some of his magic.” This time, Darian kept his attitude out of it. Despite appearances, he was a good agent, and I knew he’d do his best on this case. Lilibet picked him for a reason.

      “We also know it happened near the Cushing Sea, or at least that’s where they recovered the body. We’ve noticed more activity there as of late,” Lilibet said. Then she directed her attention to me. “Kat, you may be in more danger now than you were before. I know you hate all the restrictions placed on you, but I need you to be extra vigilant. If the Directorate gets to you, I don’t know what they’ll do. Even if you don’t have any valuable information to give them, that may not stop them from coming after you.”

      “What does this have to do with her?” Darian asked, furrowing his brow. He was letting his dislike of me color his judgment. All he saw was the new favorite being doted on. He forgot who my mother was, if he even knew. Come to think of it, I doubted he did.

      “Her mother was researching how to steal magic,” Lilibet snapped. “They may think Kat has more knowledge to give them.” She looked at me. “Is there anything you know that could be useful to them?”

      The moment of truth…or not. If I was honest and said yes, I would need to divulge what information I had to them, which would reveal I’d been keeping secrets this entire time. Given the situation we were in, who knew what would happen then. I didn’t know how to answer that question in the affirmative without also revealing I was a pidge using my father’s magic. If I did that, they’d bench me for sure, if not kick me out of the CCS altogether. And then what? I wouldn’t be able to help on this investigation. I wouldn’t be able to set right the wrongs my mother had done. Besides, anything I said could potentially get back to the mole.

      “I don’t know what they know. In all my time with Casper, it never came up. As far as I knew, my mother kept her research secret from the Directorate. Sibelius is the only person I spoke with who knew anything about it, and he’s dead. His knowledge would’ve been much more beneficial to them. During the last months of his life, when he was looking for me, he worked closely with the Directorate. He told me he didn’t work for them and wasn't aligned with them, but there’s no telling what kind of information he might have given them. He’d gone crazy at the end there. If he told them everything he knew, then from what I know of him and my mother, I’m not surprised this happened.” It was as close to the truth as I could get.

      “Keep racking your brain for anything that might be useful. It wouldn't surprise me if our security level is raised when Thaddeus and Calista finish with the emissary. Did your mother leave behind any writings about the Cushing Sea or anything that would give you a hint as to why they were there?”

      “No.” That was easy. The only explanation I could give for the Directorate being at the Cushing Sea was to get the clay to build golems. I didn’t know if Lilibet knew that much about golem magic, and the only way I could was by breaking into section five of the library. This was the problem with lies: once you told one, you had to tell so many more. It never stopped at one.

      “For a sorcerer to come to the Citadel like this is an unprecedented step,” Lilibet said. “The mission of the CCS is to keep the peace. That mission has never been tried this hard before. If we don’t contain this, catch those responsible, then we’ll be at war with the sorcerers. It has never been more important for you to be good at what you do. If it were up to me, I’d have every agent in the CCS assigned to this, but I don’t know how Calista and Thaddeus want to proceed. So for now, it’s just you.”

      Wait a minute. “What about Kellan? Is Darian going to be my shadow permanently?”

      “No, Kellan should be coming. Once he gets here, he’ll resume his work as your shadow and also be on the team.” Lilibet stood. “I’m going back to the Citadel to see if the Council needs me. Get to work. We’ll need every bit of information we have about the Directorate’s operations at the Cushing Sea and anything we can find that appears to be about stealing magic. This could very well be the Directorate’s endgame.” Right before Lilibet opened the door, she turned back to Darian. “Try to keep her alive and contribute something to the team, Darian. This is the case of your career.”

      Once the door shut behind her, Darian released a breath. “What’s her problem?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s not you. She’s under a lot of stress. I’ve never seen the Council that unsettled. If this doesn’t go right, they'll blame her. But she wouldn’t have put you on the case if she didn’t have faith in your abilities. It’s too important. She thinks you’re the best man for the job.” I reached over and rested my hand on his arm to offer reassurance. Sure, he’d been an asshole to me from day one, but he didn’t deserve the dressing down Lilibet had given him. She would’ve never done it had she not been so worried.

      “Thanks,” Darian mumbled. He pulled his arm out from underneath my hand and sat up straighter. “So where do we start?”
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      The door to the mission room crashed opened to reveal Kellan panting for breath. “I got here as fast as I could. What’s going on?”

      “It’s nice of you to finally join us. Trying to get a little beauty sleep?” Darian jeered.

      “Don’t mind him, he’s just salty because Lilibet snapped at him.” I gestured to the seat next to me, and while Kellan still appeared upset at me, and I couldn’t blame him, he wasn’t about to turn it away in the face of Darian’s taunting.

      “Have you been briefed at all?” Priya asked.

      “No, I was just given orders to come back down here, that it was urgent. I thought it had something to do with me being Kat’s shadow.”

      “It’s more than that,” Priya said.

      Feeling like I should be the one to explain since I’d been in the Council chamber and my mother was responsible for all of this, I turned to Kellan. “A sorcerer was found dead and his magic had been tampered with. It appears it had been drained from his body.”

      “Shit.” Kellan sat back in his chair. “Mages aren’t capable of doing anything like that. Why are they bringing us into it?”

      “Oh, apparently the Directorate has figured out how to do it. And Kat here knew the entire time,” Darian said.

      Kellan turned a betrayed look on me. “You knew the Directorate was capable of this and didn’t tell anyone?”

      “No, the Council knew. My mother was working on figuring out how to drain a sorcerer of their magic. As far as I knew, she wasn’t sharing her knowledge with the Directorate.” The betrayal in Kellan’s eyes receded but not completely. It was only a taste of what I’d see if I revealed the entire truth. I wouldn’t be easily forgiven. I could only hope I’d be able to complete my mission, uncover the mole, and stop the Directorate from carrying out their ambitions to make more talismans. Hopefully accomplishing all that would make my betrayal more palatable.

      “It doesn’t matter who knew what when,” Priya said. “What matters is that we’ve been tasked with figuring this out. The body was discovered near the Vortex on the shore of the Cushing Sea. We know there’s been recent activity there. We need to comb through all those mission reports and look at them with new eyes.”

      Priya turned to Darian who threw up his hands. “Oh no, I’m a field agent. I don’t do paperwork.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, feeling generous, especially since Lilibet had treated him so unfairly. “I’ve gotten used to paperwork. Kellan and I can go down to the crypt and see what we can find. You might want to liaison with the station out there and see if they know anything about a body. Come up with a plan for going into the field yourself, Darian. Until we get word, we have to assume that they’re not going to tell anyone else about this. We'll have to gather any new intelligence ourselves, which means going to the Cushing Sea.”

      “I have access to all the mission reports for the past six months from my orb, so just look for anything older than that,” Priya said.

      “Do we think the proximity to the Vortex is crucial to this or just coincidental?” Kellan asked.

      If the Vortex were vital to draining the sorcerer and containing their magic into a talisman, it would have appeared in my mother’s notes. She spent much of her time on Earth, and I didn’t think she would’ve traveled back and forth from the Cushing Sea and not made any mention of it in her journals or notes. I’d never even seen the Vortex mentioned. “I think it’s coincidental or perhaps meant to deliberately throw us off course.”

      “What makes you say that?” Priya asked.

      This was where it got tricky. I couldn’t exactly say, “Oh, I perfectly recall my mother’s notes and there’s no mention of the Vortex in them.” So I settled on, “There’s nothing about the Vortex or the Cushing Sea that could influence or help such a procedure.”

      “Oh, so you’re an expert now at taking a sorcerer’s magic? Good to know,” Darian scoffed.

      “No.” Even though I was more of an expert than anyone in the room, I kept that secret to myself. “But I have taken an interest in studying the Vortex seeing as I’m the only one in this room who’s been threatened with banishment. I don’t see how it could possibly make a difference. I think the Directorate left the body there knowing the sorcerers would find it. We know their goal is to provoke a war.” The sorcerers kept the Vortex in balance, which meant a body that close to it could only go a day or two without being found.

      Understanding dawned. It came to me as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, but I could tell by the calm expressions around me that no one else had figured it out yet. I wondered if Thaddeus and Calista had. “Which means they’ve been more successful than we think.”

      “What do you mean?” Priya asked.

      “The Directorate wants war with the sorcerers, but they’re not stupid. They may be arrogant, but I doubt they’re arrogant enough to think mages can win an all-out war. Perhaps if the sorcerers weren’t fully committed, we could prevail in a few battles, but they have to know that if word got out that a mage can steal a sorcerer’s magic, the sorcerers would commit every resource they have to defeating us. There’s no way we’d win a war like that. It’s why the Council and the CCS are working so hard to maintain the peace. The Directorate wouldn’t provoke this unless they knew something we don’t.”

      “And what’s that?” Priya asked.

      “They’ve been successful. They’ve managed to steal a sorcerer’s magic. There is a Directorate operative out there somewhere with that sorcerer’s magic in a talisman. I’m sure of it.” It made sense. I knew my mother had created other talismans. The Directorate may have found them. Perhaps they thought that was enough to give them an edge with the sorcerers, but it couldn’t be. Were they that foolish? Would they provoke a war with such limited resources? No, I had to believe they were further along in the process than any of us thought. Despite the efforts Meglana had taken to keep her work secret, the Directorate had figured out the procedure.

      I could tell from the faces looking back at me that my theory made sense. They stared at me, processing the implication. Priya was the first to move.

      “Well then, we need to get to work. Darian and I will go through all the reports that haven't been archived yet. You and Kellan go down to the crypt to see what you can find there. We’ll call you as soon as we have an idea who from the Directorate was there around the time the sorcerer was killed. That might give us some clues.”

      We were in for a long night.
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      When the door to the mission room shut behind us, tension sprang up between me and Kellan. Our temporary alliance in the face of Darian’s asshole behavior evaporated. I needed to make things right with him.

      “Kellan, can we stop a second?” I stopped walking, and he took a few steps before deciding to do the same.

      “What is it?” He clearly did not want to talk to me.

      The weight of his expectant gaze made me shift uncomfortably, but I had to do this. My discomfort was from my own behavior. Losing my temper with him had embarrassed me. “I’m sorry for earlier. I was upset, and it wasn’t fair to take it out on you. I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me. You didn’t deserve that.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I know. I’ll control my temper in the future. I promise.” I begged him with my eyes to forgive me. Kellan would perform his job as my shadow well no matter our personal relationship, but I needed his friendship.

      After a few moments, his face softened. “You know, we all just want what’s best for you.”

      “See, that’s where the trouble is. I’ve grown unaccustomed to having people care.”

      “I’ll always care. Maybe you should spend more time with your fellow agents outside of work. There’s no one outside this place you can talk to the way you can us. We’re family out of necessity if not by choice.”

      It had been so long since I’d had a family that calling on people wasn’t second nature anymore. I had Millhook and Alex, but I didn’t rely on them as much as I should. I couldn’t rely on anyone in the CCS, not until this business with the mole was worked out, which was more reason for me to redouble my efforts. The sooner the mole was exposed, the sooner I could take what Kellan and the other CCS agents offered.

      “You’re right. Maybe we can start again. Besides, it’ll be easier once this is all over and I’m assigned to Earth. It’ll be nice to have a somewhat permanent home.”

      “You're going to be a hit on Earth. Most of the agents there are as enthralled with the planet as I am. Your knowledge will be put to better use there.”

      I came so close to telling him the truth of why I wanted to be assigned to Earth. It was where my mother had likely hidden any other talismans she had made. I was in too deep now. Too many lies had been told. Existing talismans weren’t the priority. We had Directorate operatives on the loose killing sorcerers, draining their magic, and leaving their bodies where they could easily be found, probably to provoke outrage. “So we’re good now?”

      Kellan smiled and nodded. “Yeah, we’re good.” Then he shook his head as he resumed walking toward the rings at the end of the hall.

      Down in the crypt, the guardian’s shocked eye greeted us, and she croaked, “What do you want?”

      “We’re just doing some research, Ess. Nothing for you to worry about. I promise we won’t touch anything we’re not supposed to,” Kellan said as he drifted right past her. I shrugged my shoulders at her as I passed, and Kellan walked all the way to the farthest table in the back. “I don’t know what her problem is. What does she think we’re doing down here?”

      “In her mind, we probably all want to ransack the place,” I said as I sat. “Where do you want to start? I think we should look up all the activity around the Cushing Sea for the last year and send any names or imprints we find back to Priya. She can see if anything cross-references with more recent activity. What do you think?”

      Kellan stared over my shoulder at the guardian, and I turned to see what held his attention. She was berating some poor soul bringing down material to be archived. I turned back to Kellan. “Just ignore her.”

      “I have a better idea. Didn’t you want a list of all the CCS personnel to investigate who rigged your trials? Process of elimination and all that?”

      “Well yeah, but this seems a little more urgent. You didn’t see Lilibet earlier. She'll be pissed if we don’t have something for her.”

      “And we will, but right now, Ess is distracted. This'll be our best chance. Come on, it probably takes two agents to access the list anyway.” Kellan strode to one of the crypts in the wall and pulled it out like a drawer in a filing cabinet. Water flowed through the bottom of the drawer, and we each placed a hand in the liquid. Kellan spoke our request, “A list of CCS personnel.”

      The liquid flashed red, and we each added our other hand so that four hands rested in the water. It turned green and then back to blue, and a bubble rose out of the water growing larger and larger until it disconnected from the pool. Kellan placed his palm underneath the bubble and it popped, releasing a scroll into his hand. He unfurled it to reveal tiny writing listing out each agent’s name and assignment. The scroll seemed to go on forever. When Kellan finally reached the end, it resembled the mess from an unwound toilet paper roll on the floor. He handed it to me. “I do not envy your task. I had no idea this many people worked for the CCS.”

      “Yeah, me either,” I said in amazement. It would take a few minutes for me to roll up the scroll.

      Kellan chuckled, and the scroll snapped back into its tightly wound roll. Of course, a mage would think to use magic to do such a menial task. “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem. You’ll think like someone who was raised as a mage soon enough. In fact, given that you’re going to be on Earth, it’s probably better if you don’t. Now that that’s out of the way, what's next?”

      I tucked the scroll in my pocket and sighed. “I guess we need to start combing through everything from the Cushing Sea station.”
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      We spent the rest of the night down in the archives and didn’t find a single thing that would prove useful. Priya and Darian hadn’t fared much better. Lilibet appeared more agitated than I’d ever seen her before. I was a little surprised Calista and Thaddeus hadn’t spoken to me about my mother’s work, but I expected they would the next day.

      Kellan and I worked until we were too tired to keep our eyes open. He escorted me all the way back to my room. When he stumbled into his, I thought how fortunate it was that mages didn’t have to use regular keys, because he would’ve never been able to get his door open.

      Once I had settled in bed, the tiredness fled, leaving me with my racing thoughts. How had the Directorate proceeded so far without my mother’s notes? Had they found her other talismans? Had she left notes with them? There were too many unanswered questions and too many lives at stake. I needed help. I couldn’t stop thinking that this could’ve been avoided if I’d done something sooner.

      I went to my desk and grabbed some of the parchment and a fountain pen I kept stocked there and started writing.

      Alex,

      It feels like Millhook delivered your letter ages ago, but I suppose it’s been what, a week? Still, it feels like too long. So much has happened that I don’t even know where to begin.

