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      Fear is a powerful force that holds many of us back every day.

      Overcoming fear requires constant effort, but it can be done.

      Here’s to everyone who faces fear daily. May you find the strength to overcome it.

      

      
        
        Alex

        Ichigo Ichie

        Kishi Kaisei

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

        
          Chapter 51

        

        
          Chapter 52

        

        
          Chapter 53

        

      

      
        
          Thank you for reading!

        

        
          Cast

        

        
          Glossary of Places & Foreign Words

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Follow me

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          More books by Stephanie Foxe

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was hot as hell in Sin City. Heat from the clear blue skies beat down on my back relentlessly. I had never regretted wearing a suit before this moment, but I would have given anything for a t-shirt and a hat. I made a mental note to have my suits runed with a cooling spell for any future visits to the surface of the sun.

      I tugged at my collar and hit the button for water on the vending machine impatiently. It whirred and the bottle dropped down. The icy coldness felt like heaven in my hand.

      Glancing down the sidewalk, I saw my target was still within sight, but just barely. I chugged the water as I headed his way, doing my best to look like an unhurried tourist. We had just passed the Venetian and were heading south.

      The Las Vegas Strip was not the den of debauchery you expected during the day. It was full of families pushing strollers and people shopping. The Strip had something for everyone: malls, restaurants, wedding chapels, hotels, bars, and of course gambling. And those are just the places accessible to prosaics. The magical underbelly of Las Vegas had a wild reputation.

      A glimpse of a red trench coat through the crowd on the street caught my attention and I groaned. Swift was stalking after our target, and she was way too close. If tailing too close wasn’t enough to give her away, that blood red duster she always wore would.

      I had told her to stay back, which, in hindsight, was a mistake. I should have told her to follow him as close as possible and then she would have stayed back. Reverse psychology works best with someone as stubborn as she was.

      Then again, the mistake was probably just making another bet. She was too competitive for her own good. And I was about to lose another wager if she didn't completely scare the guy off before either of us could grab him.

      I picked up my pace, walking as fast as I could without breaking out into a jog. The Strip might be less busy during the day, but it was still packed with people. A lady with a stroller meandered into my path and I barely avoided tripping over her baby. She then had the nerve to glare at me. I glared right back and kept moving.

      My target turned right and disappeared into a casino. Swift followed him just a few seconds later and I realized he must suspect he was being followed. He was trying to lose her. Gritting my teeth, I stopped trying to be circumspect about it and broke into a run. I had to catch up before this went completely sideways.

      I slowed just before entering the casino. Music pounded against my ears, mixed with the ringing of slot machines. The smoke-tinged air burned at the back of my throat. I was used to the smell, but the air in here was stale. They could have filtered out the smoke, but that was part of the ambiance in these kinds of establishments.

      Lights flashed overhead. They were enhanced with runetech, making them flicker and dance in a way natural light couldn't. A slot machine erupted with cheers as a patron won something, probably after spending double what they’d won. They jumped out of their seat, arms held overhead with pure glee.

      I hurried past the scene, scanning the room for any sign of Swift or the target. Two women stumbled into my path wearing heels so tall I was surprised they could walk at all. I steadied the one closest to me before she could fall into my chest.

      "Are you Steve?" she asked, closing one eye in an apparent attempt to see straight.

      "No, but I think I saw him go that way," I said, pointing over my shoulder. I didn’t know who the hell Steve was, but they were probably too wasted to find him anyhow. I just needed them out of my hair.

      "Oh! Thanks!" she said, dragging her friend away.

      I shook my head and cursed Swift for setting this guy off. This should have been a simple surveil and grab. Now, it was a pain in my ass.

      Someone grabbed my shoulder, startling me. I jerked around and saw it was Swift.

      "Do you see him?" she asked, glancing around, looking entirely too conspicuous.

      "You were the one right on his ass, how did you lose him?" I ask, exasperated.

      "I was not," she hissed. "I was keeping a good distance between us."

      "Ten paces is not a good distance. You spooked him."

      She narrowed her eyes. "Doesn't matter, if I still grab him first."

      "You don't even know where he is." I yanked my arm out of her grip. "Where did you lose him?"

      She pointed toward the far side of the room. "Over near the craps tables. He dropped something and ducked down, then he was gone."

      I groaned in frustration. He definitely knew he had a tail. "He's probably trying to get out a different exit. Come on."

      We fell into step together as we pushed our way toward the back of the casino. All these places had multiple entrances and exits that spit you out at various points along the strip. Everything was connected here. The hotels, malls, and casinos were linked together so that the tourists didn't have to go out into the relentless sunshine if they didn't want to. No one in their right mind would stay out there willingly unless they were sitting by a pool.

      "I think I see him," Swift said quietly, her gaze focused off to her right.

      "Don't do anything rash," I said, ready to grab her if she tried to charge the guy.

      "I'm not the one you need to give that advice to, Mr. Blowseverythingup," she muttered.

      "Shut up, and keep heading straight. I'll try to circle around from behind him," I said, breaking away from her.

      She nodded and continued forward silently, not looking back at me. I ducked between a couple of slot machines and walked as fast as I could through the crowd. The constant chiming of the slot machines was starting to grate on my nerves. This place was a maze too, intentionally built so that you had to wander to get anywhere, and so that it was near impossible to find an exit. I wondered how many people had given up and just unloaded their bank accounts into the flashing machines because they were tired of walking.

      I saw a flash of pink hair just a few yards away, then the startled face of our target as he looked back over his shoulder, illuminated by the bright Nevada sunshine. He pushed open the emergency exit. Sirens wailed overhead, cutting through the chatter and ring of the slot machines. He broke into a run, letting the door slam shut behind him. Swift burst through it two seconds later as I sprinted after them.

      Why couldn't anything ever just go according to plan?
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      A flare of pink magic shot above the heads of the pedestrians. Our target's reckless flight and Swift's pursuit had mostly cleared a path for me. I ran after them, shoving the overly curious out of my way.

      We were supposed to take this guy alive, and uninjured. Bradley wanted us to interrogate him, and scare him a little, but not too much. That was a lost cause at this point. Hell, the guy would probably need witness protection after this hit the news.

      I heard a gunshot ring out above the noise of the cars and my heart almost stopped in my chest. No one used guns anymore. They were practically artifacts after the introduction of magic. Any mage worth their salt could protect against that kind of attack with an anti high-velocity barrier, but they were so uncommon that we sometimes got lazy.

      The prosaics were already screaming and running, needing no prompting from me to get the hell away from the fight. It only made my progress harder.

      Fed up, I cast a wedge-shaped shield and ran straight ahead as fast as I could. The shield pushed the prosaics out of my way more effectively than I could on my own.

      "You slimy, fish-brained coward!" Swift's angry shout eased the panic I'd felt at the sound of gunfire.

      I caught up just in time to see Swift swinging her hammer at the wide-eyed man. His face turned slightly toward the mace as he popped off another shot that went wild, not hitting anywhere near Swift.

      "Don't kill him!" I shouted, futilely, as the mace connected with the front of his face. The blow lifted him from his feet and tossed him down the street like a paper bag with a sickening crunch.

      Swift cringed when she heard it and looked back toward me guiltily.

      I was about to yell at her when the guy's body glowed red...and lifted straight off the ground. He looked just as surprised as we did. And his face was bloodied, but not nearly as broken as it should have been. The magical glow pulsed and expanded into a sphere.

      "I thought he was a prosaic!" Swift shouted, adjusting her grip on her mace.

      "He is!" I shouted back as I ran toward him, placing a hand on my katana so I was ready to draw if he attacked.

      The guy twisted inside the red bubble and started trying to run. His legs flailed and he stayed exactly where he was, like a hamster on a wheel.

      “Why do I get the feeling that’s going to blow up?” Swift asked.

      The red magic pulsed brighter, as if on cue, and a shockwave of pure energy slammed into us. The bright flash of light momentarily blinded me but I was ready with a shield. It forced us back about ten feet, kicking up dust and concrete.

      The tall glass windows of the shopping mall next to us shattered. The shoppers inside screamed, not expecting to actually be injured while gawking at the fight.

      I dropped the shield, taking a gamble that there was only going to be one explosion, and sprinted forward. There was a tiny crater where the guy had been. I jumped over it and kept running. My instincts were telling me that was a diversion meant to make us think he was dead. I didn’t buy it. This guy had been billed as someone important to this drug ring we were hunting down. They wanted him protected, not blown up at the first sign of trouble.

      A large crowd was moving away from the epicenter of the explosion, but most of the people had their phones out. Only one person was actually sprinting away. I charged after him.

      “Do you see him?” Swift shouted as she followed me.

      “Yes!” I shouted back. “The one running!”

      “Got it!” She put on a burst of speed as her berserker magic flared around her. She shot past me, bounding from the roof of a parked car to a street lamp, then kicking off the side of a building to propel herself over the crowd.

      “That’s cheating!” I protested, unable to keep up with her extreme pace.

      She ignored me.

      “IMIB, freeze!” she shouted as she jumped through the air, landing on the guy’s back and disappearing from sight as they hit the ground. I could only hope that was a gentle tackle or our target was going to be seriously injured.

      Finally, I caught a break in the crowd and darted toward my partner. The target was struggling underneath her, yelling incoherently. She yanked something out of his hands and tossed it aside. A gun skittered across the ground, just out of his reach. I was tempted to incinerate it, but we needed it for evidence.

      Swift yanked his arms behind his back and cuffed him. We used a different type of restraint than the prosaic police. It dampened any magic the person had on or inside them. The man slumped to the ground as soon as they clamped around his wrists. Typically, the people we arrested couldn’t be contained by simple metal cuffs and the back seat of a patrol car.

      She moved to the side and began searching him. She patted down his arms, then his waist. Her brows creased as her hand hit something in his pocket. Pulling his jacket aside, she reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out something odd.

      “What on earth is this?” she wondered aloud as she turned the small, white orb over in her hand.

      “No clue,” I said, pulling out an evidence bag. She dropped it in and I held it up at eye level, examining it as well. It looked inconsequential, but there was a tiny pulse of magic coming from it. “It could be whatever powered that explosive shield.”

      “I thought so too, but I think that’s this bracelet he’s wearing. It’s runed,” she said, holding up the second thing she’d found. It was clearly marked with runes that indicated it did exactly that.

      “Well, the techs can figure it out,” I said with a shrug. This guy was supposed to be a messenger, but this kind of magic was something I’d expect to see on a mafia boss. It could be something he’d bought for himself. I lowered the evidence bag and turned my glare on my partner. “You cheated.”

      She looked back at me with a smug grin, brushing her pink hair back out of her face. “I won, and you know what that means.”

      “You spooked him on purpose to make it easier to grab him, didn’t you?” I asked, my eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “I did not! I would never jeopardize the case for something so petty, and immature, and ––” she abruptly stopped when she saw me fighting back a grin. “Don’t be such a sore loser.”

      “Is he hurt?” I asked, nodding toward the still immobilized man she was kneeling on.

      “Oh, probably,” she said with a shrug as she rose to her feet. “I felt something crack when I tackled him.”

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “You realize prosaics are breakable, right?”

      “He’s not dead,” she said matter of factly. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      

      Swift and I were starting to work together better but we both had a competitive streak. She’d been winning a suspicious number of our wagers lately. I was going to have to be more careful about the rules for the next one.

      “Arrange for a medical pickup. And you get to tell Bradley the guy got spooked and ran,” I said with a put-upon sigh.

      She grimaced at that, losing the smug look.
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      “I have no idea what that is,” the tech said, sliding the device back to us. He was a younger guy, and a new tech. I’d always worked with an older guy named Denzie-something, who hadn’t actually been that helpful. Word around the office was that he’d “retired” and they’d brought in fresh blood. The new guy had introduced himself as Paulie and seemed like he actually was thirty years old. It was unsettling. I wasn’t used to working with anyone under seventy-five, and most were much older. It was hard to explain to prosaics but a mage can generally sense the age of another mage in their magical signature. Since we age so slowly, it’s not something you could tell based on looks alone.

      “Best I can tell, it’s not dangerous. Well...at least it won’t blow up. Since I don’t know what it does do, it might be super dangerous,” Paulie said, wrapping up his feedback on the strange white orb we’d found on our target.

      Swift pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Any chance it’s a recording device? Or that it’s transmitting some kind of signal?”

      Paulie shrugged. “I mean, if it is, it’s something completely new. All I can confirm is that it was made with a combination of natural materials and magic, that it still contains magic, and that it will respond to some kind of magical stimulus. Here, watch this.” He snapped his fingers, summoning a small flame. He held his finger right over the orb, waving it back and forth. The orb rolled after the finger as though it were magnetized.

      “Huh,” I said, putting my hands in my pockets. “It just seems like a toy.”

      “Why would he have had a toy in his pocket?” Swift asked, slightly exasperated.

      “We don’t know anything about this guy yet. I’m not saying this isn’t something more nefarious, but it does behave like a simple toy,” I said, waving my hand at it. Turning to Paulie, I asked, “Can you run any more tests?”

      The tech shook his head. “Maybe one or two, but I have to process all of that,” he said, pointing at a stack of boxes that completely covered the far wall. “Last guy hadn’t done much of anything for months before he left. The only reason I could look at this today was because your case has priority.”

      Swift sighed irritably and snatched up the device, dropping it back in the evidence bag. “Alright, thanks for the safety check. We’ll work on it.”

      Paulie nodded and turned back to his other work. Swift glared at the evidence bag in her hand, as if personally offended she couldn’t figure out what it was.

      “Ready to interrogate Mr. Johnson? He should be out of medical by now,” I asked.

      “Yes, maybe he can tell us what this is,” she said, tucking the bag into her pocket. “Then you’re buying me lunch, as agreed.”

      I groaned. She wanted to go to some shady, hole-in-the-wall pub in London. I hated going to London. “Fine.”

      “I feel like we’re missing something,” Swift said as we left the tech’s office. “He was supposed to be a mid-level target, but he had advanced defensive magic on him. That spell had to be pricey.”

      “He could have gotten it himself if he was worried he was being followed,” I suggested. “Granted, I don’t like it either. He seemed as surprised as we did by how the spell reacted.”

      Swift shook her head and we stepped onto the elevator that would take us back up to our offices. “Bradley said this guy was seen handing off drugs to that shifter pack we've been investigating in Las Vegas. That's not a group you just fall in with. They vet their suppliers and they can smell magic. They would be suspicious of anything he was carrying. No way he'd risk bringing a toy or something equally dumb along with powerful defensive magic."

      "I wonder if they could smell it though. It barely emits any magic at all.”

      Swift held up the bag, examining it critically. “We should ask Lopez.” She changed directions to head toward the sergeant's office.

      "What you were saying about how the pack vets the people they deal has this whole thing making even less sense. This guy has no living family and no criminal history. He's almost suspiciously clean," I said, scratching at two-day-old stubble. I really needed to shave, but hadn't found the time yet.

      "Someone had to vouch for him," Swift agreed with a nod.

      We strolled into Lopez's office through the already open door. She was gathering her things and wasn't dressed in her usual understated suit. Instead, she was wearing a sparkly black dress. Her dark brown hair hung loose around her face in soft curls. She had on heels that made her at least five inches taller than normal. She probably came up all the way to my shoulder now.

      "Hey Lopez," Swift said in greeting. "Do you have a minute to see if you can smell any magic on me?"

      Lopez chuckled. "You always smell like magic. It comes out of your pores."

      "Do you have a date?" I asked, still shocked at her appearance.

      "No, Blackwell, I'm just headed straight home to eat a frozen pizza with my cat," Lopez said sarcastically. "Obviously I have a date, and no I'm not telling you who with." She turned back to Swift. "Why are you asking if I can smell magic on you?"

      Swift lifted the evidence bag and opened it. "We're trying to see if a werewolf would have been able to tell if a suspect had this on him during a meeting with them."

      Lopez closed her eyes and inhaled, her nose twitching as she processed all the scents in the room. She frowned and walked closer, sniffing the bag itself.

      She opened her eyes and shrugged. "Doesn't smell like anything to me. Like, literally nothing. Not magic, not plastic, not anything. If someone had that on them, I'd have no idea they had it until I saw it."

      I frowned and glared at the object. I hated mysteries. "I've never heard of anything like that."

      "Me neither," Lopez said, patting me on the shoulder. "Good luck. I can help more tomorrow, but I am not going to be late tonight."

      "Have fun, and tell him I said hi," Swift said with a grin.

      "Will do," Lopez said before hurrying out of her office with a wave goodbye.

      I turned to face Swift, suspicious. "Tell him you said hi? You know who it is?"

      "Of course I do. Lopez and I are friends," she said as she resealed the evidence bag and tucked it in her pocket.

      "Well, who is it?"

      "She said not to tell you." She brushed past me and left the office.

      I hurried after her. "I'm your partner, you can't keep secrets from me!"

      "Sure I can," Swift said, completely unconcerned.

      "Why did she tell you and not me?"

      "Because we're actually friends, you're just the idiot that keeps blowing things up," Swift said with a smug grin.

      I glared at her and thought, once again, about demanding a new partner. It would be a waste of time though. Bradley loved her, just like everyone else. No one cared that she was a total pain in my ass.

      "We should go talk to Mr. Johnson. I'm getting hungry," she said, completely unconcerned that I was trying to kill her with my eyes.

      "Fine."
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      Adam Johnson was about my height, but thin and twitchy. He had a cheap haircut, a cheaper suit, and the wild-eyed look of someone who knew he was in deep shit. His hands rapped out a nervous beat on the metal table he was cuffed to. Every few seconds he shifted his feet and glanced at the door behind him or the two-way mirror. His eyes narrowed as he tried to catch a of glimpse of whoever was standing behind it.

      “He does not strike me as a criminal mastermind,” Swift said, taking a sip of black coffee. She’d removed her trench coat and rolled up the sleeves of her black button-up shirt.

      “He does look guilty though,” I said, gesturing toward Johnson as he sighed and twisted around in his chair again.

      Swift snorted. “That’s an understatement. He looks scared too.”

      “You did almost turn him into a prosaic pancake,” I said with a smirk.

      “He lived.” She chugged the remaining dregs of her coffee and tossed the cup in the trash. “Let’s go see if he’s scared enough to talk.”

      We left the observation room and walked around to the entrance to the interrogation room. I let Swift enter first, and his reaction was immediate. He cringed away from her, clearly terrified. She strolled toward the far side of the table, dropping a file between them. The loud smack of paper against metal made him flinch.

      I shut the door and he flinched again. This guy was very jumpy. Not exactly the reaction you’d get from a hardened criminal.

      He pushed back in his chair, trying to keep both of us in his line of vision.

      “Mr. Adam Johnson,” Swift said, planting her hands on the table and towering over him. “You want to save us all some time and confess?”