      I’m officially a CCS agent, so yay for me. Don’t get too excited though: I’m confined to the Citadel. I suppose you didn’t even know my trials had happened. I wanted to keep them from you so you wouldn’t worry. Turns out, I should’ve been more worried than I was. During my trials, the obstacles didn’t trigger correctly, and I almost died. I think that’s a slight exaggeration, but since I know Millhook will be delivering this letter and I’m sure he will tell you I barely escaped with my life, I might as well put it out there. It sucks. I wish you’d been here to talk to then. I know you can’t be, and I get that, but I miss you. Talking to Millhook just isn’t the same, and no one else here even comes close to understanding me. Who would’ve thought the night we met that I’d be wishing for you to come back? God, it feels like we’ve known each other for so long.

      Anyway, they haven’t found out what exactly happened at my trials or who did it, so I’ve been confined to the Citadel until they do. I’m being shadowed by a guard at all times which more than cramps my style. I’d hoped to be back on Earth by now, searching for my mother’s talismans. Everything has worked out so differently than I imagined.

      A sorcerer came to the Citadel today. I sat in on his audience with the Council. A dead sorcerer whose magic had been partially drained was found. As you can imagine, the rest of the day’s been crazy. I can’t help but wonder if this is my fault. I should’ve done more, trusted more, but I still don’t know who the mole is. I’m not any closer to finding out who it is than I was when I entered the CCS for training. I have my suspicions. Thaddeus is chief among them, but everyone seems to think he is my main protector. I don’t see it, but I also worry that I let my emotions and personal prejudices cloud my judgment. Just as we saw with Casper, I’m not always the best at judging people. I can’t help but think that if you were here, we would’ve figured this out by now. You have a sixth sense about people that I lack.

      Oh, I almost forgot, Gareth found a listening device in my room that I had missed. It exploded as soon as he found it. So yeah, I’m feeling a little lost right now. I was supposed to come here and become this badass spy who could take care of herself, who would find the talismans Meglana created and make everything right again. Now I feel more like a little girl playing pretend than I ever did back home in Wizards and Fae. How odd.

      I hope you’re doing well. Millhook seems to think you are. I’m beginning to understand the appeal of spending life as a solitary panther. You’re probably the smartest of all of us.

      I know I don’t have any right to ask you for favors. You’ve done more for me than anyone, enough to last several lifetimes. But I can’t help feeling guilt over this development with the sorcerers and my mother’s involvement with the Directorate. I’d do it myself if I could, but I can’t.

      What exactly did I want him to do? I wrapped my hand around the amber talisman and closed my eyes, searching the memories it held for the notes my mother had left in a safe-deposit box in Vienna.

      I read through them all in my mind’s eye, looking for where she wanted to send her heir next. My mother had been paranoid with delusions of grandeur. I suppose they weren’t delusions. She had figured out how to do what no mage before her had done. Though I never met her, I felt like I knew her. I had my father’s memories of her and her writings, and that was all I needed. She wouldn’t make it easy to find her other talismans. She would’ve felt that her successor needed to earn them, prove they were worthy.

      The only direction I found was, “My knowledge lies inside the sloping rock in the meadow of the stags.” If I had the Internet, I might be able to solve it. As it was, all I could do was ask Alex to follow up on it. He might be able to figure it out, and if not, at least I did something, at least I told someone.

      I scoured my mother’s writings and the only clue I can find is, “My knowledge lies inside the sloping rock in the meadow of the stags.” I know it’s not much to go on, and you’re probably better off keeping your distance from all this, but if you can figure it out, I’d appreciate it.

      I hope we'll see each other again soon. Every time I think I’m getting closer to my goals, something comes and pushes me down. That can’t keep up forever, right? I mean, someday I will get out of here and back to Earth to finish what I started. Until then, please keep writing me. Even if it takes me a while to reply, your letters always help keep me going.

      Yours,

      Kat

      All that was left was to give it to Millhook. He said he’d be around the Citadel for a while looking for work. If he was here, I should be able to get a hold of him with an orb. If not, I’d have to port to a tree and summon him, which I’d like to avoid. Every time I ported, it was one more time I could get caught. That was a secret I couldn’t afford to let go of.

      As soon as I called him, Millhook’s face appeared in the orb in front of me. “Ha, finally decided to make contact again. What can I do for you?”

      Just hearing his voice made me smile. “I have some time tonight, and I thought it’d be nice if we could talk. I’m having trouble sleeping. Can you come to my room?”

      “Pretty girl like you asks me to come to your room in the dead of night? Of course I can come. I’ll be there faster than a wood sprite can wiggle her nose.” Millhook’s face disappeared. I couldn’t help giggling at his turn of phrase. He had introduced me to more slang than anyone else in Elustria. Though I suspected that his version of slang was like my grandfather’s had been: not something other people actually used.

      Even though the guard outside my door was for my protection, I couldn’t help feeling like a prisoner. If I wanted to speak privately with Millhook, it had to be in my room. If I went anywhere else to meet him, the guard would hover.

      A minute later, I heard a muffled voice outside. “Of course she’s expecting me. What, you think I’m some weird imp who shows up at a random mage’s door in the middle of the night? Step aside, you big oaf.”

      I opened the door. “It’s all right. I’m having trouble sleeping and asked him for some company.”

      “That’s really the sort of thing you should run by me first so I know what to expect.”

      “Sorry. I’ll make sure to let you know next time.” I shut the door behind Millhook, and he humphed into a chair.

      “I don’t know how you do it. I’d go stark raving mad if anyone tried to control my life like that.”

      “I’m discovering stores of patience I didn’t realize I had. I was wondering if you’d do me a favor.”

      “Whatever you ask, it shall be yours. Not only are you my favorite mage and the best pidge I ever met, but I’ve also turned up empty on the work front, so I’m all yours. What did you have in mind?”

      “I was hoping you’d deliver a letter to Alex for me.”

      Millhook’s eyes widened, and he perked up. “It’s about time. Did you come to your senses and tell him what’s going on?”

      I put the letter into Millhook’s outstretched hand. “Yeah, I’ve told him everything.” It wasn’t quite true, but I had told him everything that Millhook knew. The only bit I’d left out was about the golem magic. “And if I didn’t, I’m sure you can fill him in. I asked him to do me a favor. I don’t know if he will or if he even can, but if he does, he might ask you to send a reply.”

      “I’ll get this to him tonight, unless you wanted to sit around and chat some more, perhaps about the Council meeting you were at?”

      “You heard about that?”

      Millhook glared at me. “This place is buzzing louder than a skik bug’s nest with the news.”

      That was a new one. “What are people saying? I didn’t think the Council would release news of the meeting.”

      “Oh they haven’t let anything out, but there’s speculation as usual. A sorcerer can’t make it into the Citadel without people taking notice. I know the details ’cause Calista has already consulted me about the issue.”

      “You didn’t tell her anything, did you?” I trusted Millhook, but he did have a tendency to blab.

      “About you? No, I told her what any other imp would’ve told her: that doing something like that requires a mighty strong knowledge of magic and a certain dark and twisted soul. The only person who’d try it is a mage. The rest of Elustria has no need to steal other people’s magic, not when we got it going through our veins the same as sorcerers do.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll never let any of your secrets go. As if it’s not hard enough being a pidge, having the world’s most evil mage as a mother can’t be a picnic either.” Millhook snapped his fingers and the letter bent as if it were being sucked up by a vacuum until the nothingness swallowed it. “Well, if you can do without my eloquent company, I shall deliver the letter and bring his response most expeditiously.” Millhook did a little bow then disappeared through a portal.
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      The pit was a flurry of angry activity when I arrived the next day. I hadn’t gotten much sleep. Patience had never been one of my virtues, and I couldn’t wait for Alex’s response. I wished I at least knew if he was going to do me that favor. Preoccupied with my thoughts, I didn’t pay much attention to my surroundings until I entered the pit. Kellan appeared as disoriented as I was.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know why you think I have any more information than you do. This is crazy though.”

      Darian strolled up to us. “How nice of you to join us. Great day to not be on time.”

      “Totally my fault,” I said, waving my hand in a dismissive manner. “You know us Earth-raised mages, can’t figure out how to use that fancy magic stuff to get ready in the morning.”

      Darian shot me a baleful look and focused on Kellan. “Word just came in. The Directorate operative we captured a few days ago from the Cushing Sea died during interrogation.”

      “What? What do you mean died? Died how?” Kellan’s confusion was understandable. No CCS agent would do anything to a Directorate operative that would result in death during an interrogation. It wasn’t our way.

      “That is under investigation. I expect we’ll have a long, stressful day.”

      “You three, you’re with me. Come on.” Lilibet didn’t even wait to see if we had heard her before she proceeded down the hall to the mission room we had used the previous day. Most teams did their work in the pit, but it must have been decided to keep our team’s mission a secret for now.

      At the table, Priya was scanning a scroll where words continuously appeared. I assumed it was a live feed into the mission report that was being filed on the dead operative. I’d hate to be the agent writing that right now.

      “Given the news we got this morning, we are now officially taking over all field operations that in any way might relate to the dead sorcerer. Since Kat is still restricted to the Citadel and Kellan is her shadow, you'll be going out in the field alone, Darian. You three will be his support team here. We need to find out who is providing the Directorate with a portal to that area of the Cushing Sea. So far the team we have out there has come up empty-handed. They were being lazy and depending too much on getting intelligence from their captured operative. The only intelligence he gave us before he died was that the Directorate was working for equality between sorcerers and mages.” Standard Directorate propaganda.

      “It’s your job to find out who made their portal and where they were going. I don’t care how you make it happen, just do it. You have full use of CCS resources, that means weapons and gold. If we’re lucky, whoever did this for them did so out of greed. If they did it out of ideology, we won’t get anything from them. Your team has priority right now. Come up with a plan and submit it for my approval within the hour.” Lilibet left without taking questions.

      “Let’s get settled in,” Priya said. “I already have coordinates we can work from.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Darian had been half right. The day had been stressful but not long. We came up with a plan within a half hour, and it was approved in record time. An hour after Lilibet had taken us to the mission room, Darian was in the field. As soon as he left the Greenhouse, I knew what it was to be part of a team. He may be an asshole, I may hate him, but he was my teammate, and every minute he was out in the field was a minute I worried. I had to come up with some way to deal with that. Of course, in the future, it would be me in the field leaving someone else behind to do the worrying. That would suit me better.

      Kellan and I had a quick workout to release some of the stress and were then sent away. Priya would notify us if we needed to come back in, but I think Lilibet just wanted me and my nervous pacing out of the way. Besides, she would need both Kellan and I fresh to act on whatever intelligence Darian retrieved, and we’d both worked late into the night.

      “So what are you going to do for the rest of the day?” Kellan asked.

      “Try to catch up on sleep. I didn’t get much last night.”

      “Smart. You’re doing good work, Kat. Your first live mission is always stressful, this one even more so. You’re doing well. It might not feel like it, but you are.”

      Together we walked back to the Citadel. I wish Kellan’s words helped, but he didn’t understand the depth of my feelings. At this point, any additional knowledge I had wouldn’t be of any help to Darian. We still needed to find whoever was providing the Directorate with a portal at the Cushing Sea and where it went. There was nothing in my mother’s notes about that, but I still couldn’t help thinking I should’ve done more earlier.

      In my room, exhaustion seeped into my bones. Before I could stop myself, I collapsed on the bed and didn’t wake until both suns had disappeared below the horizon. I jumped to my feet before I let my fatigue convince me to stay put. I had no intention of sleeping away the day. There was too much to do. I needed to continue my studies in section five. Yesterday had been too busy for me to get away, and I needed to make up for that missed time.

      As expected, the library was dark when I arrived. As I reached out a hand to wave on one of the orbs in the room, a sound stopped me.

      Footsteps on the stone floor of the section. Someone was in there with me a few shelves away.

      For the first time since joining the CCS, I’d caught a break. If I hadn’t ported to a spot where I could remain hidden behind a tall bookshelf, I might’ve been seen.

      My first instinct was to close my eyes and port back to my room, but my training kicked in, and I took a moment to think this through. At this hour, it seemed odd for someone else to be in the section. I’d heard footsteps during my last visit. I thought then as I did now that whoever it was must be the mole. Either that or an overzealous Councilor looking for some late-night reading amongst the dense tomes. Not likely. Besides, only someone who didn’t want to risk a light being seen from the section window would keep the room in darkness.

      I cast a spell to soften my footfalls so I could move without making a sound. My memory of the room guided me. The person stopped in front of the window and opened it. Whoever it was stood only feet from my location—much too risky. I turned back and circled around to watch from a greater distance. No moonlight filtered through the window, and the darkness of the room was absolute. I couldn’t make out whether the person was a man or woman.

      Without a word, a wand lifted to the window. It lit with magic as it shot off sparks. The filament glowed a dark green. Green. Not the pink of Thaddeus’s wand. Little bursts of light went into the air in different colors and rhythms. It seemed to be in a pattern like Morse code. What did it mean? The wand disengaged, and the mage stood still.

      After a few minutes during which I assumed he received a return message, the wand relit and sent a reply. The mage stood at the window for a minute longer then turned and left. I never got a clear look at who it was, but I didn’t want to risk the person returning and finding me, so I ported back to my room.

      Astonishment filled me. I wasn’t any closer to knowing who the mole was, but I knew who it wasn’t. A dark green wand. That meant Thaddeus and Calista were both innocent. Thaddeus’s wand was the same pink color as Lilibet’s eyes, and Calista didn’t use a wand. Her talisman was a bracelet. This whole time I could’ve trusted them, should’ve trusted them if for no other reason than because Millhook said so, and I trusted him. Too late for that now. I had to figure out what message the traitor had sent. That would require research.

      Relief flooded me at knowing it wasn’t Calista or Thaddeus, but I still couldn’t tell them anything. If I told him about tonight, I’d have to reveal that I was a pidge. How else would I have gotten into section five? I may be loyal to the Council and the CCS, but that didn’t make them loyal to me. I was a pidge, an outsider who had lied. The fact that Calista and Thaddeus were stalwart members of the CCS meant they’d have to look upon me with suspicion, even ostracize me as the rest of mage society would.

      If I could just decipher the message, I felt sure I could uncover who the mole was. Then, perhaps with that valuable intelligence, my sins could be overlooked.
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      Books lay scattered on the table in front of me. I’d been at this for hours. Section three of the library was the section most often used by the CCS. There were loads of volumes on code breaking and ciphers. As a field agent, I’d been taught the basics about code, just enough for me to eavesdrop on cloaked conversations, but not enough to decipher complex codes. That’s what analysts were for.

      I contemplated giving the code to Priya and having her decipher it if she could, but knowing nothing about the contents of the message, I couldn’t risk it. Anyways, Priya had her hands full assisting Darian with his work in the field. That’s what I should’ve been doing, but this was more pressing. Besides, I had been trained for the field, not to be an analyst. There was only so much help I could offer in a support position at base.

      Darian had found a forest sprite who created the portal for the Directorate. Given enough gold, she had been persuaded to send Darian to the same place she had sent the Directorate operatives. When Darian had traveled there, it was the middle of the rain forest, but he had found teleportation rings hidden by some brush. Priya was working to determine where those rings led. I wouldn’t be much help there.

      On Earth, I knew cryptographers went through years and years of specialized training, usually after getting a degree in something like mathematics. That couldn’t be further from my experience as a poli-sci major. The more I read in section three, the more convinced I became that I wouldn’t find any answers here. For starters, it would be foolish for the mole to use a code that the CCS was familiar with. While no one supposedly knew of the mole’s presence, it would’ve been somewhat easy for the message to be seen. As it was, it appeared as nothing more than a mage, probably a child, trying to make pretty designs with a wand.

      My head bobbed forward off my hand, and I jerked awake. A lovely little string of saliva marked the book I’d been reading. I hadn’t even realized I was dozing off. It might do me good to take a short nap. I put the books away and headed to my room.

      When I saw what waited for me on my bed, all thoughts of sleep fled. Once the door closed, leaving my ever-faithful guard outside, Millhook hopped up and greeted me.

      “It’s about time. I’ve been stuck in here waiting for you. I didn’t want anyone else to know I’m here. I promised him I’d get back as soon as possible.”

      “Alex? Is he expecting a reply that quickly?” I held out my hand for the letter Millhook was here to deliver.

      “Oh, I don’t have a letter for you. No, no, no, way too much information to write it all down, and we didn’t have the time or patience.”

      “What are you talking about?” This was supposed to be simple.

      “I’m talking about the genius work we’ve been doing on your behalf. It’s quite impressive actually. As soon as I showed your letter to Alex, we got to work figuring out what that clue meant. Meglana sure was a tricky woman. Lucky for us, we have a friend with access to what’s called interwebs…spiderwebs…intranets…something anyway.”

      “Wait a minute, what?”

      “Nicole, that friend of yours. She was mighty helpful. It came in handy that we didn’t erase her memory like we had planned. So she knew exactly who I and Alex were as soon as we showed up at her door. She was quite eager to help, even if she was a little sad that you weren’t there with us. Gotta say, it did feel a bit strained without you there. Maybe you should leave this CCS gig and we could form a little group of our own, take on cases, make a pile of gold.”

      I fought to keep the fury from my face. They had only been trying to help, but I did not want Nicole involved in all of this. I already felt bad enough about leaving things the way I had with her. She deserved better. She deserved to hear from me and not have an imp and a panther shifter randomly show up in her life endangering her.

      “I didn’t tell you to go to Nicole. What is it with you two? Is Alex incapable of even pretending he has a human side?”

      “We needed access to those intranets. I don’t understand why you call them nets unless it’s ’cause they catch information? That must be it.”

      “You can get on the Internet in any public library.”

      “No, I’m pretty sure you gotta have a special key or something. Anyway, I don’t know why you’re so upset. Nicole was happy to see us. Most people are happy to see me, ray of sunshine that I am. With her help, we narrowed in on this place called Inchnadamph in Scotland.”

      Inchnadamph he could get but not Internet. Genius. “All right, is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “Got some real interesting caves there. Meglana used one of them.”

      My heart leapt. It couldn’t be true. That was much too easy. “So you have the talisman?”

      “Do I look like I have the talisman? No, if it was ever there, it was gone before we arrived. A mage had been there before us, I could feel traces of their magic. We don’t know that the talisman was there or if it was just another clue. You know how Meglana was. Why use one clue when you could draw it out to six?”

      “So whoever was there was gone by the time you got there? There were no altercations or anything?”

      “No, no, just some surprised tourists who I had to wipe. Made them think I was a leprechaun. Then Nicole pointed out that leprechauns are Irish not Scottish, but I don’t think they knew the difference. Anyways, they seemed happy enough when we left.”

      “Millhook, I couldn’t care less about the tourists.”

      “Ah, well I was able to get an imprint of the mage’s magic. I came to deliver it to you, figuring you’d be able to get more use out of it than we would.” Millhook handed me what appeared to be a clay tablet. When I touched it, I could feel something, like the hum of magic. “Maybe you can figure out who it is.”

      “Thanks.” An imprint was a physical manifestation of a mage’s magical signature. I could try to match it to imprints the CCS had on file.

      “Now, if there’s nothing else you need, I’ll be on my way. Alex and Nicole are waiting, and I don’t want to let them get too far along without me.”

      It was pointless to try to convince him to leave Nicole out of it. Millhook had taken a liking to her, and it’d be hard to convince him to wipe the memory of a friend. As long as she had her memory, she’d insist on helping.

      But I had another problem. “Wait, there is something else. I observed a mage sending a message in code. I was wondering if you knew anything about code breaking.”

      “What kind of code? What did it look like?”

      I wrote it down on a piece of paper for him. His face didn’t register any recognition when he saw it.

      “It’s nothing I’ve seen before. You think this is the mole?”

      “Yeah, if I can figure out what message was sent, I might be able to determine who it was. I couldn’t get a good look at the person. All I saw was their wand color.”

      “Ah, a wand color you say. So I take it then that the mole isn’t Calista?” Millhook’s smug look was insufferable.

      I sighed. “No, it’s not Calista, and it’s not Thaddeus either. The wand was a dark green color. Do you know who that would belong to?”

      “No, I don’t pay attention to stuff like that. I only know Calista uses a bracelet as her talisman ’cause I deal most with her. Can’t you access that kind of information?”

      “No. There’s a registry, but that will only tell me if a mage has a wand or talisman and a general description of the talisman. Why would we care what color a person’s wand is who works in the Citadel?”

      “Well, in case someone who works in the Citadel is a mole who’s sending a message and you can’t see them but can see their wand, obviously.”

      “Obviously.” I matched Millhook’s nod.

      “You may want to look into elven codes. They used to shoot magic into the air to communicate with each other when they emerged from their caves at night. Might be something there.”

      “Thanks, Millhook.”

      “All righty then. I’ll be on my way.”

      I put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Wait, tell Alex thanks. I appreciate it. And the same to Nicole. Though you two shouldn’t have involved her in this.”

      “Nah, she’s having fun.”

      “Fun tends to turn into near-death experiences rather quickly around us.”

      “True, ‘near-death’ being the operative phrase. So far none of our escapades have turned into ‘death’ experiences, so we have that going for us.”

      If I were in a different mood, I would’ve found that funny. As it was, I glared and actually growled a little.

      “Now, now, no need to go all Furball on me. I will convey both your gratitude and your seriousness. I’ll let you know when we find more.” He made a portal and was gone.

      My little favor had turned into a dangerous expedition for the people closest to me. This was exactly why I hadn’t wanted to tell them.
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      Once my anger at having included Nicole and endangering the others in this mission had subsided, I ate a quick meal and got back to work. The library had plenty of books on elves, but I couldn’t find anything that shed much light on any codes they may have used. The only information I could find was that they did send messages using light at night.

      That was not at all helpful.

      There had been a conflict ages ago that resulted in the elves retreating below ground. Now elves spent the daylight hours underground in their caverns and would emerge at night to engage in communion with the moons, whatever the hell that meant. During their nightly excursions, they could use a code to communicate with each other, but surely any code they used couldn’t be kept secret for long. Perhaps the code was used during the conflict, but I couldn’t find anything about that time period. Everything covered the time since their retreat.

      So I showed up to work the next day frustrated and needing to find out something concrete. In the crypt with Kellan, I did my own research while he continued to go through reports from the Cushing Sea.

      The nearest station the CCS had to Scotland was the London office. I scoured the records for anything that could be of use and came up empty-handed. Of course. No activity had been detected in the area, but I doubted they were looking at such a remote area in Scotland, especially when there was no specific reason to.

      The only hit I could find on Scotland was a report about some fae impersonating vampires or something there. The station in London had gathered quite a bit of intelligence on the vampires who liked to call Europe home, especially their leader, a female named Amaia. Ever since Casper had confirmed the existence of vampires, the idea of them had fascinated and horrified me.

      Searching through the London records, the only other interesting tidbit was that they had their eyes on a magic shop. A mage owned it and they wondered if it was a front for Directorate operations, but so far that investigation had yielded nothing. From all appearances, it was simply a mage who got a kick out of humans’ fascination with magic. Luckily for me, we had his imprint on file.

      “Hey, Kellan, can you help me with something?” Ever since my apology, he had insisted things were fine between us, but they weren’t the same, not like they were before. He did his duty as my shadow, but the easy friendship that had developed between us had dissipated. I didn’t know if it would ever return.

      Kellan looked up from his work. “What do you need?”

      “How do I compare two imprints? I kind of dozed during that part of training.”

      “First, you need something to put the imprint on. I assume you have an imprint already?”

      I pulled the clay tablet from my pocket. “This is what I have. I want to compare it to an imprint we have on file.”

      Kellan narrowed his eyes for a second, clearly wondering where I’d gotten this imprint from and what it was about but choosing not to make an issue of it, whether from indifference or trust in me, I couldn’t tell. “Lay that on the table. Now use your orb to access the imprint you want to compare it to. Once you have it, you’ll perform a transcription spell to transcribe it onto whatever material you have. It’s easiest if the materials you’re comparing are similar, and since this appears to be made of clay, you might want to make a clay tablet to compare it to.”

      “Thanks.” That all sounded easy enough. I pulled up the imprint of the mage who owned the magic shop. After I created a clay tablet in my hand, I transcribed his imprint onto it. The imprints didn’t look like much, just a bunch of squiggly lines. Under a microscope, I think they would’ve looked different from each other, but the differences weren’t noticeable to the naked eye. Instead, they were felt. I placed one hand over each tablet and immediately jerked them away. I had worried it would be difficult to compare them, but they were so different that I doubted a single line was similar.

      “Not what you were looking for?” Kellan asked.

      “Nope, I thought I had a lead there for a minute.”

      “Don’t worry. Keep at it. Remember, the majority of this job is rooting out bad leads. We fail a whole lot more than we succeed.”

      “Was that supposed to be inspirational?”

      Kellan laughed and I couldn’t help joining in. “Yeah, I guess it was. If I ever leave the CCS, I could always print that up on a poster and sell them on Earth. Humans are crazy for that shit.”

      This threw me into a new fit of laughter. “Yes, they are.” It felt good to be laughing with him again. Perhaps someday he and I would get back to our old friendship. Though I expected it would get worse again before it got better. I had a lot of secrets I was keeping, secrets that would eventually come to light. I wouldn’t know the status of our friendship until after the fallout from those secrets settled.

      “Is there any way for me to automatically check this imprint against all the ones we have on file?”

      “You’d need an analyst. They’re the only ones with access to do something like that.”

      Priya was in the pit, watching a live feed of Darian in the field. Even though the details of our mission were kept under wraps, he still appeared on the globe, same as the rest of the agents in the field. Priya sat at a workstation keeping one eye on the orb that gave her a point of view image of where Darian was and one on the globe in the middle of the room.

      Over her shoulder, I made sure Darian appeared out of harm’s way before interrupting. “Priya, do you have some time? I could use your help on something.”

      “Just a minute,” she answered without taking her eyes off the orbs. Kellan waited with me, my faithful shadow. It seemed like such a waste of resources to have him follow me around when he could be working.

      “All right, what can I do for you?” Priya turned around to face us.

      “I have an imprint I'd like you to check against all known imprints we have on file.”

      “That will make all our imprints inaccessible to any other agent until my search is complete. What’s it for?”

      “I think it may give us a lead to which Directorate operatives have been messing around near the Vortex.”

      “Where did it come from?” Priya asked. Obviously Kellan trusted me more than I gave him credit for. He hadn’t voiced that very reasonable question.

      “I have a source, a friend who’s a fae. I asked him to do some digging, and he came back with this. I don’t know, he probably cheated me out of my gold, but I think it’s at least worth a check.”

      Priya nodded, admiration in her eyes. “Sure, let’s give it a go. It’ll take some time.”

      Even with magic, things didn’t happen instantly. I looked at the globe, searching for activity around Scotland and didn’t find any. An operative for the London office was keeping the magic shop under surveillance. There was also a mage tailing some vampires. Our policy at the CCS was to not interfere with matters on Earth except to keep the Directorate from doing harm. The mission with the vampires was simply fact-finding. I thought of all the unsolved murders that happened each year, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many of them were actually vampires. Or did they have another way of feeding? A way that didn’t kill people? That would make fascinating reading when I had downtime. Ha, downtime. Did such a thing even exist?

      After a few minutes, Priya sat back in her chair. “Wow, we have a partial hit.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “The imprint you gave me is definitely female, and it’s definitely the daughter of two known Directorate operatives. We only have two daughters on record, and one of them died recently.” Priya’s eyes widened. Her lips parted slightly as she stared at me in shock.

      “What?”

      “The deceased daughter is Analise Lipukin. You were there when she died.”

      That meant the imprint belonged to Sadie, her sister. And if that were true…

      “I know who’s been going to the Cushing Sea.”
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      Lilibet’s face appeared in an orb above Priya’s desk. “Priya, I saw that you did an imprint scan that came up with a positive ID. What have you got?”

      “Actually, this is Kat’s find,” Priya replied.

      “Oh, really? Let’s meet in the mission room. I want to hear everything.” Lilibet’s face disappeared.

      “She didn’t need to sound so surprised,” I murmured.

      “It wasn’t about you,” Kellan said. “We’ve all been working on this case so hard that she’s surprised we’ve come up with anything after so many dead ends. It wasn’t personal.”

      “Thanks, Kellan.” He returned my smile, one more step toward friendship.

      Lilibet waited for us in the mission room and stayed standing while the rest of us sat around the table. “So, Kat, you have the floor. What’s going on?”

      “I think I know who has been at the Cushing Sea. If I’m right, it’s Mikael Lipukin. He worked with Casper at the Armory. Given his interests, it makes perfect sense.”

      Priya held up a hand. “Wait a minute, I don’t get it. The imprint you had me run was a female.”

      “Like I said, I got the imprint from a source, and I knew that imprint didn’t belong to the mage who was traveling to the Cushing Sea but to one of their associates. When it came back that the imprint belonged to Sadie, I knew the mage doing the traveling had to be Mikael. They do everything together. And I imagine since their sister died they’re even closer now, if that’s at all possible.”

      “Who’s your source? How did you get this? I still don’t understand.” Priya didn’t like things she didn’t understand.

      “I can’t reveal my source. All I can say is that the imprint you ran confirms that Sadie has been doing work directly connected to the issues at the Cushing Sea. Under Casper, she and her brother worked for the Directorate, but they were also independent. Casper was the type to work for the Directorate when it suited him, but he always looked out for himself first.”

      “Yes, I’ve read his profile,” Priya said, impatient for me to get to the point.

      “I don’t know where Sadie and Mikael’s allegiance was, with the Directorate or with Casper, but I do know they put their family first. Between their parents dying and then Analise, they're going to be formidable opponents. And with Casper dead, the Directorate is the only organization they can align themselves with, but they may still have the resources of the Armory.” If only we had located it.

      “But isn’t this all just a little convenient? I’d be able to better do my job if I knew more about the circumstances surrounding this intelligence. You know we protect our sources. I don’t understand why you’re not willing to tell us.”

      And I don’t understand why you’re making an issue out of it. If I told her Millhook was the source, she’d want to know how he got it, and I couldn’t reveal those circumstances. With Priya, she wouldn’t be satisfied until she knew everything. Since I couldn’t give her that, I didn’t want to give her anything she didn’t need. It would only lead to more questions.

      “Priya, it’s not your job to understand,” Lilibet said, saving me from having to respond. “It’s your job to analyze the intelligence we get. Brief all stations and put them on high alert. If either mage is spotted, they are to be observed only until I give a command to the contrary. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lilibet watched Priya leave the room then sat across from me. “Priya may not need to know more, but I do.”

      I could give her a little more but not much. “My source is Millhook, so you know it’s solid information. He wouldn’t betray our trust, not the Council’s, not mine.”

      “I agree. That’s enough for me. This is good work. You’re going to make a great field agent. And I promise, as soon as this immediate threat is dealt with, finding out who sabotaged your trials will be our top priority.” I could see in her eyes that she meant it and a touch of apology that it had to be this way.

      “I think they’re related.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s something we would need to discuss in private.” I looked at Kellan. “Sorry.”

      “Hey, no problem. I understand the concept of need-to-know. Would you like me to leave?” He directed his question to Lilibet since she was the only one who had the authority to release him from his duty as shadow.