      His face paled even further. “Wh–what?”

      She sighed and shook her head, her lips pressed together in a thin line of disapproval. “Playing dumb isn’t going to save you.”

      “I don't...I don’t know anything,” he stuttered out while looking back at me frantically like I might save him from my partner. “I didn’t do anything!”

      Swift’s eyes were cold as she pinned him in place with her glare. “We both know that’s a lie.”

      I walked toward him slowly, staying behind him so he felt trapped. His whole body was shaking now. This guy was scared out of his mind. I hadn’t expected this strong of a reaction.

      “No, look, you don’t understand. I don’t know anything. I swear. I didn’t do anything...I didn’t...it was someone else,” he said, his voice cracking as big, fat tears slipped down his cheeks. His skin had gone so pale I was surprised he hadn’t passed out.

      Swift walked closer and sat on the edge of the table right in front of him. “If someone else is responsible, then I need a name.”

      He licked his lips, his movements still twitchy. “I’ll tell you if you give me back the orb.”

      Tilting her head to the side, she pulled the evidence bag containing the orb from her pocket. “You mean this?”

      His body stilled for a split second, then he exploded out of his seat. “I need it! GIVE IT BACK!” Chains snapped tight against the anchor for his cuffs, as he tried to reach for the object.

      “The name first,” Swift demanded, dangling it in front of his face.

      His mouth opened, but instead of speaking, he emitted a strange keening noise. The sound turned to a gurgle, then he began to spasm. His pale skin turned completely white.

      Swift jumped back, narrowly avoiding a spray of black goo. “What the hell –– MEDIC!”

      I ran and smacked the emergency button near the door. “Swift, get away from him!”

      Another spray of fluid arced through the air, punctuated by Johnson’s panicked scream. The chains rattled against the table as he flailed in his chair.

      She darted behind him and stopped next to me near the door. “His skin is falling off his body. He looks like a zombie.”

      His chest heaved but the spasms stopped. His head rolled back as he twisted his face toward us. Swift was right, skin and muscle was slipping from his bones.

      “Help me,” he gasped, trying to reach toward us, shackles hanging loose around a bony wrist.

      His eyes bulged in his head and his entire body stiffened. I grabbed Swift by the arm and shoved her outside, throwing myself after her.

      There was a wet splat as bits of his body hit the walls, ceiling, and the two-way mirror. The walls were painted in chunky gore.

      “Did he just...explode?” Swift asked, her hand coming up to cover her mouth. The smell wafting from the room was not pleasant.

      I took another step back from the door. “Yeah, I think he did.”

      She held the evidence bag a little away from herself, staring at it. “He wanted this really badly. He was acting like his life depended on it.”

      “Maybe it did,” I said, raising a brow. This was going to take a lot of paperwork.
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      It had been a long day and our case had left us with more questions than answers. I trudged up the steps to the Manor, pausing on the top one. I'd moved here a few days after I got the deed back to keep an eye on Bootstrap, and get a little space from Yui.

      She'd practically stolen my bed back at the apartment, and everywhere I turned, she was right there. Now that we were in the Manor, I barely saw her. My Oreos still kept disappearing though. No matter where I hid them.

      It almost felt normal to walk through the front door again. Today, however, I was strongly considering heading back to Tokyo and sleeping in my empty apartment rather than dealing with all the memories that haunted this place.

      Shaking off the pointless melancholy, I opened the front door to the Manor. The wards sprang to life letting out an eardrum-shattering wail. A shimmering shield engulfed the outside of the house and the walls groaned as they were hit with a shockwave of magic.

      I dropped my bag and drew my katana as adrenaline rushed through me. There was no one behind me, and nothing had been damaged, but if the wards were going off, there had to be a reason.

      “Don’t kill me!” Bootstrap shouted as he ran down the staircase in his boxers and a dingy, black robe. “And don't touch anything!”

      I sheathed my sword and ground my teeth together. This was the other reason I hadn't wanted to come inside. Bootstrap had been fiddling with things. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’ve been working on the wards just like you asked,” he said, sweeping past me to shut the front door. His hands flew over the wood, drawing runes almost faster than my eyes could process. I’d never seen anyone create runes that quickly. The clanging ceased and blessed silence fell over the house.

      “It sounds like you’ve been breaking them,” I muttered, rubbing my ear. There was still a faint ringing that would probably take a half hour to fade. That had been loud.

      Bootstrap rolled his eyes. “You have no appreciation for how hard this is. You’re lucky I can even access them. Most people would have given up, or died.”

      "A little warning that I'm going to set off the wards next time would be appreciated," I said testily. About every other day, I intensely regretted letting Bootstrap live here. Then, he would finally fix something and I'd change my mind. He was just useful enough to outweigh how talkative he was.

      "It's not my fault you keep finding surprising new ways to trigger things," he dismissed with a wave of his hand. "Also, that guy exploding in the interrogation room was disgusting. You're so lucky you got out of there in time."

      I sighed and headed toward the kitchen. "Stop hacking the IMIB video feed."

      "Why? I get to see all sorts of hilarious shit," he protested, trailing after me like a lost puppy.

      "You're going to get caught." I set my bag down on the kitchen counter and pulled open the refrigerator door. It was mostly empty, but the box of my take-out was still there.

      Bootstrap snorted. "Those idiots can't catch me. The IMIB has some of the most talentless security guys on their payroll I've ever seen. Honestly, a kid could hack it."

      “It’s still illegal. Stop it.” I tossed my leftovers in the microwave and opened the cabinet where I’d stashed some Oreos. I grabbed the package, only to discover it was suspiciously light. Ripping back the foil, I glared at the empty rows. Slowly, I raised my head toward Bootstrap. “Where is Yui?”

      He took a step back, lifting his hands. “I don’t know. Haven’t seen her all day.”

      I tossed the package on the counter and dragged my hands through my hair. I was going to have to start setting up protective runes on the cabinets.

      Knowing Yui, she was probably sleeping on my bed again or something equally annoying. The microwave beeped and I grabbed my food and a fork. I was used to getting to come home and be alone. Even living in a fifteen thousand square foot Manor, my two squatters always seemed to be in the way.

      “Try not to break anything while I eat dinner,” I warned before heading toward the stairs.

      “I’m fixing stuff! It’s just difficult!” Bootstrap shouted at my retreating back.

      I ate out of the carton on my way upstairs. The food at that pub Swift had dragged me to was lacking, to say the least. I’d picked at the dish I’d ordered, then spent the rest of the day slowly starving to death. After a few bites, my stomach no longer felt like it was trying to eat itself.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I peeked into the library to see if Yui happened to be hiding out there. It was a massive room that stretched up two stories with a balcony that wrapped around the upper level for access to the books that would otherwise be out of reach. It smelled like leather, with a hint of smokiness from the fireplace. Moonlight shone through the tall window on the far wall. During the day, it lit the place up, but tonight, the soft light simply cast the room in shadows.

      There was no sign of Yui in here, so I continued toward the room I’d claimed. It had been one of the guest bedrooms, but it had a nice view of the back gardens, not that those were worth looking at right now. I’d have to hire a gardener to tear out all the weeds and replant the thing this spring.

      I paused next to the door that led to my father’s office. It had become a ritual. I’d stop here and hesitate, suddenly aware of the weight of the family ring I’d found in my father’s desk on my hand, then head to my room and try to ignore it for another night.

      Shaking my head, I took a step away, prepared to do just that, but at the last moment I whirled around and pushed the door open. It swung inward soundlessly and I stared into the dark room. It was still slightly musty, but I could remember how it used to be. My father would have had the curtains drawn back and the windows thrown open. My mother would have been in and out all day, though she spent most of her time in the basement working on secret projects.

      I took a step inside and walked straight toward the windows. Dust billowed from the curtain as I yanked it back. Coughing, I took a step back and set my food on a shelf, out of harm’s way before pulling open the other side. The sun was setting, so it barely brightened the room, but it did make it feel less claustrophobic.

      The place felt like a tomb of sorts. Some days I wanted to clean it out, but every time I started, I couldn’t bear the idea of it. It was probably all in my head, but I felt like something was waiting for me here. He’d left me the family ring –– something I’d never seen him take off my entire life.

      I walked to the bookcase and ran my hand over the leather-bound tomes. Most of these books were older than I was. They were preserved with magic so they could be read without damaging them. My father had done it himself every time he added a book to his collection.

      The Adventures of Hercules caught my eye and I pulled it off the shelf with a smile. I’d read that book laying on the floor of this very office while my father worked one summer. Slipping it back on the shelf, I felt a strange surge hit the palm of my hand.

      I jerked my hand away and rubbed my palm. The ring on my finger was strangely warm, almost hot, though it didn’t burn. I twisted the ring and examined it, unsure if the magic had come from the ring itself, or the bookcase.

      Carefully, I pulled half the books off of that shelf and examined the wood. Nothing stood out. There were no runes or markings. I didn’t sense any magic emanating from it either. I glanced down at the ring, then lifted my hand and held it near the shelf.

      The ring warmed again and I saw a faint glow in the corner of the shelf. I wouldn’t have seen it with books still on the shelf, it was very well hidden. Going on my instincts, I pressed my hand against the side of the shelf and pushed.

      The bookcase...moved. I pressed a little harder and felt the unmistakable shift of magic under my fingers. The ring glowed slightly and I realized it was more than just my family signet. It was a key. With a gentle shove, the bookcase swung in toward what should have been the wall.