      Lilibet nodded. “Wait just outside.”

      Even though we were alone, I leaned toward Lilibet and lowered my voice. “Earlier, you told me that golem magic was being investigated as a possible source of the problem with my trials.”

      “Yes,” she said, confusion on her face.

      I couldn’t tell her I had been sneaking into section five to study golem magic, but disclosing that Millhook was my source on the imprint had revealed a new avenue to me. “I talked to Millhook about it. He knows a lot more about different types of magic than I do, and he mentioned that golem magic requires clay from the Cushing Sea. I think part of the Directorate’s mission there involved creating a golem so they could infiltrate the CCS and sabotage my trials. Mikael was interested in history and different types of magic. He’d be more than capable of either doing the spell himself or helping the person who is doing it. My gut says he’s acting as an assistant.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He and his sisters were committed to the Directorate to avenge their parents. They’re foot soldiers, not commanders.”

      “That’s a keen assessment. But why would the Directorate infiltrate the CCS just to sabotage your trials?”

      “They probably thought it would kill me and look like an accident.”

      “But there’s so much more harm they could do. I’m not making light of the attempt on your life, but in the grand scheme of things, having a golem inside the CCS could do a lot more damage.”

      “Why would they want to do more? Better to off me in an accident and keep their golem as a spy so they can stay one step ahead. You don’t let the enemy know they’ve been made unless you have to.”

      Lilibet nodded as she thought through it all. “Where did Millhook get this imprint?”

      “I don’t know.” I hated lying, but if I revealed where and how he got it, then I’d be letting her know I remembered my mother’s notes.

      Lilibet sat back in her chair, looking to the side, as if she spoke to herself. “Why was he even on this? Calista hasn’t hired him for any missions, and it's weird that he’d be going through you instead of her.”

      I shrugged. “He’s taken a liking to me. I’m not going to turn away help.”

      She focused back on me. “And what did you tell him that yielded this help?”

      This questioning had taken a dangerous turn. She was thinking about this harder than I would like. Why couldn’t she just accept the help and thank me? “He heard about the sorcerer’s emissary first through rumors and then from Calista. He said he’d keep an eye out for anything. He showed up in my room last night with this imprint and told me it’s connected somehow. I didn’t question it more than that. Millhook’s never led me astray.”

      “Hmm. It seems like you made an awful lot of jumps from an imprint without a known provenance to Mikael Lipukin creating a golem. What about this imprint led you to deduce that the owner’s brother was at the Cushing Sea?”

      “Millhook told me it was related to what's going on at the Cushing Sea but that it wasn’t from there.” This was getting complicated. I couldn’t handle many more questions.

      “That’s it?” Lilibet asked dubiously.

      “You’re questioning Millhook’s reliability?” I shot back.

      “No.”

      “Just mine then?” We stared at each other, neither backing down, the tension pushing us closer to snapping. I needed to take a step back and de-escalate this quickly. I shook my head, breaking eye contact. “I’m sorry. There’s something to be said about intuition. I can’t give you anything solid, but neither can anyone else. All I can tell you is that I’m sure about this.”

      Lilibet sighed with a hint of disappointment. “Let’s hope this lead pans out as well as you think it will. You should get back to work.”

      Outside the room, I sagged against the wall next to Kellan. I hadn’t expected that kind of grilling from her.

      “What’s wrong?” Kellan asked.

      “Nothing, we just need to figure this out.” And I needed to figure out who the mole was so I could get the suspicion off of me.
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      My earlier research had yielded nothing of help to decipher the code. All I had to work on was the belief that the code originated with the elves. I already knew the mole spent time in section five. I’d caught them there twice. Given the fact that only the Council had access to it, and the Councilors themselves weren’t likely to have done an exhaustive study of the section’s contents, it made the most sense to use a code that had been found there. It gave him the least chance of having the message intercepted and deciphered.

      To minimize the risk of being seen, I ported to the far corner of the section behind a tall bookcase. I held my breath, listening for any sound, footsteps or breath, that would give away the mole.

      The stillness of the room echoed in my ears. As far as I could tell, I was alone. Of course, when you lived in a world of magic, you could never be sure.

      At the catalog, I wrote my request: elves.

      The results the book returned covered seven pages. I didn’t have enough time for that. Trying again, I wrote: elf war. It seemed reasonable to assume that the code had originated during the conflict that drove them below ground.

      That narrowed it down to two pages. I circled everything that had even a chance of containing the information I needed. The only books I excluded were ones with titles such as Potions of Death From the Moon Worshipers and The Dark Uses of Moonglow.

      I coughed on the dust the books wafted into the air as they flew onto the table. The section was so restricted that the cleaning crews didn’t even get in here.

      There was no way I could read through all of these. I had to narrow it down even further. Glancing over them, one stood out for a noticeable absence. The dust was missing from Elven Tactics in Warfare. I grabbed it and sent the other books back to their places. The tome in my hand was more than a thousand pages long. It couldn’t have been a nice little pamphlet, could it? No, of course not.

      I used my magic to thumb through the pages, looking for what, I didn’t know. I stopped on a grand picture depicting a battle. The illustration was marvelous in its detail, and I turned the page to see if there was more.

      An idea struck me. While a mage was likely to use magic to open a book to a certain point, if they were reading and needed to turn the page, they would most likely do it by hand. If the information on the code spanned more than one page, then it was likely the mole had left fresh fingerprints behind. Fingerprints I couldn’t do much with, but, the oil from their fingers would stick to dust. Using the same technique police did on Earth, I dusted down the book and then flipped through the pages with my magic. If this book hadn’t been touched by anyone else in decades as it appeared, then I should be able to find out which pages the mole had handled.

      Page five hundred eighty-four showed fingerprints. Flicking the dust away with a wave of my hand, I scanned the page.

      Having been cut off from one another, groups of elves resorted to passing messages using light in the night sky. The Covert Council Service dedicated two dozen agents to cracking the code. After months of fighting, they succeeded, and their interception of messages between the elves led to tactical movements that curtailed mage losses.

      I turned the page, just as the mole had, and there was the cipher. I pulled out the paper I’d written the code on to show Millhook and got to work.

      We’ll meet tomorrow when Majora sets in the Flamewood Forest at the four-trunked tree.

      Shit, that was in less than fifteen minutes. I had to get to that meeting. It was my chance to not only uncover the identity of the mole but also to learn their plans. But if I left the Citadel, there’d be no returning. I couldn’t just port back in the way Millhook could. He had a special charm from the Council that allowed him to port freely due to his work. I had no such charm. If I left here, I’d either be returning victorious or not at all. That was one hell of a choice to make in ten minutes.

      It didn’t matter. Finding out who the mole was superseded everything else. I’d figure the rest out later. I put away the book with the cipher and decided to look for pictures of the Flamewood Forest. Without knowing exactly where the meeting place was, I didn’t know if I’d be able to port there. In the catalog, I wrote: four-trunked tree. Two titles appeared. I circled both.

      One of the books appeared to have more pictures than the other, so I opened that one first. If I couldn’t find a picture of the meeting spot, then I would have to rely on whatever description of it I could find. Not only would that take more time, but I was less confident I could port there without seeing a picture.

      A smile split my face as I peered down at a picture of a four-trunked tree in the Flamewood Forest, one of the most easily recognizable trees in the forest according to the description.

      The door opened behind me and I spun around, my heart leaping at the intrusion. I'd been too immersed in my research to hear someone approaching.

      “Kat, what are you doing here?” Lilibet stepped back in surprise. Then her eyes widened as she realized that my presence there was impossible.

      “What are you doing here?” I countered. Real smooth. But I couldn’t think of what to do.

      “I got permission to come here and study golem magic. I told you we would make it a priority to find out who sabotaged your trials. I’ve been spending any time I can get away in here studying. I wasn’t aware that you’d been granted permission to be here.”

      “I was studying golem magic too.” I needed to work on my lying. I felt sure my eyes gave me away. I hadn’t prepared for this, and my conscience took issue with lying to Lilibet.

      “But how? I would’ve been told if you had access.”

      A ray of sun hit my eye from the window as Minora set, blinding me until I turned away from it. I didn’t have much time, not enough to think of a convincing lie or explain the truth. She would see me port out of here, and as soon as she did, she would know what I was or at least have an inkling. Her first stop would be her father. I couldn’t have that, not when I was so close. I couldn’t risk my mission being thwarted.

      When I focused back on Lilibet, she stood waiting for an explanation. She trusted me, otherwise she would have taken action by now. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      With that I bound her with my magic, silenced her mouth, and took her sight.

      I looked at the image of the four-trunked tree once more, closed my eyes, and pictured it in my mind. With all of my energy I willed myself to a position behind a tree where I could get a clear view of the meeting place. Nothing happened.

      I wrapped my hand around the talisman, begging for help. Maybe my father had been there at some point. A memory surfaced, nothing more than my father walking in the forest and looking over at the tree, but it was enough. I opened my eyes, and I was there.
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      The forest glowed with the flames that engulfed the trees. Despite knowing the flames wouldn’t produce heat until the end of the tree’s life when it would burn to ash, I still hesitated a second before placing my hand on the trunk in front of me. It was large enough to hide me from view, and I pressed myself against it, making myself comfortable while ensuring I had a clear view. I could only hope the meeting would take place on the side of the four-trunked tree I could see.

      I cloaked myself for extra security, blending into my surroundings. Off to my right, leaves rustled. A mage emerged. A familiar face.

      Gareth.

      I should’ve known he’d follow me even here. How had he found me? I made a move toward him, ready to tell him to get out of sight, when he stopped at the tree and used his wand to cast a shield.

      The wand glowed green.

      Traitor green.

      Of course.

      He hadn’t followed me here. This was his meeting. He was the mole. It made sense. After my trials, he’d been given access to the CCS. As a Councilor, he’d made an excellent operative for the Directorate, but with access to the CCS, he was perfect. As head of security, he could allow our enemies into the Citadel at any time. There was no telling what harm he’d already done. No one had ever suspected him, yet he knew everything. Everything.

      For a few minutes, it appeared as if he'd been stood up, or maybe this wasn’t an in-person meeting. Maybe he was communicating with his contact in some other way.

      A cloaked figure approached from the left. I couldn’t make out anything about the mage’s appearance. Not only did a physical cloak conceal his body, it was as if he’d cast a spell that obscured the vision of anyone who looked upon him. That was a level of magic I hadn’t seen before. With the ease of many practice sessions, I breached their shield and listened to their altered voices.

      “I didn’t expect it to be you,” Gareth said.

      “After recent developments, I couldn’t trust this to anyone else. Too many people have let me down as of late.”

      “I’m honored.”

      “Your honor doesn’t do many good. You said you had intelligence that needed to be passed in person. This better be worth the risk of me being here.”

      Who was this high-level operative?

      “Oh, it is. I have for you a complete list of CCS personnel.” Gareth produced a tightly wound scroll and passed it to the cloaked figure.

      Pieces came crashing into place. I'd been so foolish not to see the signs. It’d been Kellan who had suggested we get the list that day. I had thought nothing of it. I let my desire for the information cloud my judgment. I knew there was a golem in our midst, and never once had I thought it might be Kellan. He took the scroll first and looked over every single name before he handed it to me. Through him, Gareth got the list he now handed over to the Directorate.

      Poor Kellan. He was a superb agent, one of the best. The book said that to be susceptible to golem magic, a person had to have a weakness to exploit. I couldn’t imagine what Kellan’s weakness was. He was one of the CCS’s most capable agents. All he ever wanted to do was help me, and now my negligence would get him and every other mage I knew killed.

      Ah, his weakness. Me, or rather, his feelings for me.

      The cloaked figure looked over the paper as Kellan had. “This was worth the risk. With this we can take them all out. Without the CCS, we’ll have no barrier standing between us and the sorcerers. Admirable work.”

      “Thank you, Director.”

      This was the Director? We’d never identified him. We didn’t know his name, yet he had the name of every CCS agent and their current assignment.

      “There’ve been some changes to our plans. Mistakes have been made, mistakes that may need to be rectified with blood. You'll be acting on this intelligence sooner than you think. How’s the girl? Have you gathered any intelligence about what she knows?”

      “No, she doesn’t speak about it, and I searched her room repeatedly. There’s no sign of any notes Meglana might have left.”

      “You’re to keep trying for the information. If you need to get closer to her, do it. Something is not working, and we can’t figure out what it is. We can’t advance to the next phase of our plan until we have that intelligence, and our timetable has been stepped up. I don’t care if you have to get her drunk and give her truth serum, do it.”

      “It’s not that easy. Besides, she wouldn’t fall for something like that. She’s smart, and taking such heavy-handed measures would only expose me.”

      “You’ve already delivered the list of personnel, so other than Meglana’s notes, there’s no worthwhile intelligence you can provide. I can’t have an operative who is dead weight. Do you take my meaning?”

      “Yes, Director. Do you want her to live?”

      “Only until we get the intelligence we need from her. Then, do what you must.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Do not question me, Gareth. Now tell me what they’re saying about the dead sorcerer who was found.”

      “They’re running scared. The—”

      A sound to the left drew all of our attention. A little fae girl, only about a foot and a half tall, skipped toward us. “Hey, what are you doing? Why can’t I see your face?”

      “Director, get out of here. I’ll take care of this.” Gareth advanced on the imp, withdrawing his wand from its holster. The Director left at an enchanted speed. If I moved now, I’d expose myself. If I didn’t, Gareth would kill that fae child.

      I had to take action, but I might be able to do it without exposing myself.

      Remaining hidden behind the tree, I sent a burst of energy toward his wand hand, hoping to disarm him. Gareth’s grip on his wand only tightened as he whirled in my direction. I conjured a cyclone, lifting him into the air and tossing him to and fro. Without thinking, I yelled to the fae, “Run!”

      Too late I realized I had not cloaked my voice.

      “Kat Thomas, I’ve underestimated you.” A bolt of lightning struck the tree that shielded me and electricity ran through my body. Unable to maintain magic through the pain, my cloak and the cyclone vanished. Gareth fell to the ground relatively unharmed and stood with his wand pointed directly at me.

      “You’re not going to kill me, not before your master gets what he wants from me.” That he couldn’t kill me was to my advantage. My mind raced through the options. If I killed him, I’d have to convince the Council I was right about him being the mole. I didn’t have any hard proof to give them, only my word.

      “You think you’re so clever, don’t you? Am I supposed to be impressed that you listened in on our conversation?”

      They’d have to believe me. I had to kill him. I shot a barrage of ice arrows at him. While he countered some of them, several hit their mark. He yelled in pain, the sound turning my stomach. Killing may have come easier to me now than it once did, but at least I didn’t take pleasure in it.

      With a gush of wind, I flew backward and crashed into a tree, knocking the wind out of me. But my body didn’t fall to the forest floor, instead, my arms were wrenched painfully behind my back and bound with a magical binding.

      "There’s no reason for you to make this hard on yourself,” Gareth said in a sickly sweet tone.

      He must not have realized I didn’t need my hands to perform magic. I was half sorcerer, dammit. Magic ran through my veins. More power sat in the talisman on my chest than he could ever hope to obtain in a lifetime. I called down a storm of acid. The same acid that burned my skin during the trials, the trials that Gareth had rigged. Gareth screamed, and in his rage he sent one last spell my way. I felt the right side of my body from my shoulder to my ankle rip open. Pain overwhelmed me, consumed my senses.

      I fell to the ground, and the only screams remaining were mine. I looked where Gareth had stood, but instead of his lifeless body, there was nothing. I lay torn and bleeding out on the forest floor, and Gareth had gotten away.
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      Gareth was on his way to the Citadel. He’d show the Council what I had done to him, the wounds from my attack. And what if Lilibet had escaped? I wished I hadn’t had to leave her in section five like that, but I didn’t have a choice. She would confirm that I was not who I seemed. There was no escaping that I had lied to them all. Good intentions or not, those lies came at a price. If I had fooled them into thinking I was a full-blooded mage, then it wasn’t that much of a stretch to realize I’d fooled them into thinking I wasn’t a Directorate operative.

      And that was just the damage caused by the truth. Who knew what lies Gareth would tell? It was only a matter of time. Would I die here alone before the Council could get to me? In a weird way that seemed more satisfying. The thought of dying behind the Citadel walls, the subject of suspicion and mistrust, sickened me.

      If I died, there would be no more witness to the truth. Gareth would continue his work as a Councilor, the head of security, and a Directorate operative. If anything, he’d be heralded as a hero.

      Meanwhile, the head of the Directorate had a list of all CCS personnel. Kellan’s name was on that list. Priya’s. Darian, who was out in the field even as I lay here helpless and bleeding. His mission had been hamstrung by my silence. If I had been forthright with what I’d known, it might’ve altered the mission. It might’ve kept him safer. Darian might be a jerk, but that was no reason to wish him dead.

      And none of it mattered anyway. If Darian came back safely from his current mission, he’d only be facing death at the order of the Director.

      No, I couldn’t let that happen. But what could I do? Time wasn’t on my side, and I had already wasted precious minutes of it wallowing in self-pity.

      The fae child who had stood back and watched the fight crept curiously toward me.

      “Please, can you help me?” I nodded to her.

      The fae came closer and scrunched up her face at the nasty sight of my wound. “I can’t fix that.”

      Millhook. He would know what to do. Wherever Millhook was, Alex was almost certainly with him. Alex could heal me. He’d done it before. I couldn’t summon Millhook on my own. I didn’t have the strength to get to a tree. “I need you to summon someone. His name is Millhook. Can you do that?”

      The fae nodded and hopped off to the nearest tree. I hoped he would bring Alex with him though there was no reason for him to. The time it would take for him to get here, assess the situation, go back for Alex, and make a portal to bring them both here might be too much.

      I struggled to keep my eyes open to make sure the fae did as she said she would. I don’t know if I failed or if I just blinked at the wrong moment, but when I opened my eyes, Millhook and Alex stood before me.

      “Alex. You came.” Relief poured through me. It’d been so long since I’d seen him.

      “Of course.” Without another word, he shifted into his panther form and began licking my wound.

      “I was summoned with the word help,” Millhook said. “When Alex saw it, there was no keeping him away.”

      I looked to the fae child. “Thank you.”

      She nodded and skipped away as if this were an ordinary occurrence.

      “What happened? Who did this to you?” Millhook asked.

      “Gareth. He’s the mole.”

      “Well I’ll be. Never would’ve guessed him. Of course, when you’re that good looking and charming, there’s gotta be something not right about you. The world don’t work like that. So what happened? I don’t see his body anywhere.” Millhook looked around one more time to be sure.

      “No, he went back to the Citadel. We’ve got to get out of here. They’ll be coming.”

      Millhook shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s safe to move you. Need to make sure you’re healed enough first.”

      “He’s already got a head start on us. I need to go.” I pushed up on my elbows and groaned in pain. Alex growled, pushing me back down with his nose and getting back to work.

      “You best stay put until he says otherwise. When it comes to matters of healing, Furball here is in charge.”

      “But they’re coming. I know it.” Any second I expected to see Gareth, Calista, and Thaddeus leading the Citadel guards, ready to kill me. But it wouldn’t be that easy, would it? As Calista had often said, the goal wasn’t to kill but to capture. They’d take me back, and thanks to the work Alex had already done, I might live for a while. They’d question me. They wouldn’t believe my answers. I could take truth serum. There wasn’t anything to lose now.

      What was I thinking? Gareth, the new hero, the head of security, would find a way to kill me. Or maybe not. Hadn’t the Director told him to get more information from me? Perhaps he’d try his own interrogation. It wouldn’t work. I’d sooner die than give up any of my mother’s secrets to him. I wouldn’t betray the CCS or the Council even if they thought I’d already betrayed them. Would he get frustrated and kill me then? At this point, it might be preferable. If they wouldn’t believe me, maybe my best bet would be to goad him into losing his temper.

      “Don’t worry, Kat, you’re not alone anymore.” Millhook sat next to me and stroked my hair. “I’m not gonna let anything happen. Just lie there, and if they come, I’ll port us out. You won’t have to do a thing.”

      My strength returned in increments. My thoughts cleared, and I didn’t feel as cold. I looked down. Apparently more of my blood was staying in my body than leaving it now, but it stained Alex’s muzzle, clung to his whiskers like raindrops. His eyes stayed focused on the wound he healed, never sparing a look for my face.

      My intense study of Alex meant I saw the second his ears twitched, the first time he sniffed the air instead of me. They were coming. He turned to Millhook and nodded. The imp didn’t hesitate. One second I was on the ground in the Flamewood Forest and the next I was on a bed in what appeared to be a little one-room cabin.

      “Don’t mind the mess,” Millhook said as he snapped and some dirty dishes disappeared. “But this oughta do us.”
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      “Is this your house, Millhook?” I looked around the little hut. I only fit on the bed with my knees up to my chest. Alex’s bulk filled much of the space. There was a little kitchen with a table and chairs, a closet, bathroom, and a cozy fireplace.

      “Naturally. Whose house would it be? Would I just port you into some random person’s house?” Millhook looked at me as if he expected an answer, and then his eyes lightened as if the answer had come to him. “Actually, that does sound kind of like me.”

      Alex shifted into his human form, never taking his eyes off of me. “How are you feeling? You lost a lot of blood.”

      “I’m much better. Thanks to you, I think I’ll live.”

      “Don’t joke like that.” Between the serious line of his mouth and the cloud of concern around his eyes, he appeared much older than the last time we’d seen each other.

      “It’s not a joke.” I wondered how many more times Alex would save my life.

      “Why don’t you tell us what happened?” Millhook asked as he perched on the edge of the bed next to me.

      “Well, after you told me that the code might be connected to the elves, I did some research in the restricted section of the library. I decoded it, and it was instructions to meet tonight. Lilibet walked in on me, and I didn’t have any choice if I wanted to find out who the mole was. So I bound her and ported there.”

      “You bound her? Oh dear. That is not going to go over well, especially with Thaddeus,” Millhook said.

      “I know, but I had to. I got there, and Gareth was meeting with the head of the Directorate. Gareth handed over a list of all the CCS personnel, and then they were interrupted and the Director fled. That’s when Gareth and I fought. There was this fae child who appeared, and I had to protect her. Afterward, she summoned you.”

      Millhook hooted with laughter. “That wasn’t a child. She was nearly eighty years old.”

      “I don’t care how old the fae was,” Alex said. “What happened in the fight? Did you seriously wound him?”

      “I almost killed him, but he got the upper hand. He left me alive because he feared for his life if he stayed long enough to finish the job.”

      “That’s my girl.” Millhook patted my hand. “Always leave them looking just as bad.”

      “That’s not helpful, Millhook.” Worry etched fine lines in the corners of Alex’s eyes. “We should take you to Earth. Enough of this playing around in mage politics. This isn’t your fight. You didn’t even know you were a mage until less than a year ago. Come back to Earth with me. Return to your human life. I can stay human with you.”

      “I can’t do that. If I leave now, every mage I’ve met here is going to die. The Director wants them dead, all of them. He won’t rest until no one stands in his way. And then he has every intention of fighting sorcerers. He’ll figure out how to make talismans if he hasn’t already. The Directorate has already killed one sorcerer that we know of for his magic. One by one they’ll pick off innocent sorcerers until the Circle figures it out. Then the sorcerers are going to declare war, not on the Directorate but on all mages. If we can steal their magic, that’s too great a threat for them to allow.”

      Alex clenched his jaw and his lips tightened as if he tried to contain himself. “This doesn’t concern you. You don’t have to die. You can go away from all this. Nicole misses you. You could have a life there on Earth. Finish school, get a job, or don’t, but you’ll be alive.”

      “Alive how?” I took his hand, trying to get him to understand. “I couldn’t live with myself. And how could you want to associate with someone who would turn her back on innocent people?”

      Alex jerked his hand out of mine and took a step back from the bed. “They’re the ones who are turning their backs on you. You wanted to be out in the field, you earned it. They’re the ones who stood in your way. They brought this on themselves. They should’ve trusted you.”

      “Trust is a two-way street, and I could’ve made the first move, but I didn’t.”

      “You had good reason. Gareth was the mole, the head of security, the man responsible for your safety. If you had trusted them, everything you know would be in the Directorate’s hands.”

      I had never seen Alex this worked up. “And I’m sure they had their reasons too. I don’t like defending their decision to bench me, so please don’t make me.”

      Millhook pointed at Alex. “So that’s one for Earth”—then he pointed at me—“and one for staying here. Am I the tiebreaker vote?”

      “Yes, you should cast a vote too, Millhook.” I nodded to him. He would understand the situation and the implications better than Alex.

      “No, this has nothing to do with Millhook,” Alex said.

      “Excuse me, you’re sitting in my house, and I’m the one who provides transportation for this little party, so it does concern me. All right, my vote is for Earth. Let’s get out of here and start our crime-fighting team.” Millhook hopped off of the bed and rubbed his hands together.

      “I think that’s an excellent idea,” Alex said while he smugly smiled at me.

      “No, Millhook may have a vote, but my vote counts twice…er…three times. My life, I’m making the choices. The Council doesn’t get to decide, you don’t get to decide, and our little Sherlock imp over there doesn’t get to decide either. For me, there isn’t a choice. I have to stay. I have to do what I can.”

      “And what is it you can do?” Alex walked back to the bed, looking down on me with steel in his eyes. “Do you get that Gareth is there right now calling you a traitor? Even before this, you weren’t a field agent. They’ve kept you on the bench this entire time. So what is it you think you’re going to do? You think they’re going to give you a chance to explain? How well has that worked for you in the past?”

      “She may not be able to explain her case, but I can,” Millhook said. “Calista still trusts me. I’ve never done her wrong. They’ve probably returned to the Citadel by now. I’ll find her and explain the situation. She’ll listen to me, and if she doesn’t, I’ll come back here and we can go to Earth.”

      “Thank you, Millhook. Who would’ve thought you’d have the reasonable solution?” I looked at Alex as if he should have been the one to figure out a compromise instead of demanding we do things his way. I wanted him to understand me.

      “And what if you’re too late?” Alex directed his question to Millhook. “What if you leave and they come? I can’t port, and Kat is too weak to. Even if she had her strength, she’s never ported more than just herself. We don’t know if she can. And even if she can, she certainly can’t create a portal.”

      The stark assessment of our situation stung, but I couldn’t argue with anything he said. It was taking a risk.

      “Ah, Furball, you worry too much. You leave it to me, and I’ll get back here in time. I’m not gonna let anything happen to you. Nicole and I can’t create a detective agency on our own. And I get to choose the name now. You just focus on getting her healed up. No matter what happens, she’s going to need to be in better shape than she is now.” Without another word, Millhook disappeared.
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      In Millhook’s absence, I felt Alex’s presence more keenly. This was the first time we’d been alone together since the day we said goodbye to each other at the Citadel garden. It had been a little over six months ago, yet it seemed as if both a lifetime and no time at all had passed. There was an awkward newness to being alone together, but beneath it was a friendship I’d come to rely on more than I had admitted to myself.

      “If you’re crazy enough to do this, you’ll need to be stronger. You’re not even close to being healed.”

      I wished Alex could stop being so concerned and angry. “I don’t want you to tire yourself. There’s a long way ahead, even for you. I don’t know how you’ll be treated if they come for me.”

      “There’s not much they can do to me. I’m a shifter and not a threat or a recognized enemy of the mages. They don’t have jurisdiction over me.”

      “Still—”

      Alex cut me off by shifting. His heavy, warm tongue continued his methodical work. Each time he licked my wound, it healed a little. The rough pressure of his tongue made the injury scream, but once it left and all that remained was his warm breath, relief poured in. After every few licks, there’d be visible progress, signs of healing as my skin pinked with new growth. He couldn’t go on like this forever. Shifters didn’t have as much magic as other creatures in Elustria, and these exertions would tire him.

      When it came time for a break, Alex remained in his panther form and rested his head on the bed next to my hip. I didn’t know if he refused to shift to conserve energy or if it was to avoid speaking.

      I lifted my hand and stroked his head. I loved Alex in his panther form, his fur luxurious beneath my hand, his body all graceful lines, massive strength under perfect control. As I pet his head, he let out a deep purr of approval, vibrating the mattress.

      “I’ve always liked you in your panther form. It’s easy for me to see why you prefer it.” I lay my head back and smirked. “One reason I like it so much is because all you can do is listen.”

      Alex released a short growl but settled back into his purring. He had to be tired from his work healing me, and he wouldn’t waste his energy arguing now.

      “I don’t know why you’re pushing so hard for us to go to Earth. I have to do something with my life. How can I go back to being human when I know I’m not? How can I ever find satisfaction in some mundane human job when I know this world exists? It’s nice of you to offer to stay in your human form for me, but that wouldn’t be right. You’ve always loved the solitary life of a panther. You hate being human. I wouldn’t want that for you.”

      The texture of hair beneath my hand altered, and I looked down to see that Alex had shifted. “That’s what you’ve never gotten about me. I want to be near you.”

      “But you prefer your panther form. You wanting to be near me is just a relic of the time you had my talisman searching for me.”

      “Maybe in the beginning, but not anymore. It wouldn’t have lasted through such a long absence. I enjoy your company. Being with you is better than not, even if it means being human.”

      “How would that work, you being human? You didn’t even know to go to the public library to use the Internet. Nicole should’ve never been brought into this.”

      “Nicole doesn’t like decisions being made for her any more than you do. She was happy to help, eager to. Why can’t you see that? You’re surrounded by people who want to help you. They’re just waiting for the chance, waiting for your permission.”

      Perhaps he was right. I knew the people in my life wanted to help, but I didn’t trust the depth of it. I’d seen what having a deep connection to other people could do to you. I saw what it did to my father. I felt the pain of it when my adoptive parents died. I saw the madness it drove Sibelius to.

      All around me were examples of why I shouldn’t reach out, why I shouldn’t trust, why I shouldn’t give away little bits of myself to other people. I needed those bits and pieces. It was selfish, but I needed to hold them together, to keep me whole. Every day I struggled to achieve my goals, to continue down the path I had chosen. How could I do that if I didn’t have all of myself? How could I do it if Alex had some and Millhook and Nicole and Lilibet and Kellan and Priya and Darian? Where did it end? One day I’d wake up and have nothing left.

      That wasn’t the reason I would give him. I barely even acknowledged it to myself most days.

      “It’s too dangerous.” I tried to make it sound like that was the only reason.

      “So why is it that when Thaddeus determines the field is too dangerous for you, he’s in the wrong but you can so easily decide that it’s too dangerous for us to help you? You’re playing a double standard, Kat, and the people around you won’t have the patience for it much longer.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means when an offer of friendship is repeatedly turned away, the person may stop offering altogether.” Then, obviously to avoid further conversation, he shifted and resumed healing.

      I couldn’t think about any of this now. These were all questions that could be answered another day. I had to get through the next few hours. Millhook could appear at any moment, and deep down I knew the news he would bring. I had to be strong enough to fight. My magic had to be ready and waiting for my command.