      Lights sprung to life immediately, illuminating the small space. It was barely large enough to walk into. On a shelf, carved into the stone wall a few feet away, sat a chest about two feet wide. It was made of wood and metal that gleamed dully in the soft lighting. Despite that, I had a sense that it was very old.

      I tested the door to make sure it wouldn’t swing shut as soon as I stepped in the little room, then walked over to the chest. Delicate patterns –– engraved and inlaid with gold leaf –– adorned the lid, extending over the side in a V-shaped pattern. There was no visible lock.

      I passed my hands over the top and edges of the chest, being careful not to touch it. It seemed completely devoid of magic, which surprised me. My father wasn't one to collect prosaic items, and if he'd built a secret room, surely the chest and whatever was in it was important.

      Tentatively, I poked the chest. Nothing happened. I poked it harder, but it didn't move or react in any other way. Whatever was in there was heavy though.

      "Well, guess it won't blow up," I muttered to myself.

      I grabbed the lid and tried to open it, but it didn't budge. Bracing myself, I tried prying it open from two different directions, but all I had to show for it when I was done were sore arms.

      After that, I tried picking it up, but it was too heavy. I'd have to get Swift to try eventually if I couldn't open it.

      I could use magic and force it open, but I was hesitant to. It could damage it, or whatever my father had stored in it. There had to be some kind of a key. The ring had let me in here, so it was likely tied to my family line in some way.

      I turned back to the door and examined the back of it. There were extensive runes carved into the wood.

      They had been done by hand with broad, rough strokes as though whoever had cast them had been in a rush.

      Frowning, I traced one. Both of my parents were meticulous about their magic. They didn't cast carelessly or draw messy runes. Perhaps, if they'd been in a rush, they would have sacrificed their usual technique.

      That made me wonder if he had created this right before he'd been killed. Had the chest been in here before? Was he worried about it being taken? I dropped my hand and stared at the markings, the last question pounding in my head.

      Had he known he was going to die?
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      The Rune Rail swayed gently and I leaned my head back against the headrest. Swift had texted me early this morning that she had figured something out, and asked me to meet her at the office. So, I was up an hour earlier than I needed to be.

      I picked up my phone and texted Swift to let her know I was about to arrive in Moira, and that she better have my matcha latte. If she wanted me there at this hour, caffeine was mandatory.

      I received an alert that she’d replied right away, but when I opened the message, it was just letters and numbers garbled together. That was odd. Swift was as anal about spelling as she was about following the rules.

      Glancing around the train, I noticed a few other people frowning at their phones. Signal issues happened occasionally while on the Rune Rail. One couldn’t expect technology to work perfectly while wrapped up in this much magic.

      My skin tingled as the train slowed and the familiar wave of magic passed through the train car. I shuddered slightly as I rose from my seat. The crowd shifted as everyone lined up to exit on both sides of the Rune Rail.

      I yawned, covering my mouth with the back of my hand. Maybe I should stop on the way and get something to drink just in case Swift had ignored me. After a moment, I noticed a nervous energy in the crowd. That’s when I realized the doors hadn’t opened.

      The person closest to the exit looked around as if to check that they weren't crazy, then tugged on the door in an attempt to make it slide open.

      "What's going on?" A woman a few people behind me asked.

      "The doors aren't opening. They should have by now, right?" Someone else asked.

      "Let me look at it, I'm an IMIB detective," I said as I pushed forward, squeezing past someone. The guy directly in front of the door moved to the side to give me room. Nothing was wedged in it, or in its way. There were no alarms going off. The doors should have opened.

      The whole Rune Rail shuddered slightly. Someone behind me screamed, but it was quickly cut off.

      “Scoot back,” I warned, motioning for everyone to squeeze against the other side of the Rune Rail. Everyone’s eyes were wide with fear. The Rune Rail had never been late. Never broken down. And definitely hadn’t ever trapped everyone inside like a faulty elevator. Something was really wrong.

      I drew my katana, flipped it around, and wedged the length of the blade in the door. A normal, prosaic sword would break or dull with such treatment, but I knew mine wouldn’t.

      Putting all my weight behind it, I pulled the handle to one side and twisted. The door groaned under the assault. I adjusted my grip and pushed harder, putting a little magic into it.

      With a loud screech, the doors snapped open so hard the entire car shook and I fell back, just barely catching my footing. A wave of heat hit me through the now open doors.

      The entire platform was on fire.

      I stepped out of the car and cast a quick shield behind me to protect the open door. "Everyone stay where you are!"

      The crowd pressed back against the other side of the car, trying to stay away from the fire, and the danger. People were screaming in the distance, but the immediate vicinity was deathly quiet.

      On the platform directly across from me was another rail car. The sleek metal frame was bent, twisted, and blackened from the flames still burning inside of it. All of the damage indicated that whatever had done this, had been inside of the rail car itself. Long strips of metal curved backward as though they had been clawed through.

      My mind could barely process what I was seeing. I had no idea what had started the fire, but it didn't appear to be here anymore. At least, not that I could see.

      It had left bodies in its wake though. Men, women, and children lay scattered on the concrete floor of the platform. The smell of burning flesh filled my nose and I had to swallow down the need to vomit.

      I crept forward with my katana in hand, following the trail of destruction. Halfway down the platform was a ring of smoldering fire. The ground itself had been scorched and blackened. In the center of the ring lay a woman in bright, silvery armor. Her wings, once perfectly white, were charred and broken.

      “That’s not possible,” I whispered as I ran forward, dropping to one knee next to her.

      The valkyrie's long, blonde hair was flecked with blood. Her eyes were vacant. I checked for a pulse even though I knew it was pointless. Her skin was cold and her heart wasn't beating. She was dead.

      That shouldn't be possible. The valkyrie were as good as unbeatable. If something could kill one of them, then what could it do to Moira?

      A flash of light blinded me. I threw my arm up in front of my face and squeezed my eyes shut. A foot hit my arm, knocking me back a few feet. I slid to a stop and jumped back to my feet, drawing my katana.

      “Don’t touch my sister, you filthy mage!”

      Another valkyrie in full battle gear stood over the one I’d found. She was wreathed in light so bright I could barely look at her. Her magic pounded against my mind like a drum. How could anyone hurt, much less kill, a creature this powerful?

      “What killed her?” I asked, keeping my distance.

      She ignored me completely as she knelt next to her sister. With careful movements, she slid her arms under the other valkyrie’s shoulders and legs and picked her up.

      “Please, let me help you! Who attacked Moira?” I asked again, desperate for answers. This shouldn’t have been possible.

      The valkyrie finally turned her cold eyes to me. “It’s none of your concern.”

      With a flash of light, they both disappeared, leaving me alone in the blackened ring.
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      I was furious. There had to be at least a hundred people dead on this platform, and all that stuck up bird woman had to say was ‘none of your concern’. I hurried toward the damaged Rune Rail to search for survivors or any further threats.

      A quick glance at my phone confirmed that I still had no signal, so I couldn't call for backup. The fact that the place wasn't already swarming with IMIB agents and magisters worried me. It's possible they were still under attack outside of the Rune Rail station.

      The people that I had shared a Rune Rail with were still huddled inside the car behind the shield. It didn't seem right to leave them there alone, but if no one showed up in the next few minutes, I'd have to go and see how bad the damage was outside. They weren't completely defenseless. After all, you had to have magic in your blood to even enter Moira, but being able to use magic didn't make you a warrior.

      Quick footsteps echoed through the platform, cutting through the unnatural silence. I carefully looked through the mangled sides of the Rune Rail. Three magisters ran down the stairs, their dark robes flowing around them. Their magic was fully unbound and fire danced around their hands.

      I stepped out with my hands up so as not to startle them. "I'm an IMIB agent, what the hell is going on?"

      "Is it still here?" the tallest one demanded. He was clearly the most powerful of the three and wore an insignia on his robes that denoted his rank within the guild as Marshal. It took years to reach that level, and it couldn't be obtained by who you knew, you had to be powerful in your own right. It made sense that the Mage's Guild would send out a team with a mage like that on it. Whatever had attacked the Rune Rail was more than just powerful, they were deadly.

      "Is what still here? I didn't see anything, everyone was dead when our Rune Rail arrived," I said, gesturing toward it. I almost added on that I'd seen a valkyrie as well, but something told me to hold that little piece of information back.

      "Spread out and keep searching," the apparent leader of the trio ordered. They brushed past me with as little concern as the valkyrie.

      "Is it safe to get these people out of here?" I shouted after them. I was tempted to follow them, but someone had to get these people to safety, and I needed to know how bad the damage was outside of the Rune Rail.

      The leader paused and looked back at me. "That's the IMIB's job to decide, not ours."

      I ground my teeth together and decided that the next person to refuse to give me a straight answer was going to get beheaded. I jogged back to the train car I'd arrived on and cautioned everyone to stay put until I had back up to escort them to safety.

      The escalator that led to the upper levels had been crushed and mangled. One side of the staircases looked usable, but I would have to climb one section. I sheathed my katana and made my way up as quickly as I could.

      Every platform I passed had been damaged, though some not as badly. Whatever had attacked the Rune Rail seemed to have done the most damage where it arrived, then simply made its way up, toward Moira itself.

      I picked up my pace, fear and sick anticipation giving me speed. If it could do this much damage here, in the most protected part of Moira, I could only imagine what it could do to the city itself.

      Finally, I reached the top level of the Rune Rail which merged into Moira. The area immediately outside the Rune Rail was just as damaged. The shops closest to the platform were completely demolished. Whatever had attacked had been large. One of the shops had what looked like a crater in the side of it. Water spewed from a broken pipe near the top of the building which had put out the fire, but the rest of the buildings were still smoldering.

      That same blackened ring I'd seen on the platform was here too, only it was bigger. The ground inside the ring was torn up as if something had clawed at it. Just beyond it, however, the damage abruptly stopped. The valkyrie must have finally defeated it here, but there was no body.

      At the edge of the damage, I saw a line of magisters that looked like they were holding back a crowd. The sounds of an argument drifted through the destruction, including a voice I recognized.

      "You're going to let me through, or I'm going to beat your face into the ground," Swift shouted, shoving the magister back so hard he almost fell over. The magisters were blocking the group of IMIB agents she'd brought with her. Her magic flared visibly around her. That was not a good sign for them. "You have no right to try and keep the IMIB out of any area of Moira, much less the scene of an attack!"

      "Attacking a magister is a serious offense," one of the black-robed magisters tried to argue.

      "Enough," someone said, stepping around Swift. I recognized her instantly, as did the magister.

      Director Renee Harland was a steely-eyed woman who'd quickly risen through the ranks of the Mage's Guild during the Mage Wars. She'd been appointed as the Director of the IMIB about ten years after it was founded and had a reputation for getting things done. She'd kept the IMIB and the Mage's Guild working together for as long as she'd been in charge, and as far as I was concerned, that was an amazing feat. "Get your people the hell out of our way. We're on the same side here."

      The magister moved aside without further argument. She began shouting orders to the IMIB agents with her and they flowed down toward the Rune Rail, each of them armed to the teeth with their magic at the ready.

      "Swift!" I shouted, jogging toward the group.

      She looked up at the sound of her name, and the energy crackling around her faded. She jogged toward me, meeting me halfway, then punched me in the shoulder, hard.

      "Damnit Blackwell, I thought you were dead."

      "Ow! Are you sure you weren't hoping I was dead?" I asked, rubbing at my now bruised arm.

      "What happened?" she asked, looking relieved but not the least bit apologetic.

      "I don't know, when I arrived, the platform was on fire and everyone was already dead. What happened up here?"

      She shook her head. "No clue. We started getting emergency calls, but they were all cut off abruptly. By the time anyone got here, it looked like this."

      "Did the Mage's Guild get here first?"

      "Yes, but only by a few minutes," she said, glancing at one of the magisters talking to Director Harland. Another car arrived and Chief Bradley jumped out, hurrying over to her side.

      I stopped one of the lower ranked IMIB agents running past us. "There are people waiting in the undamaged Rune Rail car on level eight coming from London. Grab a few more agents, then escort them somewhere safe. Got it?"

      He nodded and hurried off to do as ordered.

      "How bad is it everywhere else?" I asked.

      "There's no damage past this point. Absolutely none."

      I rubbed my hand over my jaw. This attack didn't make sense. My brain simply couldn't accept it. "What could do this?"

      Swift barked out a laugh. "Thirty minutes ago, I would have said nothing."

      I looked around at the devastation. "Do you think Fate could do something like this?"

      She paused at that. "We don't know what he can do. Manipulating what we can see doesn't mean he can destroy things, why else would he want or need people to act for him?"

      I shook my head and stared blankly at the damage. This was a disaster. I spotted someone near the edge of the damage that, for a split second, I thought was Yui, but she disappeared as soon as I looked directly at her.

      “You texted me earlier that you had figured something out on that drug ring case. What was it?” I asked, as we walked around the edge of the perimeter, surveying the damage.

      “Oh, right. I’d completely forgotten,” she said, rubbing her eyes tiredly. “I was messing with that little white orb we found on the guy and made some progress. It has some magic stored inside it, but it also seems to be able to receive a faint signal. A magical signal.”

      “So someone could control it remotely?”

      She shrugged. “Theoretically? It’s hard to say exactly without seeing it in action. It’s capable of it, but I couldn’t tell you what kind of signal it would receive, or how it would cause the device to react.”

      “The tech was sure it wouldn’t blow up, right?”

      “Yeah, and I’m sure too. It’s not capable of doing any damage. It’s just...” her words faded off and she stopped walking.

      “What?” I asked, looking around with concern. The devastation here was just as bad as everywhere else, but I didn’t see anything that would cause her stop like that.

      “The Edge,” she whispered.

      I followed her hand to where she was pointing and my heart stopped. The force field, always thought to be impenetrable, was cracked.

      "What the hell did this?" Swift asked, in horrified awe.

      "Whatever did it, managed to kill a valkyrie," I said quietly. "I saw her before the magisters showed up. Another valkyrie came and took her away. I’m keeping that to myself for now though."

      Mage’s Guild employees were standing near the crack talking amongst themselves. Director Harland and Bradley stood off to the side with another of them, and the Director appeared to be demanding answers.

      “Are you sure she was dead?”

      I nodded. “One hundred percent.”

      “Shit.”
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      Bradley stood at the front of the room next to the two other IMIB Chiefs that headed up the other two divisions. He stepped forward and cleared his throat. All the chatter died down.

      

      "Four hundred and ninety-two innocent people were killed on the Rune Rail and in the immediate area outside of it. And right now, we cannot assure the people that travel to and from Moira that another attack will not happen. We know nothing, and that has to change." He paced the length of the stage with his hands clasped behind his back, looking more somber than I'd ever seen him. “Security is being added to the Rune Rail system, as well as all high traffic areas in Moira. A team of agents selected from the IMIB and the Mage’s Guild will work together to solve this case. Anyone that discovers any information concerning what happened should bring it forward immediately. No going rogue and trying to solve it yourself." His eyes strayed toward me for a split second as he stepped to the side.

      A video began playing on the wall screen behind him. Viktor and a Mage’s Guild employee, their own coroner from the looks of it, stood in front of an autopsy table. A man lay on the table, his body covered by a sheet from the waist down.

      Holding his hands out over the remains, Viktor began to chant. His eyes turned black, and darkness creeped through the veins on his face. The man rose from the table, his arms twitching from all the magic.

      “What is your name?” Viktor asked, his Russian accent slipping through.

      “Martin...Newman,” the corpse said hesitantly. His eyes flicked between the two men standing next to him. “Where am I?”

      “You are dead, and I need to ask you questions about the circumstances of your death,” Viktor said calmly, his dark eyes holding Newman’s attention.

      The corpse’s body began to shake slightly, as though he were afraid. “It killed me.”

      “What killed you?” The Mage’s Guild employee demanded, stepping closer and edging around Viktor.

      Newman shook his head rapidly from side to side. “No! Nooooo!”

      Viktor flexed his hands and Newman abruptly stopped, his body relaxing slightly. “What killed you?” he asked, repeating the question. The black veins on his face pulsed as if he were putting the force of his magic behind his question.

      Newman’s jaw opened and shut, his lips trembling as he tried to answer. “They’re trying to fight it, but they’re losing! They can’t lose! It’s going to kill us!” His voice became more and more frantic with every word.

      “What is attacking them?” the Mage’s Guild employee demanded.

      Newman tilted his head back and screamed. It was piercing, and full of terror. His eyes rolled back in his head and he began to shake violently, as though he were having a seizure.

      “What is wrong with him?” the Mage’s Guild employee asked.

      “His mind has been damaged,” Viktor said thoughtfully. “Not physically, but psychologically. He will be unable to answer any more questions.”

      The video stopped and Bradley turned back around. “Despite the coroner’s assessment, they continued to attempt to question the victim for fifteen more minutes. Martin Newman was unable to describe what attacked him, or give any coherent answers to their questions.” Bradley put his hands behind his back and shook his head. “The coroner was able to reanimate ten other victims yesterday, and every single one of them resulted in the same thing. They can tell us nothing about what killed them.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What bothers me is that no one fought back,” Lopez said tapping her pen against the table. We’d all gathered in her and Danner’s office after the big meeting. Everyone was a little shell-shocked, but we couldn't stop discussing what we’d seen. We all wanted answers.

      “Everyone has gotten soft since the war. People don’t know how to fight anymore,” Danner said dismissively.

      Lopez gave him an exasperated look and shook her head. “I don’t buy that. We had parents dead on the ground next to their children. They may not be able to fight very well, but they would have done something, even if it failed. Unless they were all killed instantly, which the coroner’s report negates, there should be signs that other types of magic were used.”

      “She’s right,” I said, leaning forward. “And if you look at the pictures, some of the victims look like they’d just sat down and given up. What could cause someone to act like that?”

      “Fear,” Swift suggested. “We all saw the way the victims babbled when Viktor reanimated them. They were terrified when they died.”

      “Some people might freeze when they’re afraid, but just as many would fight back,” I said.

      Danner shook his head. “No one under two hundred knows the real fear of a fight. It’s not something you can understand until you’ve sat in a hole knowing you are going to die.”

      I tapped my fingers against the table, thinking. “If something like this appeared in the middle of Moira right now, I still think enough people would choose to fight back before giving up. That paralyzing fear you’re talking about comes after someone has given up and really thinks they’re going to die. What made these people think that? Also, the necromancers have raised the dead before after violent, horrible deaths. The zombies have never been unable to speak about it before.”

      “There has to be magic involved. Perhaps a spell that can induce paralyzing fear instantaneously,” Swift said.

      Lopez shook her head with a sigh. “Whatever this thing is, I hope the valkyrie killed it, and everyone can forget about this in a year.”