      I at least had to be able to stand.
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      Time moved at a strange pace. On the one hand, I wanted Millhook to stay away as long as possible. I needed to delay this confrontation. I knew the news he would bring, and I was afraid to face it. This time here with Alex was almost like a little vacation. We were separated from the world, and I wanted to make it last forever. Not only that, but I wanted as much time to heal as I could get. Every minute Millhook was away I grew stronger. The stronger my physical body was, the more potent my magic would be.

      Then on the other hand, I couldn’t wait for Millhook to return. While I thought I knew what news he would bring, I needed to know. The uncertainty plagued me. With concrete information, I could plan; I could steel myself for what was to come.

      Alex remained in his panther form. I liked it better this way. I didn’t want to spend what little time we had together fighting.

      When Millhook finally appeared, all it took was one look at his face to know the news was grim.

      Alex shifted. “How soon?”

      He asked the only question that mattered. How soon until they come? How soon until they capture or kill me? Millhook and Alex weren’t stupid. They knew once I was captured, the clock would start ticking down on my life. Gareth was too highly placed. If I went with them to the Citadel, I wouldn’t be coming out alive. The thought created a desire to spend these last moments saying my goodbyes, but I couldn’t give in that easily.

      “They’re on their way, but it’ll take a little time. There aren’t any teleportation rings near here, so we have that going for us,” Millhook said, his tone somber.

      “What happened?” I asked. A part of me didn’t want to hear the details of how the Council didn’t believe him, how I was considered a traitor, but I had to know.

      “I could tell Calista wanted to believe me. I really think it was a matter of Gareth getting there first. My story sounded too much like a response to his instead of the truth. That crafty mung beetle.” Millhook spat and shook his head, the fury on his face an almost tangible thing. “He played them perfectly. It was like he had a plan in case this happened.” Of course he would. You didn’t get to his position without forethought. He’d won this game before any of us even knew we were playing. “It didn’t help that Lilibet was there when I spoke with Calista and Thaddeus. If it’s any consolation, Thaddeus didn’t want to believe Gareth either, but the proof is just too much, especially when it came from his daughter. She couldn’t believe what you had done.”

      In a weird way, the situation with Lilibet stung the most. I didn’t want to hurt her. I could imagine the way her soft pink eyes would look, the way her face would twist with betrayal.

      “Who is coming?” If I had details, I could come up with a plan.

      “It’s Calista, Thaddeus, Lilibet, and Gareth. They’re bringing with them a contingency of CCS agents.”

      “CCS agents, not Citadel guards?”

      “That’s right. I don’t think they want the guards knowing about the situation.”

      Interesting. It made sense and was a smart move on their part, but it might give me a little bit of an advantage. A miniscule one to be sure, but I would take anything I could get. Citadel guards would blindly follow Gareth. CCS agents would be more receptive to the truth. I might be able to convince them. I wondered if Kellan would be among them, and I didn’t know if I wanted him to be or not. He would feel betrayed as well, perhaps even deeper than Lilibet, but he had also been a strong ally. He might not be so willing to give up on me.

      “I still say we should go to Earth.” Alex sat on the bed looking at me, pleading with his eyes more than he did with his voice.

      The concern and fear on his face had me wishing I could say yes. Right now, a mundane human life seemed like the best thing in the world. But what about tomorrow? What would happen when I woke up safe on Nicole’s sofa knowing my friends were in danger, knowing I held a powerful legacy around my neck that could help them?

      I couldn’t be satisfied there. If I left, I knew I’d be happy. That was a given. Things wouldn’t be perfect as a human. There’d be ups and downs, sure, but overall I’d be happy. It would be empty, though, meaningless. I couldn’t strive for happiness anymore. It was purpose I wanted. What I did mattered. The decisions I made in this moment would have repercussions that would reverberate over an entire world. I couldn’t turn away from that, no matter how much I wanted to.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and summoned every bit of will to stand without faltering. This was my fight, no matter what Alex thought or said, and I was prepared to face it. “I’m staying. You’re welcome to leave if you want. I wouldn’t hold it against you, but I can’t. As much as I”—I almost said love—“want to spend this time with you, I have to plan. You said that eventually a person gets tired of offering help and having it turned away. I’m not turning it away now if you’re willing to offer it one more time.”

      The disappointment in Alex’s eyes was palpable, but he didn’t let it enter his voice. He’d be strong for me. “It’s still on offer. But I don’t know how much it will do.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Millhook pushed his way between me and Alex. “I got plenty of ideas of my own, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m pretty handy with magic. I think the fact that I came back here should tell you which side I’m on in this little kerfuffle.”

      Everyone should be so lucky as to have Millhook in their life. “Of course, Millhook. I couldn’t do it without you.”

      “We gotta get you out of this alive so you can be part of our crime-fighting team. But, since you can’t do it without me, I expect top billing in the name.”

      Alex glared at Millhook. “This is serious. The three of us against all those mages? We don’t stand a chance.”

      I agreed. “Then we better think of a way to solve this situation without fighting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “So how exactly do you plan to do this without fighting? Are you thinking you’ll get them to sit down and talk with you?” Alex’s question was sarcastic, but all I could think was that the best thing that could happen was for us all to sit and talk. Now how to make that happen?

      “I don’t know. All I know is that we have to make them see that Gareth is the traitor.”

      “Do you have any proof of that?” Alex asked.

      My heart sank. “No. All I have is my word. The word of a lying pidge.” There had to be something, some kind of proof I could show them.

      Millhook scowled. “And he’s probably just gonna kill you right when he sees you, claim you were a threat and he was just doing his job and all that. That’s what I would do if I was a crafty mung beetle like him.”

      “It’s Calista’s policy to capture, not kill,” I reminded him.

      Alex and Millhook both looked at me like I was stupid, and then hurriedly tried to hide those looks, but I got the message. “Of course, what would happen if he did kill me? Like you said, he could claim I was a security threat. I won’t be around to defend myself. They’ve already decided not to believe Millhook. So Gareth gets away with it, continues to do the Directorate’s bidding, and the CCS will be wiped out. Great. So really, the question is, how do I keep Gareth from killing me right away?”

      “There you go.” Millhook patted me on the arm. “We’ve already narrowed it down to one enemy instead of a dozen. That’s progress.”

      “You have to think of a way to make it too costly for him to kill you,” Alex said.

      “But how do I do that?” This was too difficult. I didn’t have enough time. I wrapped my hand around my talisman, calling on my father’s magic for help. In the background, I heard Millhook tossing out ideas and Alex beating them back one by one. A shield, kill Gareth first, bind him, on and on and on. Alex struck down each idea because every one of them would only make me look guiltier or could easily be countered. I was trapped with no idea what to do.

      As if out of habit, or maybe a part of me knew I needed this, the talisman showed me my favorite memory: my father holding me in his arms for the first time. He sacrificed everything for me, and this was how it was all going to end. I had to hope he would at least be proud of me. He could’ve run, but he didn’t. He made the same choice I had, the choice to stay even if there was no chance of victory.

      The answer seemed painfully simple. I would have to sacrifice everything. And the real kicker was that the only way I could win this was if I went with a plan that didn’t guarantee success. I would have to trust. I’d have to put myself out there and hope it was enough.

      “Alex.” Millhook and Alex both fell silent. “Your first idea was the right one. The only thing that even has a chance of working is the truth. It’s why all the other plans won’t work. They all put force ahead of truth. They delay or try to hide the truth, and that won’t work. I’ve lost the trust of the Council and the CCS. The only hope I have of winning it back is to trust them with the truth. Thaddeus and Calista are good people. They want to do what’s right. I need to trust that they’ll give me a fair chance if I ask for one.”

      “But how will you even get the chance if Gareth kills you right away?” Alex asked. He didn’t need to say it, but I knew he thought I was stupid for even considering this.

      “At this point, Calista and Thaddeus believe him. All the evidence points to me being the traitor. I lied about being a pidge. He’s probably convinced that I lied about my mother’s work and my relationship to it. I rigged my own trials to gain sympathy and to get the attention of the head of Citadel security so I could infiltrate the security system. I planted that device in my room to convince them to let me into the field and also to make sure I wouldn’t ever be under suspicion. Lilibet found me in section five, probably studying evil magic. And I wouldn’t have ported out of there and exposed myself unless it was for something as important as a meeting with the head of the Directorate. He has to know any pathetic attempt I would make to exonerate myself would only make me appear more guilty. If he were to kill me right away, it would only raise doubts about his story. It’s an unnecessary risk for him to take. Besides, he may still try to get some knowledge from me. The Director wanted to know what I know. If he kills me, that will disappoint the Director.”

      I remembered a snippet of their conversation that had been buried in all the commotion. “The Director even made it sound like there’d be little use keeping Gareth around if he couldn’t get the knowledge from me. So I’ll give them all what they want: the truth.”
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      I stood atop a small hill, alone, searching the horizon for the CCS agents who were coming for me. Stars and moons shone in the sky, and the flame trees lit the forest floor like hundreds of bonfires. Millhook and Alex waited at the base of the hill in plain sight. Exposed out in the open, I was in as vulnerable a position as I could be in, which also meant it was the least threatening. It would make it difficult for Gareth to make a move and have it appear justified.

      “They’re near,” Alex shouted back to me. He had waited in his panther form until he could smell and hear them. Now he stood as a human, which for a shifter, meant he was just as unthreatening and vulnerable as I was. We would appeal to the CCS’s more benevolent side. I had to believe Calista would not condone the killing of harmless civilians, which was what Alex and Millhook were. For the time being, I was the only person at risk, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, summoning all of my fortitude to face what approached. My magic hummed, warm and ready, but I wouldn’t be using it. For this battle, I would rely on my mind. As calm and collected as I could expect to be, I opened my eyes and saw the CCS party approaching, Calista, Thaddeus, and Gareth in the lead. Behind them I could make out Lilibet and Kellan. I was acquainted with a few of the agents who followed, such as Talina, but I didn’t know all of them. Priya was an analyst, unfit for this type of work, and Darian was out in the field, something I was grateful for. Having him watch this unfold would only make it more difficult.

      When they saw me, I noticed Calista spoke to those behind her. What orders did she give? I couldn’t tell, although everyone was braced for a fight.

      In the mage culture, raising one’s hands in the air was not a way to demonstrate surrender. In the human world, it was done to show that your hands didn’t carry a weapon, but in a world of magic, such gestures held no meaning. However, Kellan was with them. He might know what it meant. With nothing to lose, I slowly raised my hands into the air, hoping that they would interpret it correctly. At the very least, it would be hard to take it as an act of aggression.

      I kept my eyes on Gareth, looking for any sign that he was about to attack. Calista held up both her hands to the side, signaling the agents not to take action. If Gareth were to attack now, it would only lend credence to the story Millhook had told Calista.

      “I mean you no harm,” I called out, keeping my voice firm and loud but not aggressive. “I only have Millhook and Alex with me, and they’re here for moral support. Alex is in his human form. Before anything else, I want a chance to tell my story.”

      The group came to a stop at the base of the hill. There were a dozen of them in total, quite a large group for just me. Gareth must really have them scared. I could tell he wanted to speak, but as the other main player in this drama, he couldn’t do so without casting doubt on himself. Luckily for him, a CCS agent did his work for him.

      “And how are we supposed to trust you? You already attacked Lilibet. How do we know this isn’t some plan to trap us?” I didn’t recognize the agent who spoke.

      Given how I joined the CCS, my reputation preceded me. Almost everyone at the CCS knew who I was, but I didn’t know them. Not many liked me on principle alone. A latent mage admitted to the most prestigious covert operation in our world—I was an easy target for suspicion and hatred.

      “I’m willing to hand my talisman over to Millhook. He will keep it while I speak so you know I can’t harm you.”

      “But you’re a pidge. Do you even need that talisman to do magic?” Talina yelled.

      I had wondered if that would be the conclusion Lilibet came to. “It’s true, I am a pidge. But my strength comes from the magic contained in my talisman.” I looked Calista straight in the eyes. “Millhook has served the Council faithfully. He has never betrayed your trust. He will keep my talisman safe while I speak, which will ensure your safety. Is this acceptable to you?”

      Calista looked to Millhook and back to me. “Yes, that is agreeable. However, I hope you know me well enough by now to know that we did not come here to kill you but to take you back to the Citadel. Our numbers are only for our own protection.”

      “I do know that, but I have reason to doubt my safety in the Citadel. As Millhook told you, Councilor Gareth is a mole for the Directorate. I believe if I go with you, he will kill me. I don’t know how this will end today, but I at least want to tell my story, to explain myself to all of you.”

      Now I’d made it even harder for Gareth to take action. I unclasped the chain that held the amber talisman around my neck. I felt naked without its familiar weight. Feeling my father’s magic withdraw from me was a physical ache, but I knew Millhook would keep it safe. When he had it, he didn’t return to the base of the hill. Instead, he stopped halfway down. If all went well, I’d be wearing my talisman again soon enough.

      I faced the group, my head held high. “I have lost your trust, and I understand why. The only thing I can do about that is tell you the truth. Right before Casper died, he told me there was a mole in the Council. I didn’t know if it was a Councilor or a high-level official at the Citadel or just someone who had incredible access, but I knew there was a traitor. Please believe me when I tell you that every decision I made from that point forward was to make sure the mole didn’t get the information they needed to destroy the CCS. I only just found out that the mole was Gareth. It all made sense.”

      “Gareth didn’t have access to the CCS until after the trials were rigged,” Thaddeus said.

      “Not directly, no. But he did have access. I know one theory you were investigating was the possibility of there being golem magic at play. There was.”

      “Do you know who?” Calista asked.

      “Yes, the golem was Kellan.” Shock and then pain twisted Kellan’s face. He lived and breathed the CCS. It would crush him to know he had caused its downfall. I could at least spare him the details of how I knew it was him, that his weakness was me and that the Directorate had exploited it. “The golem doesn’t know what they’re doing, and they don’t have memory of ever doing it. Gareth had Kellan sabotage the trials as his golem. That way he could gain access to me and to the CCS. I gave him legitimate access to the one part of the Citadel that had been off-limits to him. Then, he planted that device in my room to keep any suspicion off of himself. He knew I was digging around. He needed to buy himself some time.”

      “That sounds far-fetched. The same could be said of you. That explosion gained you sympathy.” I didn’t need to see the speaker to know it was Kellan. I recognized his voice even with the uncharacteristic anger in it.

      “I know this all sounds unbelievable, but I’m telling the truth. Otherwise, I wouldn’t admit this next part. I wanted a list of CCS personnel to use process of elimination to determine who the mole was. Kellan, acting as the golem, helped me get it. He looked at the entire list before handing it to me. Because of that, Gareth could reproduce it.”

      The shock I expected to see was missing, which meant Gareth had told them I gave a list of personnel to the Director.

      “I learned how to teleport and snuck into section five to study golem magic. That’s what led me to the conclusion that Kellan was the golem. The other night, in section five, I saw someone pass a coded message out of the window. It was a meeting place and time. Lilibet walked in on me just as I decoded it. I only had minutes. I knew if I ported out of the Citadel I wouldn’t be able to get back in since I don’t have a charm, and I knew it would expose me to Lilibet, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to find out who the mole was and who they were communicating with. So I bound her and left. I wish there was another way, Lilibet, I never meant to hurt you or betray you.” I sought her out in the group, but her face gave away nothing.

      “I ported to the meeting and saw Gareth hand over the list of personnel to the head of the Directorate. The Director instructed him to get knowledge from me about my mother’s work.”

      “Why should we believe you, a pidge, over Councilor Gareth? He’s worked at the Citadel longer than most of us,” a woman I didn’t know said. The other agents nodded along.

      “I didn’t know I was a pidge until I researched my mother. I grew up in total ignorance of the fact that I was a mage. I knew nothing of magic or Elustria until Alex delivered my talisman to me after my mother’s death. Meglana’s family knew I was a pidge, but kept it a secret due to the shame surrounding it. I’ve tried to find out more about what exactly a pidge is, but I know only the basics. I discovered at my trials that I can teleport. I only moved about a foot, but it was enough to keep me from dying. Under the intense stress, that power revealed itself. Since then, I’ve learned to use and control it, but so far, that’s the only difference I can tell between myself and a regular mage.”

      “Why couldn’t you tell us all this before?” Calista asked. “There’s a stigma around pidges, but I would have thought you could trust us with the truth. Even if you were concerned about the information getting to the Directorate, there’s no intelligence value in your being a pidge.”

      “I couldn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to ask questions about my father. The Council knows that my mother placed my spark into my talisman, but that’s not why it’s abnormally powerful.” I took a deep breath, half-expecting they’d kill me as soon as I revealed the truth. “What I’ve kept secret to ensure the Directorate didn’t find out, is that Meglana stole my father’s magic and put it into this talisman, killing him in the process.”

      Gasps came from the group of agents and rage entered Calista’s eyes as I had never seen before. Wands glowed, and I hurried to explain.

      “Please, it horrified me too. When I found out, I struggled with what to do. I have claim to the talisman since it holds my magic, but I hated knowing that my father died for it. I wanted to give it to his family, but the only way to do that would be to admit that mages can steal a sorcerer’s magic. We all know that can’t happen. Besides, my father would’ve wanted me to have it.”

      “Oh, so having never met the man, you’re an expert at what he would want,” an agent sneered.

      “Yes, I am. The talisman retains his memories. I’m able to see what he saw and feel what he felt. He wanted me to have this talisman. He wanted me to use my magic to destroy my mother’s work. He loved me the same way any parent loves a child.”

      “Do you have access to Meglana’s memories through the talisman?” Calista asked, hope visible on her face.

      “No, it doesn’t have her memories because her magic isn’t in it. I can only access my father’s memories as well as my own from the time I’ve worn the talisman.”

      “So that means everything you read of Meglana’s,” Thaddeus said, cutting straight to the point.

      “Yes, I can recall any page of her notes and read it again. It’s all there. I couldn’t tell you before because I don’t want anyone to know how to do what she did. And even though I trust the Council and I trust the CCS, I knew there was a mole. I couldn’t risk this knowledge getting into the wrong hands, and no hands are the right hands when it comes to this. I stand by my decision.”

      Time to see if the CCS would stand by me.
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      “Thank you for your honesty, Kat. We appreciate it, and I hope you can appreciate that this matter requires further reflection. In the meantime”—she looked at a CCS agent beside her—“take Councilor Gareth into custody. We’ll be taking both in for further questioning and debriefing.”

      Thaddeus approached the hill. “Kat, I see no reason to bind you if you’re willing to come without resisting.”

      This was it. It was the best outcome I could’ve expected. At least they were taking Gareth in as well. Could I trust I’d make it out of the Citadel alive? Calista and Thaddeus were smart people. They would see the truth in my words.

      “Don’t tell me you believe that lying pidge over me,” Gareth yelled. “I’ve served the Council my entire life. How dare you insinuate that I would be disloyal?” Once he finished spewing venom at Calista and Thaddeus, he turned pure hatred onto me. He raised his wand, but six CCS agents attacked him at once, disarming him and binding him. Without my talisman, I was vulnerable, but this had been an exercise in trust. I needed to follow it through.

      “Yes, I’ll come willingly, but I ask that Millhook and Alex come with me to serve as my advocates.”

      “Very well,” Thaddeus said. Before he could take another step toward the hill, a cloaked figure flew into our midst.

      The Director. He shot a spell before any of us could react. It hit Gareth, killing him instantly.

      Who would be next? With that kind of power, he could kill us all in a matter of minutes. I reached out my hand toward Millhook and summoned my talisman. It locked around my neck and the magic surged through me, almost as if it activated the sorcerer magic in my blood.

      My colleagues jumped into action, half of them performing offensive spells while the other half provided a shield for defense. The Director countered, his back to me. I conjured a fireball and hurled it at him, but somehow the Director had known. A wave of water consumed the fire and rushed toward me. I formed a boulder in front of me in time for the wave to crash into it then dismissed it. A rock so close that could explode was a dangerous liability.

      Thaddeus didn’t bother drawing his wand. He came out ahead of the others as if prepared to sacrifice himself to save his agents. I switched tactics and shielded him. I made eye contact with Lilibet, and she nodded. I felt her magic bumping up against my shield and I let it in, both of us guarding Thaddeus with as much strength as we had.

      The Director fired off a pulse of energy strong enough to push Thaddeus back. It didn’t penetrate our shield, but it shook me to my core. Lilibet, who worked only with her own magic and not a sorcerer’s, didn’t fare as well. She lay on the ground, stunned.

      The Director didn’t hold a wand, and his cloak hid his talisman. Disarming him wasn’t feasible. At least the CCS kept him occupied enough that he couldn’t attack with lethal force, but a few agents had taken hits. This was a game of stamina.

      I threw cords at his wrists, hoping to break his casting for a second to give us a chance to take an advantage. The cords had barely wrapped around him when they dropped to the ground, my magical control of them gone.

      The Director looked between me and the others. It was me he wanted. I held out my hands.

      “Come and get me.” I could only hope that by taking his focus away from the others they could more effectively attack.

      The Director threw up a shield and jumped with magical agility to the top of the hill, directly in front of me. He reached out, his cloak obscuring his features. If I survived, I wouldn’t even be able to give a description to the others. The identity of the Director would remain a secret.

      He thrust one hand onto my forehead and the other over my talisman. The stone reacted, burning the Director’s hand. I could feel the Director pulling out the memories and absorbing them. Except, I still had the memories too. He wasn’t taking them from me, he was copying them. Dizziness overwhelmed me. My magic was disoriented in a way I hadn’t experienced before.

      The amber talisman glowed, fighting off this intrusion for me. Somehow the light from the amber stone grew so strong it pierced the magical cloak and illuminated the face in front of me.

      A face I recognized.

      “Marguerite?”

      How could it be? At the same time, it made a strange sort of sense, and I had no problem believing my eyes. Her mouth twisted into a cruel smile as she narrowed her eyes and sucked the memories from me with more intensity.

      “You never even suspected, did you? What a fine CCS agent you are. It never occurred to you that quiet little Aunt Marguerite could be someone important. All those chats we had, all that time wasted trying to get close to you when all I needed were these memories. And now that I have them, I don’t need you at all.”

      She had betrayed me, had pretended to be my friend, had convinced me we could be a family. Rage welled up inside of me and burst forth through the talisman. With one last ferocious push I blasted her with the entire force of my magic, and she flew backward. When she landed, she moved quickly, aided by magic. All I saw was the black streak of her cloak flying out behind her as she fled.

      I collapsed. My skin burned where she had touched me. I thought I had known betrayal before, but now I lay on the ground broken by it.
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      After Marguerite left, a weird silence remained, pierced only by the groans of the fallen CCS agents. Shock more than pain kept me on the ground. The revelation that the head of the Directorate was my aunt Marguerite overwhelmed everything in my brain, preventing the pain of my wounds from penetrating my consciousness.

      “Did we lose anyone?” Thaddeus shouted as he looked around the group.

      “No, sir. Everyone’s accounted for, but we do have a few injuries,” Kellan replied.

      “We need to get them back to the Citadel for treatment,” Thaddeus ordered.

      “Millhook, would you mind porting them for us?” Calista asked.

      “Might as well port us all. Save some time and some walkin’.”

      Alex knelt down in front of me. “Are you all right? What’s wrong?”

      I looked up at him, and his breath hissed between his teeth at the sight of the burn marks on my forehead and chest. “Kat’s injured too!” Alex called out to the others.

      I wished we could go back to Millhook’s house, that I could rest on the bed and Alex could heal me as he did before. All I wanted was sleep. I had been going for too long. I had sustained too many injuries. How long ago had the attack from Gareth been? It seemed like a lifetime in light of everything that had just happened.

      “Are you sure you want to go to the Citadel?” Alex asked. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m sure. I’m committed to see this through.”

      “All right then, we should probably have you treated at the Citadel. They might be interested in the kind of magic that did this to you.”

      The fact that Alex didn’t reference the Director made me realize that no one here knew who that was. “The Director. That was the Director.”

      Alex nodded. “I guessed as much. Here, let me carry you over to the group, and we can all port together.”

      “No, just give me a hand up. I can walk fine.” I didn’t want to appear weak in front of the others. After everything that had happened it might seem petty, but I had my pride. They all knew the truth about me now. I wasn’t ashamed of it, and I wasn’t ashamed of my injuries.

      When I got to the group, I reached behind my neck, searching for the clasp to the golden chain of my necklace. “Here, I agreed to surrender this to you.”

      Thaddeus held up his hand. “There’s no need. We still have to review everything, but you used your magic to protect us. I believe we can trust you with your talisman. Besides, you could call it back to you anyways.”

      I secured the clasp. “Thank you. It must be something about being a pidge that allows me to summon it. However, I think I have to be relatively close to it for it to work.”

      “Your offer is noted but not needed,” Thaddeus said.

      Lilibet stood next to her father, and I met her eyes. She favored her ribs, but her breaths came at a steady pace, unaltered as they would be by a broken bone. Hopefully the ribs were only bruised. I held her gaze, wanting her to confirm, and eventually she gave a slight nod. “I’m fine.”

      “All righty, if everyone’s here, we’ll get a move on,” Millhook said. He placed one hand on me and the other on Calista. Everyone in the small group touched, forming a chain, making sure no one would be left behind. “Where to?”

      “The infirmary,” Thaddeus said. I had thought they would use Calista’s office. This many people porting in to the infirmary at once would raise questions, and since we were all CCS agents, our work was confidential. It surprised me that Thaddeus would compromise that to get some wounds looked at. Not to mention we’d be coming in with the dead body of a Councilor. I wondered how they would explain that away.

      In that second before we ported with all of us touching, I looked around at the faces who had survived the same thing, who were united in a common purpose, and I felt more a part of the CCS team than I ever had. It might be the last time.

      When we arrived at the infirmary, there was a flurry of activity. A medic saw me and rubbed a salve onto my burns, instantly soothing them.

      “The burn on your forehead is superficial and should heal fine. Your chest, though, that’s a deeper mark from dark magic. It could scar. What kind of spell did this?”

      “I don’t know.” Until I got permission, I didn’t want to reveal any restricted information.

      “Figures. I’ll check on it after the salve has had a chance to do its work. In the meantime, you should get some sleep.” He walked away, his pouch of salves and potions following him.

      No other magic could help me now. Alex stayed by my side. When I rose from the bed they assigned me to, Alex stepped in my way. “Hold on, you heard what the medic said. You need to sleep. All the magic in the world can’t make up for exhaustion.”

      “I have to talk to Calista and Thaddeus first.”

      “No, you don’t. Besides, they have their hands full right now dealing with the Gareth situation. Sleep for now. I promise, I’ll make sure they know you need to speak with them.”

      My body took over, and I didn’t have the strength to argue. I sank back down to the bed. “Promise me you’ll wake me up as soon as they’re available to talk.” A yawn consumed the last word.

      “I promise I’ll have them speak to you.”

      That wasn’t the same thing, and I opened my mouth to tell him so, but before I could get the words out, my body succumbed to sleep.
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      When I opened my eyes, I was disoriented. The events of the last day whirled through my mind. Where was I? Millhook’s house? The middle of the Flamewood Forest?

      The Citadel.

      Calista and Thaddeus. I had to speak to them, but I was so tired. Sleep coaxed me back into its warm arms with the promise of ease and rest.

      This was more important. I shot up out of bed before sleep could lure me back. I looked around frantically, trying to find who I needed to speak to among the rows of beds in the infirmary.

      “What’s wrong? Are you all right? Kat, you need to be sleeping,” Alex said as he placed his hands on my shoulders, ready to steer me back to the bed.

      “No, I told you, I need to speak to Calista and Thaddeus. They need to know it was the Director who attacked me.”

      “They can hear about it once you’ve rested. You’d barely shut your eyes when you woke up.”

      “You don’t understand. I know who the Director is.”

      Alex stopped trying to move me toward the bed. “How? He was completely cloaked.”

      “For starters, it’s not a he. When she was attacking me, the magic from my talisman lit up her face.” I looked around, making sure no one was close enough to hear. Then I went on my tiptoes and whispered in his ear. “It’s Aunt Marguerite.”

      Alex pulled back in shock. “Are you sure? It could’ve been an enchantment to make you see someone you know.”

      I hadn’t considered that. I played the memory back in my mind. It wasn’t just her appearance, it was what she had said. “No, I’m sure. She spoke to me. I have to tell them what I know. They need to move quickly, and they need all the information. I can sleep afterward.”

      “All right, calm down. We’ll find them together.” I nodded and let Alex lead the way. At this point, I was running on pure adrenaline. If I stopped moving, I was sure I’d collapse.

      “Where are you two going?” Millhook called from behind us. When I turned, Millhook had almost caught up to us carrying a basket of food. “I leave to get snacks and come back to find you making a run for it.”

      “Kat insists she needs to talk to Calista or Thaddeus,” Alex said as I continued walking.

      “That’s craziness. She needs to be asleep,” Millhook replied.

      “You two sleep. You’ve been awake as long as I have.” I waved my hand behind me, shooing them away if they weren’t going to help. I didn’t understand why I was the only one who needed to sleep when we’d all been through the same thing. Alex had shifted and healed mages as they fell while Millhook had fought alongside the agents. Why weren’t they taking their own advice?

      “Neither of us is recovering from a direct attack,” Alex said, but he and Millhook both followed me.

      Some of the beds were curtained off for privacy. Gareth’s body had been removed. I wondered what they did with their dead here. For all the death I’d seen, all the mages I’d killed, I still didn’t know how mage culture handled death.

      Thaddeus emerged from one of the curtained-off beds. When he saw me approaching, he broke away from the agent he spoke with.

      “Kat, you should be resting,” he said when he reached us. That seemed to be the constant refrain from him, but now I saw his words as caring rather than patronizing.

      “I will later. First, I need to be debriefed.”

      Thaddeus smirked. I about fell over from the shock. “While I admire your dedication to protocol, a debrief will go better when you’re rested.”

      “I have information you need to act on now. I know who the Director is.”

      Thaddeus sobered and his eyes darkened as if he waited for me to utter the name so he could hunt the Director down himself, today. Instead, he walked to where Calista spoke with one the medical staff, and Alex and I followed.

      “Excuse me. Calista, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we need to speak privately.”

      All it took was one look at Thaddeus’s face, and Calista knew not to question him.

      “Very well, let’s go to my office.” She turned back to the medic she had been speaking with. “You’ve done great work here today. The Council thanks you.”

      During the walk to the teleportation rings, the fatigue grabbed hold of me and beat back the adrenaline. I wanted to ask Millhook to port us all, but that would appear weak in front of Calista and Thaddeus. When we got to Calista’s office, I apparently looked as tired as I felt.

      “So what is it that couldn’t wait until you got some proper rest?” Millhook asked as soon as the door shut behind us all. “I swear, you act like the world’s going to come to an end. I’ve got news for you, I’m over three hundred years old. The world existed long before you came, and it’ll exist long after you’re gone. Never hurt anyone to get a little sleep. Me, I take a nap any time and anywhere I can. You learn to value naps the older you get. Young’uns just flit about here and there constantly wanting to stay awake. Ain’t no shame in sleeping.”