      I hoped for the same thing, but my inner pessimist was telling me we wouldn’t get that lucky.
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      My eyes were watering from staring at the wall, which was one giant screen that displayed all the information for our current investigation. The two cups of coffee I’d downed had worn off but I refused to get a third. It tasted like someone had scraped mud into the coffee pot and poured hot water over it.

      Lopez and Danner had headed back to their office after the meeting with Bradley to wrap up some paperwork. We were supposed to talk to Viktor tomorrow to see if there was anything new out of the victims, but until then, all we could do was review evidence we’d already looked at ten times.

      We weren’t even on this case officially, but everyone in the department was working on it today.

      “Has anyone ever successfully contacted a valkyrie?” I asked, swiping on my tablet to bring up the crime scene pictures from inside the Rune Rail car. Whatever had done this must have grown in size. The damage had to have been done by something huge, but it had fit inside the rail car, unnoticed, until it got to Moira.

      “Not that I know of. They tend to show up, kill you, then leave without hanging around for a chat.” Swift got up and walked over to the screen. “Even while I worked for the Mage’s Guild it was a big mystery. The people that worked in Moira were sworn to secrecy about their jobs, but people got drunk and talked about stuff they shouldn’t have. They would talk about the valkyrie sometimes too. They didn’t ask them to protect the Rune Rail, and they can’t get them to leave.”

      “They tried to get them to leave?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “Once, the year Moira was discovered. They killed the magister who went and tried to oust them, then no one was ever that stupid again. The official decision was that the valkyrie provide safety, so why look a gift horse in the mouth? The unofficial decision was just that they couldn’t do a damn thing about it.”

      “The valkyrie I spoke with didn’t kill me. She wasn’t the least bit interested in having a conversation, but other than kicking me across the platform, she didn’t make any move to hurt me,” I said, stretching out in the chair. We had to get out of this office or I was going to go crazy. I did my best work out in the field, not sitting in an office theorizing.

      “Why do I feel like you’re about to suggest something stupid?”

      “We should go try to talk to the valkyrie,” I said with a grin.

      Swift groaned. “I’m not in the mood to die today.”

      “We’re not going to die. All we want is to talk, we aren’t going to be violent and we aren’t going to demand anything. The valkyrie have never killed anyone without proper justification,” I said, rising from my chair and grabbing my jacket.

      Swift looked unimpressed by my reassurance.

      “If I’m wrong, I’ll buy you lunch,” I said, spreading my arms magnanimously.

      “If you’re wrong, we’ll be dead.”

      “In hell,” I added with a smirk.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to ask for a transfer. Maybe Patrice needs a partner.”

      I snorted. “She’d never be able to put up with you all day.”
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        * * *

      

      The Rune Rail was still running, but there were hardly any passengers. They’d repaired the damage within twelve hours, but that couldn’t erase the fear that every resident of Moira now felt. The Rune Rail was supposed to be safe. It was supposed to be impossible to attack. But the impossible had happened.

      Overhead, the magically-generated sky was relentlessly sunny, as if the bright light could make people feel safer.

      The platform that had been attacked was still shut down, supposedly out of respect for the dead. The real reason was that the Mage’s Guild had a team of investigators down there working around the clock.

      That didn’t leave us many options for a place to try and talk to a valkyrie. My gut was telling me the same valkyrie who came back for her sister might still be hanging around, but it could be a different one. I had no idea how many valkyrie there were in existence, much less at the Rune Rail at any given time.

      “Where are we going?” Swift asked quietly as we headed to the Rune Rail.

      I waited until we passed a group of magisters leaving the Rune Rail to answer. “There is a closed level. They started construction to add a new connection, then never finished it. It’s been abandoned for two years.”

      “Won’t it have security?”

      I grinned at her. “The secret entrance doesn’t.”

      “How exactly did you stumble across a ‘secret entrance’ to an abandoned section of the Rune Rail?” Swift asked, glancing at me suspiciously.

      “I was trailing a suspect, actually. Once we got in here, I couldn’t touch him – for fear of becoming a wall decoration courtesy a valkyrie– so I just followed him around for a while. He managed to slip away in the crowd and seemingly vanish. A few hours later, I found out how. The door is almost hidden.”

      “Did you ever arrest the guy?”

      I snorted. “My old partner caught him in Transylvania.” The sudden memory of my partner was jarring.

      "Ah." She went silent for a moment, then finally asked the question I could tell was weighing on her mind. "How did he die?"

      “An assassination. No clue who was behind it, but from what I was able to piece together, he was working on something alone.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said quietly.

      "Through here," I said, slipping past the low barrier and heading toward the seemingly solid wall. There was one opening, hardly more than a narrow crack, that led to the lower level. With a quick glance to make sure no one was paying attention to us, I tested the wall with my hand. The concrete gave under my fingers like it was made of memory foam.

      "Take a deep breath," I warned Swift with a grin before dragging her after me.

      "What––"

      Her voice, along with all other sounds, was cut off as I pushed into the soft section, turning sidewise so I'd fit. There was no air so I had to resist the urge to take a breath. I wasn't proud of it, but I had panicked a little the first time I'd walked through it. The strange magic squished around me for the three shuffling steps it took to get through it.

      I stepped out and Swift's hand tightened around mine as she hurried through it. I tugged a bit to help her along. She stumbled out, taking a gasp of air.

      I cast a quick rune to light up the area and sent it bobbing above us.

      "What the hell was that?"

      "No clue, but it hasn't hurt me yet." I shook out my jacket, which was completely wrinkled now.

      Swift's hair was standing on end like she'd been electrocuted. She patted it down, which helped...sort of. Once she'd gotten her bearings, she finally looked around. There wasn't much around us; just concrete walls and the beginnings of an escalator.

      "It's pretty empty down there," I said pointing at the escalator. "But I don't think we need to go that far. This is out of sight of the cameras and security."

      She nodded. "Ok, what now? Do you have a plan?"

      I wavered my hand. "I wouldn't call it a plan..."

      "Great. I don't know why I thought you'd have a plan. You seem to be allergic to them," she said with a sigh.

      I ignored her insult and moved to the center of the space. "To the valkyrie I saw after the first attack, I would like to speak to you. Please."

      Silence.

      Swift raised an eyebrow but didn't comment.

      I tried again, shouting this time, but there was still no response.

      "Maybe none of the valkyrie are in here?" Swift suggested.

      "I really thought––" All the hair on my arms stood on end and the scent of ozone filled the air. I lifted my hands in a gesture of peace. I couldn’t see the valkyrie, but all my instincts were telling me that she –– or one of them at least –– was here. “We just have a few questions.”

      I didn’t see her, but I sure as hell felt the impact of a boot on my chest. The kick lifted me off my feet and tossed me back like a rag doll. I hit the ground with a roll and jumped back to my feet.

      “Do not summon your mace, Swift,” I shouted, keeping my hands outstretched so it was clear I wasn’t drawing my katana.

      “I thought you said they weren’t going to kill us if it wasn’t justified,” Swift growled. She was barely holding back her magic. The berserker rage swirled behind her eyes.

      “She didn’t kill me, she just kicked me,” I said, my eyes darting around. “Which is rude, but I’m not going to complain. Much.”

      The valkyrie stepped out of thin air. Armored boots encased her feet, extending up to her knees. No wonder the kick had hurt so much.

      I hadn’t paid attention to what she was wearing the day of the attack, but now that I had a chance to take it all in, I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Her armor shone, but not from reflecting any outside source of light. The glow came from within it.

      Her breastplate was one solid piece molded from some silvery metal. Gold accents adorned the armor and made her helm gleam. A long bow was strapped to her back but she held a shield and short sword in her hands. Her white-blonde hair was tied back in a long braid that was draped over her shoulder.

      I wrenched my eyes back up to her face and kept my hands up in the air. “We come in peace.”

      The valkyrie glanced at Swift, then nodded. “You would be dead already if I thought otherwise.”

      “Do you know who attacked––”

      “I did not come to answer your questions.” The valkyrie strode toward us and I had to force myself to hold my ground. Her magic felt like a physical thing pushing against my skin. The hairs on my arms stood on end like I’d just stuck my finger in a light socket. “The attack is not your concern. What could you do? Fight a creature that managed to kill one of my sisters? You are babies. Weak and ignorant. Go home and do not worry about things that do not concern you.”

      “This thing slaughtered hundreds of people. How can you say it doesn’t concern us?” Swift demanded.

      The valkyrie turned to face her. “Because there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

      “We need answers,” I said carefully. The last thing I wanted to do was try her patience, but they couldn’t just sweep this under the rug.

      “You do not. The valkyrie have protected this place since long before you were born, and shall continue to do so after you are dead. This enemy struck at us, but it did not defeat us.”

      “Can you at least tell us if it’s going to attack again?” Swift asked.

      The valkyrie turned away, her fingers tightening around her sword for a moment. “If you come here again demanding an audience, I won’t be so kind.”

      There was a sharp crack and a flash of light, and then she was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “The cameras stopped before the attack, dude,” Bootstrap said, rocking the chair back onto two legs. “It was intentional, not some kind of static. They all went down at once.”

      Neither of us had wanted to go back to the IMIB after that conversation with the valkyrie, so we’d come to the Manor hoping to dig up some more information.

      “Who could do that?” Maybe a self-proclaimed god could turn off a bunch of cameras, but something told me that wasn’t who did this. It didn’t seem like Fate’s style.