      “Millhook, quiet, please,” Calista said. “Now, Kat, what was so urgent? You look like you’re asleep on your feet.”

      “She knows who the Director is,” Thaddeus said as Alex and I sat.

      “You saw his face? And it was someone you know? You were able to identify him?” Calista’s gaze intensified with the urgency of her voice.

      Given all the suspicion I’d been under, all the times I’d had to prove myself to the Council, separate myself from my mother and her work, I didn’t relish having to do it again. I didn’t look forward to revealing that not only did I know the Director, we were related. We had vacation plans to go to Perthos together later in the year. But this was about trusting them and them trusting me. “Yes, and I want to say, I had no idea until she attacked me today.”

      “She?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Yes, the Director is my aunt Marguerite. I saw her face, and she spoke when she attacked me.”

      Thaddeus looked at Calista with concern as she collapsed on the chair behind her. Only then did I remember she had been friends with my mother, which meant she had to know my aunt. During the time I spent with Marguerite since coming to the Citadel, we never spent time with Calista. She was always too busy. Besides, they’d probably drifted apart since Meglana had gone away.

      Thaddeus kept his focus on Calista. There was more than friendly concern in his eyes. He held a great deal of affection for Calista, perhaps even something deeper. “That whole family is rotten,” he said.

      Alex shot to his feet in my defense. “Hey, Kat is nothing like her mother or her aunt.”

      Thaddeus turned his gaze from Calista to Alex, a glint of admiration and respect in his eyes. “Excuse me, I misspoke. I wasn’t insinuating that Kat was like the rest of her family. To be frank, I don’t think of her as part of that family, and I don’t mean that to offend. I only meant that between Meglana and her mother and now her sister, they don’t know when to stop. I’m sorry, Kat.”

      Thaddeus’s apology caught me by surprise. “Thank you, but there’s no need. I agree with you. I don’t think of myself as part of that family either. Now that I know who Aunt Marguerite really is, I can’t see any future for me there. At least now I won’t have to feel guilty about not wanting to see my great-aunts again.”

      A shiver went down my spine at the memory of my first meeting with Marguerite and my great-aunts. Come to think of it, Gareth had been the one to suggest I meet Aunt Marguerite. He’d taken a great interest in my relationship with her. All along, he had known who she was.

      “I can’t believe it,” Calista said, staring off to the side. “I mean, of course I can. But Marguerite always distanced herself from Meglana, even when we were little girls. How long has she been planning this? All growing up she acted like she didn’t care about her mother’s research and Meglana’s interest in it. All this time it was to mask her own interest, her own ambitions. I can’t…I’m speechless.”

      While I felt betrayed by a member of my family, I barely knew Marguerite. My connection to her had been one of hope for a future relationship rather than an actual one. I’d confided in her during my time at the Citadel, but we hadn’t spent much time together yet. I was grateful for that now. Calista, on the other hand, was dealing with a betrayal of a lifetime.

      I yawned.

      “Oh, Kat, you need to rest,” Calista said as if my yawn had pulled her from her thoughts.

      “No, there’s more you need to know. It can’t wait. She doesn’t just have a list of the CCS personnel, she has everything.”

      “What do you mean everything?” Thaddeus’s voice lowered a register, and all warm concern vanished.

      “When she attacked me, she put her hand on my forehead and on my talisman and sucked memories out of them. Except that’s not right. She didn’t take them from me, I still have them, but she has them too. I’m sure of it. So every page of my mother’s notes that I saw, every journal I read, she has it.”

      “We’ll need you to tell us everything you remember from Meglana’s notes.” Thaddeus levitated parchment that would take notes as we spoke to a nearby table.

      “It’ll be easier if I reproduce them. The good news is, Meglana only wanted someone who was worthy of the knowledge to find it. She didn’t make it easy for anyone to get a hold of her work. She left clues. We had followed them to a safe-deposit box in Vienna. There we found all of her notes and a letter left for her heir.”

      “She intended for you to inherit all of this?” Calista asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. I did at first when I found them and before I knew what it was she had done, but the more I think about it, the more I think her heir was meant to be someone of her choosing, someone who she thought could continue her research. Maybe she hoped it would be me someday, but I don’t know if she ever planned to find me. I think maybe she wanted it to be Sibelius.”

      “I take it this Vienna is a place on Earth?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Yes, and I think most of her secrets are hidden on Earth. Alex and Millhook already followed another clue to Scotland, but Sadie, a mage who worked for Casper, had gotten there first. I had Priya match an imprint of her magic. Because of that and everything I know looking at the whole picture, I believe it was Mikael, Sadie’s brother, who was going through the portal at the Cushing Sea. I believe he gathered the clay there, created a golem, and gave it to Gareth. Sadie and Mikael lost their parents to sorcerers, and their sister, their only remaining family member, died in the same fight that killed Casper. They’ll be pursuing this both for the Director and for their own sense of justice and revenge.”

      “We need to get our Earthside stations on this right away,” Thaddeus said.

      “You can’t.” I shook my head. They didn’t understand. “The personnel list the Director has includes every agent’s current assignment. Every CCS agent and location is compromised.”

      “We’re going to have to dismantle and rebuild the entire CCS before we can do anything,” Calista said, her voice slow and airy as the realization dawned and despair set in.

      I didn’t relish being the bearer of bad news, but I had to be sure they understood the scope of the compromise. “And remember that she’ll also have an intimate knowledge of the Greenhouse, all of our operations, our protocols, everything. We have to assume that when Kellan was acting as the golem, they saw everything.”

      “We’ve got to get to work,” Calista said.

      I nodded and stood.

      “Not you, Kat. Let us handle this for now. You go rest.”

      “No, I can help.”

      “You can’t help us when you’re this tired,” Calista said. “If I gave you a piece of parchment and asked you to write one page of your mother’s notes, I’d find you asleep on top of it. Go get in your own bed. Besides, we still have to decide how to proceed from here. Those were quite the revelations you gave us back there.”

      That last bit stung, but I should’ve expected it. “I understand. I lied to you, if not directly, then by withholding information. But I hope you know the only reason I did it was because there was a traitor, and I couldn’t risk it. Even if there was someone I could trust, all of you are too close to each other and to the situation to view it objectively. My intention wasn’t to hurt anyone.”

      “We know, really we do, and it makes a difference.” There was something in Calista’s eyes I had never seen there before: compassion. “That still doesn’t change the fact that there’s a lot to be decided. Get some rest. Alex, Millhook, you’re welcome to stay here as our guests. Now if you’ll excuse us.”

      We didn’t need to be dismissed twice. I moved to the door, but before I could reach it, Millhook grabbed my hand and Alex’s and ported us to my room.
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      Alex and Millhook’s hovering stressed me out. I kept sensing their presence and waking up in alarm, so I banished both of them from my room. Millhook went to see if he could be of use to Calista. Alex didn’t go far. He sat curled on a tree branch below my window in his panther form.

      A guard stood outside, but I didn’t know if he was there to protect me or keep me inside. Probably a little of both. My periods of sleep and wakefulness had been so sporadic that I had no idea what time it was when a knock sounded on my door.

      “It’s Thaddeus. May I come in?”

      I wasn’t scared of Thaddeus anymore, however the thought of having him in such a small space alone still intimidated me. But what choice did I have? “Sure.”

      He shut the door behind himself. My earlier private encounters with Thaddeus left something to be desired. I had expected him and Calista to tell me what decision they’d come to, but I supposed they were too busy for both of them to come. It surprised me Thaddeus came instead of Calista.

      “I take it you’ve rested,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You don’t like me very much, but I hope you can respect me. It’s important going forward.”

      I hoped that meant I would still work for the CCS. “Yes, sir. Before, I thought you were the mole.”

      Thaddeus lifted one eyebrow in such a way that I would have sworn he practiced in front of a mirror if I didn’t know better. “That’s good, but you shouldn’t have let it affect you so much.”

      “Everything you did seemed to be because you wanted me dead. I thought you were going to kill me that day we sparred.”

      “I have killed many people, but I’ve never tried to kill someone. If I wanted you dead, you would be. I did what I did to protect you.”

      “I know that now.” The situation with Thaddeus humbled me. I felt like a small child being taught a lesson. “I let my anger at you get in the way. I resented you telling me to leave when you and Calista were discussing my trials. You seemed determined to treat me like a child.”

      “The reason I didn’t want you there was because I knew even after almost dying you’d argue to go into the field instead of asking for a desk job like a sane mage would.”

      I might have imagined it, but I thought his tone held a little respect. “I’ve never claimed to be sane.”

      “No. You remind me too much of myself, eager to prove your worth, wanting to take on all the risk yourself. You’re close in age to my daughter, but she thankfully takes after her mother. Seeing so much of myself in a young mage like you brought out my protective side. I allowed it to influence the way I treated you.”

      “So you don’t think I’m incompetent?”

      “Hardly. You uncovered our vulnerabilities. I wish we had more like you. We could use them now. The CCS is in disarray. We can’t effectively carry out our mission. We have to secure our organization before we can even begin chasing down the Director.”

      “Are you going to be moving from the greenhouse?”

      “Most likely.”

      I’d been here for less than a year, but it already seemed like the greenhouse was synonymous with the CCS. Without it, the organization lost part of its identity. I could only imagine how the other agents who had seen the greenhouse as home for so long must feel. I pictured Ess down in the crypt fighting off anyone who dared try to move the archives to a new location. “Will the guardian let you leave?”

      Thaddeus snorted. “Ess can be reasoned with. She’ll do what she has to in order to protect the archives. Crazy old mage should have retired ages ago, but she’ll protect the CCS with her life.”

      “I’m sorry for all of this.”

      “No, you don’t do that.” Thaddeus shook his head. “We don’t apologize for doing the job. All it does is slow us down. You look forward and do what needs to be done, hopefully with a little earned wisdom.”

      “So what’s to become of me?” I didn’t know if I was even part of the CCS anymore.

      “It’s been decided that you may retain your position as a CCS agent on probation. But as I said, the CCS is in chaos right now. You’ll be helping us rebuild and restart. No matter what Calista and I say, there will be people who don’t trust you.”

      “But you do?” I couldn’t help the hope in my voice.

      “Yes. You’ve continuously shown, even in your errors, that you put the CCS first.”

      “I haven’t though. I didn’t want people to know I was a pidge.”

      Thaddeus shrugged. “We all have a right to secrets. If that had been known, it would have hampered your work. It still might. Prejudices run deep. What we need is you in the field chasing down the Director. But if you stay here as an agent, we can’t have you doing that. We can’t run any operations until we know the organization is secure.”

      “Even though you trust me.”

      “Correct. I trust you to do the right thing for the CCS.”

      I felt like he was trying to tell me something. “Lilibet told me once that when you left the military, your troops thought it was a betrayal. But you wanted to keep them safe by eliminating the need for them to fight. You thought you could do that by taking your wife’s seat on the Council and working for the CCS again. You didn’t care what other people thought, and some of them still resent you, but you knew what you did was for the best.”

      “Yes. I see the same quality in you.”

      “And you trust me.”

      “Yes.” Thaddeus opened the door, and without turning to me, said, “You’re due to report in twenty minutes. I’ll tell Millhook to come see you.”

      “Thank you, Thaddeus.” I don’t know if he heard me. The door was already shut.

      Was he telling me what I thought he was? I had to be sure. If I got this one wrong, I didn’t think I’d be welcomed back. After everything I’d been through, I couldn’t return to a desk. It wasn’t just that I wanted to be in the field, it was that someone had to stop the Directorate. The CCS didn’t have the ability to and wouldn’t for quite some time. Once they were up and working at full speed, Marguerite would have an impossible head start.

      But was I simply trying to justify what I wanted?

      No. As Thaddeus said, I had always put the CCS first. He trusted me. Now I had to trust myself.

      A single knock preceded Millhook’s entrance to my room. “Thaddeus said you needed to see me. I couldn’t get a read on him. Did he tell you what they’ve decided?”

      “Yes, but first, can you get Alex?” I still hadn’t ported anyone other than myself, and I didn’t need to try now.

      “Sure.” Millhook reappeared so quickly that Alex was still in his panther form. “Now what did Thaddeus have to say?”

      Alex shifted, his eyes searching my face for answers. “Have they decided?”

      “Yes. I’m welcome to stay as a CCS agent, but I’d be on probation. The CCS will be in chaos for quite a while. They can’t run missions until they’re sure their operations are secure.”

      “They’re putting you on probation? That’s ridiculous. If it weren’t for you—”

      I held up a hand to stop Alex. “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.”

      “You have a choice here, Kat,” Alex said. “Don’t stay here and put up with this. This is their problem. Let them handle it.”

      “Thaddeus said he trusts me, that I always put the CCS first, and he’s right. This isn’t just their mess. I know I didn’t grow up as a mage, but I can’t stand by while innocent people die when there’s something I could do to prevent it. But you’re right, I can’t stay here. It would be a waste of time. Marguerite’s got what she wanted, the clock’s already ticking, and we’re several steps behind her.” I took a breath. “So I’m going to leave here and work on my own. It’s the only chance we have of stopping the Directorate.”

      “And where are you going to go?” Alex asked.

      “Since we’re pretty sure my mother hid all of her talismans on Earth, I figured that’s the best place to start.”

      Millhook rubbed his hands together. “Goody. The Millhook Detective Agency will have this solved in no time.”

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, I cracked a smile. “Naming issues aside, I don’t assume both of you will want to take part in this. It’s going to be dangerous, and there’s no end in sight. In fact, the only chance of this ending soon is if we die.”

      “And what are the chances you’re going to learn that we’re not going anywhere? If I didn’t come with you, I’d spend all my time worrying. The sooner we get working on this, the sooner we can put it all behind us,” Alex said.

      “And I’m on board as long as we form our own agency,” Millhook said.

      “We won’t have the resources of the CCS or the Council. It’s just going to be us, and I plan on sending back as much intelligence to the CCS as I can. I want you to know what you’re getting into.”

      “All I need to know is that you’re sure about this,” Alex said.

      “I am.”

      I looked to Millhook. He shrugged. “This sounds like fun.”

      “To Earth then.” I grabbed my satchel, the only thing of mine in the room, and nodded to Millhook. “We need to go now before my shift starts.” I wished I could say goodbye to Lilibet and Kellan, apologize for what I’d done, but they were as busy as I was. Time and space would have to be enough to mend our rift for now.

      The imp giggled and formed a portal. Alex walked through first, then I took one last look at my room, checked to make sure my satchel was secure over my shoulder, and stepped through. Millhook followed close behind, and the portal disappeared.

      I knew this place.

      “It’s about time you guys came back.”

      I knew that voice.

      Nicole stood in her bedroom doorway looking at the three of us in the middle of her living room. “And you,” she said with her finger pointed at me, “you could visit once in a while.”

      She ran and enveloped me in a hug. It was as if I hadn’t left her in Vienna months ago.

      “She decided to go with our plan,” Millhook said with a little giggle.

      Nicole stepped back from me and surveyed the three of us. “So we’re working together as a team?”

      Just like that, no questions, no guilt trip, just friendship. “A lot’s happened since Alex and Millhook left you. The situation has gotten more dangerous.”

      “Let me order a pizza and you can fill me in,” Nicole said while grabbing her phone.

      “Are you sure?” I couldn’t believe she was fine with me waltzing back into her life when I needed to.

      She put the phone down and gave me another hug. “Of course. Guildmates for life and best friends forever.” She pulled back and looked me in the eye. “You’re home now. Let’s get to work.”
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