      Bootstrap gnawed on the cap of his pen, then let the chair drop back down. His fingers flew over his keyboard. That and his computer were the only clean things in the entire room. “Ok, so, there are over two hundred hackers that could pull it off. But over half of those guys are white hat, or working strictly for one company. That still leaves a ton of options though. It could be anyone really.”

      Swift leaned back against the side of the desk and crossed her arms. “Could you find out if any of these two hundred hackers have had a large payment recently?”

      Bootstrap shook his head. “No way any of them would be dumb enough to leave a trail if they did.”

      “So you have no way of tracking down who did it?” Swift asked, raising her brow.

      “Welllll...I might, but it’s going to take some time, and just because we figure out which hacker did it, doesn’t mean I can figure out who hired them.”

      I turned away and dragged my hands down my face. This case was frustrating, especially with the valkyrie refusing to cooperate. The Mage’s Guild was being even more difficult than usual. And, to top it all off, our informant for the stupid drug ring case had exploded.

      “Try to figure out the hacker. I’ll go and string them up by their ankles and shake the truth out of them if I have to,” I said, grabbing my suit jacket and yanking the door open.

      “There is another thing I can try to figure out,” Bootstrap said.

      I paused and turned back around. “What?”

      “Who runs Moira,” he said, tapping his slimy, chewed on pen against his cheek.

      “The Mage’s Guild runs Moira,” Swift said, shaking her head as she joined me by the door.

      Bootstrap shrugged. “That’s the party line, but they didn’t create Moira. They don’t even know how it was created, they just planted their flag there when they found it –– another thing no one can explain –– and started selling off little pieces of paradise.”

      “You can screw around with whatever conspiracy theories you want in your free time, but I need to know who or what cut the camera feed before the attack.” I left the room with Swift close behind. Instead of heading downstairs, I led her toward my father’s study. She had dealt with magical artifacts for a long time, and I wanted to get her opinion on that chest I’d found.

      “He’s probably right,” Swift said as we walked.

      “I know, but we need him to focus on the case first. Besides, I think we both have some idea who might have pointed the Mage’s Guild toward Moira whenever it was first discovered.”

      “Fate?” Swift asked with a frown.

      “Or something like him.” We hadn’t discussed the incident since it happened. And I hadn’t told her about Fate’s second visit. I knew I should, but it felt like a distraction. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of telling her that she was doomed, especially since I didn’t believe it was true. I refused to.

      I paused in front of the door to the study. Last night I'd spent hours trying to get into the damn chest and hadn't had any luck. “I have something to show you, that I need your help with, but I’d like you to keep it to yourself.”

      She looked surprised, but nodded. “Of course. What is it?”

      “It’s better if I just show you,” I said, pushing the door to the study open. Swift walked in behind me and I shut the door behind us. “I found this by accident the other day, and I’m not sure why it’s here.”

      I walked over to the shelf and placed my hand on the corner. Magic warmed under my palm and I felt the wards unlock. I pushed the shelf inward, revealing the hidden room.

      “You didn’t know this existed?” she asked as she walked over to peer inside.

      “No. I was looking through some of the books and felt something odd.” I held up the hand with my family signet ring. “This appears to be the key.”

      She grabbed my hand and examined the ring closely. “There are most likely runes etched into the metal. Probably on the inside of the band where they can’t be easily spotted. I imagine it requires someone from the family line as well, so that not just anyone with the ring could open it.”

      “I’d figured out that much, it’s this that I need your help with.” I drew a quick rune for light and a small orb appeared, illuminating the narrow room, and the chest at the end of it.

      “Oooh, a chest,” she said, hurrying over to it. She crouched down so that it was at eye level and began examining it. “Have you opened it?”

      “I can’t figure out how to.”

      She slid her fingers along the seam of the chest, muttering something under her breath. “Mind if I try a few things?”

      “Not at all,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning against the wall. “I knew you had experience with these sorts of magical artifacts, so if anyone could get it open, it’d be you.”

      “That almost sounded like a compliment,” she said as she cracked her knuckles and began tracing runes in the air all around the chest.

      “I’ll go back to insulting you after the free labor,” I said with a grin.

      She threw a glare over her shoulder, but there was no heat in it. Turning her attention back to the runes, she drew the final one, linking them all together, then took a step back. She held her hands in front of her and twisted them slowly. The runes moved in sync with her hands. Finger-like tendrils of magic extended from the runes down to the chest. They poked and prodded every inch of it, some of them shimmering as they touched a certain place, others crackling in alarm.

      She pushed her hands forward and the runes attempted to press into the chest. They glowed brightly as she pumped magic through them, but then they started to shake. She leaned forward, putting a little more oomph behind it. The chest vibrated and the gold engravings on it lit up, almost blinding me.

      Swift immediately dropped her hands and hastily canceled the runes. “Well, that didn’t work.”

      “What happened?”

      “That chest has some serious protections woven into it. There’s no way to open it without destroying it, and whatever is inside. Which I’m assuming you don’t want to do,” she said with a shrug. “It’d probably take out this wing of the manor too.”

      “Why would my father leave the family ring for me so I could get into this room, but not leave a way to open the chest?” I asked, frustrated. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “There are a few possibilities,” Swift said, taking on a different demeanor than I was used to. She sounded a little like Professor Gresham, the old guy that owned the rare book store and was suspiciously good at robbing archeological sites. “First, he didn’t leave it for you. It’s something only he could open, and the fact that the ring lets you into the room is merely coincidence.”

      I didn’t like that option at all. The idea that I might never get into the chest was more than frustrating. It was infuriating. “I can’t believe he’d do that.”

      She nodded. “Some chests like this are constructed so that they’ll only open if certain parameters are met. The trigger could be a life event such as marriage, becoming a father, or even the death of a loved one. It could also require a certain spell or rune, which may be hidden somewhere else in the house. The possibilities are almost endless. I could think of a dozen ways to keep something locked until I was ready for it to open.”

      I sighed and dragged my hand down my face. I’d hoped she would have an easy solution, but of course, that wasn’t how my life ever turned out.

      “I can keep looking for a solution––”

      “No, you don’t need to do that. I’ll figure it out. If he left it for me, I should be able to.” I shoved my hands in my pockets. “Thanks for trying.”

      “Sure, but it would actually be really interesting to take a look around the manor and see if there is anything connected to the chest,” she said, already walking out of the room. “I haven’t worked on a project like this in ages. The whole idea of chests and the skill it takes to create them is fascinating. Actually, wasn’t your mother an enchanter? It would add a whole new dynamic if she actually built the chest for your father. The familial bonds could make the magic even stronger.”

      I sighed and shook my head, slightly exasperated. It looked like I was going to get help whether I wanted it or not. As usual.
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      Swift smacked her hand down on my desk, startling me. "I found some interesting information, but it's going to have to wait until after we talk to Bradley. We've been summoned."

      I rose, grabbing my jacket off the back of my chair and pulling it on as we walked. "What did you find out?"

      She picked up her pace, almost like she was running away from me. "I'll tell you after the meeting."

      "You can't just drop a bomb like that and not tell me," I said, glaring at her as she opened the door to Bradley's office.

      She grinned. "Sure I can."

      I followed her inside, tempted to trip her or something equally petty. Every time she was remotely helpful, she ruined it by being infuriating.

      All thoughts of Swift's mysterious statement fled as soon as I saw Bradley. He was facing the wall, his thick fingers smoothing down his mustache. That was a bad sign. That meant he was more than just angry, he was nervous.

      Swift and I exchanged a look, then went and sat down across from his desk, waiting with our hands in our laps like unruly school children sent to the principal's office.

      An uncomfortable silence lingered in the air until Bradley sighed deeply.

      "I intended to have this conversation with you the day of the attack, however, I've been busy." He turned toward us and inspected our faces for any signs of guilt before settling on Swift. "You were supposed to keep him in line, but instead, you are asking around about Moira, who built it, and all sorts of other top secret information."

      That must be related to whatever surprise information she had for me. When we’d first been partnered, I’d thought she was a stickler for the rules. In reality, she liked to break them just as much as I did.

      "Well, I––"

      He rose from his chair and loomed over us. "This is one situation where I cannot condone you going off on your own. I made that clear in the gathering!" He smacked his hand down on his desk for emphasis, then...winked. "Do not make me have this conversation with you again. I absolutely will not tolerate this kind of behavior." He jabbed his finger at us and...winked again.

      Maybe he was having a stroke. Or he was trying to tell us we were on the right track and definitely should keep going rogue. I was going to assume the latter.

      I cleared my throat. "Well, despite my partner's failings, I will do my best to ensure we don't let you down, Chief Bradley."

      Swift elbowed me then smiled sweetly at our boss. "Is there anything else, Chief?"

      "Yes. Care to explain why our potential informant is splattered all over the inside of one of the interrogation rooms?" He crossed his arms and looked at us expectantly.

      "I actually have a theory on that," Swift said quickly, pulling the evidence bag with the little white orb out of her pocket. "This device can receive and send a faint signal, and I believe it was a failsafe for whoever he was working for. Blackwell and I have an appointment with the coroner to see if there's any evidence in the...remains that can tell us how it managed to kill him. I may be wrong, but we need to at least check it out."

      Bradley nodded. "Alright, I expect some information on my desk before the day is over. Do not go making any more trouble."

      I stood. "Would we ever do something like that?"

      Bradley simply glared at me, his mustache twitching ominously.

      Swift grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the door, tossing a nod over her shoulder. "Thanks, Chief."

      I was shoved unceremoniously out of the office as she pulled the door shut behind us. "You've gotten very pushy."

      "We need to go meet Viktor at the morgue. I'll explain the...other stuff once we’re done," she said, ignoring me and hurrying toward the elevators.

      I sighed but followed her.
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      Viktor, the Russian necromancer who was the coroner I worked with most often, was stuck in the Moira office for the foreseeable future. There were dark circles under his eyes and the sickly smell of disinfectants and rotting flesh clung to him like a toxic cloud.

      He smacked the bin down on the table between us and crossed his arms. "Why have you brought me a bin of...goo?" His accent was thicker than normal, probably from exhaustion. "You do remember what I've said about keeping their heads intact?"

      "This one just exploded all on his own," Swift said quickly as his glare strayed to her. "I didn't squish him."

      "You definitely hit him in the head with your mace," I said, smirking at her.

      "That wasn’t what killed him though." She turned back to Viktor and pulled out the evidence bag that held the white orb and slid it across the table. "I was hoping you could help us determine the cause of death, actually."

      "What is this?" He picked up the bag and examined the orb, eyebrows pinched tightly together.

      "We're not sure, but it can send and receive a faint magical recording. During the interrogation, the guy seemed really frantic, and when I showed him that he went crazy, as if he had to have it, then...boom." She mimed the explosion with her hands.

      Sighing, Viktor took off the lid to the bin. The smell of death grew even stronger and I resisted the urge to cover my nose. The necromancer grabbed a handful of the remains and plopped them on the table.

      He poked the goo, letting a little black spark of his magic jolt through it. Dark, black smoke curled up from the remains.

      Viktor frowned. "How long did you say this man has been dead?"

      "About twenty-four hours now. Less than two days for sure," I said with a shrug.

      The coroner's frown deepened and he scooped out another bloody handful, repeating the process. The smoke remained dark black. "Are you certain this is the same body?"

      Swift nodded resolutely. "Yes, I'm positive, unless the morgue mixed it up somehow. Why?"

      "This body has been dead for months and shows signs of necromancy." Viktor began scooping the remains back into the bin.

      "What? For months? There's no way," I protested. "He was very obviously alive and making his own decisions. He was walking around in Las Vegas dealing drugs."

      Viktor shrugged. "You have my professional opinion. This man has been dead for a while. It's not my job to figure out the rest."

      I glanced at the white orb still sitting in the evidence bag. Before I could second guess myself, I grabbed it and dumped the orb out onto the table. It rolled once, coming to a stop only inches from the last bit of remains Viktor hadn't put back yet.

      The bloody sludge rolled toward it with a wet splat, then went still once again.

      "That is not normal," Swift said, her voice sounding strained as she put her hand over her mouth.

      I was glad I hadn't eaten breakfast yet.

      "Hmm, interesting," Viktor said, leaning down to inspect the orb. "This flesh was bound to that item at some point. Just as a corpse I had reanimated yearns to feel my touch once again, these remains are seeking out this orb."

      I took a deep breath I immediately regretted. "That seems...unusual. I've never heard of an object being used to reanimate someone. And the fact still remains that he looked very much alive when he was arrested."

      “If he did truly appear alive and act on his own that is not only unusual, it is impossible. Send me the video of the interrogation and I will look for signs of necromancy when I get a chance," Viktor said, scooping up the last of the remains, then stripping off his gloves. "I still have victims of the Rune Rail attack to examine, so, unfortunately, I cannot spend any more time on this today, even though it interests me."

      "Thanks for making time to see us at all," Swift said with a smile.

      "I am always happy to help Agent Blackwell," Viktor replied before walking away.

      Swift watched him walk away with an unhappy expression before turning to me. "What the hell did I do to him?"

      I laughed. "Honestly, I have no idea."
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      As we walked toward the Rune Rentals counter, I looked around. The place was deserted. Normally, around this time of day, the Rune Rail and this area would be packed with people. The few that had braved coming here were hurrying through the place like something might jump out at them at any moment.

      I couldn't blame them. Even I felt an itch between my shoulder blades that made me want to be anywhere but here. The magisters standing near the entrances and exits didn’t help the feeling. Added security was necessary, but it gave the entire place an ominous feel.

      A familiar face popped up behind the Rune Rentals desk. We hadn’t seen Billy since the whole New York City incident. Relief spread across Billy's face as soon as he recognized us.

      "Hey, Blackwell, Swift," he said, nodding to each of us in turn. There were dark circles under his eyes and his shirt was stained.

      "You look exhausted," I said as we stopped in front of the desk.

      Billy sighed. "Everyone else keeps bailing on their shifts, so I've been here for the past sixteen hours."

      "Were you here during the attack?" Swift asked, concern clear on her face.

      "Yeah. It shook the whole city and I could hear people screaming, but by the time I got there, it was already over. It all happened so fast." He shook his head, as if to clear the memories, then leaned in conspiratorially. "What attacked the Rune Rail?"

      "No clue, unfortunately," I said with a shrug. "None of the witnesses survived."

      Billy's face fell. "I wish I'd been there. Maybe I could have done something."

      I reached across the counter and put my hand on his shoulder. "I don't think there's anything any of us could have done." I hesitated briefly before continuing, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one was within earshot, then cast a muffling spell just to be sure. "Look, this isn't something I should share, but whatever attacked also killed a valkyrie. There is something really bad going on. If something happens, you run. Got it?"

      His face paled slightly at the mention of the valkyrie, and he nodded. "Got it. But I still don't like it."

      "Neither do I."

      Billy took a deep breath, then put on his business face. "You're not here for that. You need your car?"

      I canceled the muffling spell and nodded, then glared at Swift. I hated being left in the dark. It was almost as bad as surprises. "Apparently, though I have no idea where we're headed."

      Swift grinned smugly. "We're going back to your favorite city."

      I narrowed my eyes at her.

      She sighed and gave me a condescending look. "Tokyo."

      My confusion only increased. "They're in Tokyo?"

      She nodded. "Sort of. The person we need to speak with is actually way out in Kosuge, so it'll be easier to drive." She turned back to Billy and held out her hand. "Keys?"

      He smiled and tossed them over to me.

      I caught them easily and gave him a big grin. "I knew I liked you for a reason."

      Swift sighed dramatically and crossed her arms. "The things I put up with."

      “Thanks again, Billy. Stay safe.”

      “You too,” Billy said with a wave goodbye.

      I followed Swift back up to level four where we could catch the Rune Rail to Tokyo. There were a few more people on this level, but they had the same fearful look about them. There was no idle chatter and everyone was walking at a faster than normal pace.

      “Everyone is terrified,” Swift said quietly, looking around us with a frown.

      “They probably should be.”

      The Rune Rail came to a halt in front of us and the doors opened. Only three people got off, each of them hesitating at the door before exiting.

      I followed Swift onto the train and found a seat nearby. The doors shut a moment later after only one other passenger joined us. I’d never seen the Tokyo train this empty. The London train I’d taken to Moira this morning had been the same way.

      Leaning my head back against the wall, I let my eyes slip shut and tried to relax, but I was restless. Every moment that passed, I expected the train to shudder or jolt like it had. It creeped me out more than usual that I had no idea where we were or how the Rune Rail worked.

      Someone bumped my elbow and my eyes popped open. A woman had just walked past me, but she was too far away to have bumped me. I frowned. That was odd. Maybe I’d dozed off.

      “What?” Swift asked, sitting up straight as she looked around for a threat. She must be just as keyed up as I was.

      “Nothing,” I said, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my knees. “I’m just jumpy.”

      She nodded and sat back, tapping a nervous rhythm out on her legs with her fingers. After what felt like an eternity, the Rune Rail slowed to a stop and the wave of magic passed over us. Nothing felt out of place, but I couldn’t relax until the doors opened.

      Swift hopped up as soon as they did and we both walked out quickly along with the other passengers.

      “That always gave me the creeps, but now it’s even worse,” she muttered as we headed down toward the garage.

      The car Billy had managed to get for me after I was banned from Rune Rentals was waiting for us. It still looked like a boring, black sedan, but at least it had something decent under the hood. I still had the feeling there was something about the car I was missing. As we climbed inside, I decided that when I had time, I'd have to investigate.

      Safely settled in the car, I turned to my partner and narrowed my eyes at her. “Talk.”

      She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. “So, we were talking yesterday about whether or not Fate was involved, and that got me thinking about Moira in general. Bootstrap is right, we don’t know who built it or how it was even discovered.”

      “Okay,” I said, skeptical. “What exactly did you find out?”

      She pulled a slip of paper out of a pocket inside her trench coat and unfolded it, looking very smug. There were two names written on it. “I found the names of the first two mages who were recorded to have worked on it.”

      “Where did you find this information?”

      “I did a little digging. And Bootstrap got me their addresses.”

      I closed my eyes and let my head fall back against the seat. “He’s never going to shut up about those conspiracy theories now.”

      “He shouldn’t if they’re true.”

      Sighing, I gave her an apathetic look. “Yesterday he told me the reason the Rune Rail didn’t have windows, was because it goes through hell and they don’t want us to know.”

      Swift fought back a grin. “He could be right.”

      I grabbed the slip of paper and tapped the address into the navigation system. "Just for the record, this is a bad idea."

      "You're just jealous you didn't think of it first."
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      Kosuge is a village about an hour and a half northwest of Tokyo. It's small enough that there are probably more goats than people.

      The mountains in this area are covered by a lush, green forest. The narrow road that leads into the village takes a winding path to get there. A heavy fog had settled over the peaks of the mountains around us, casting the whole area in gloom. It was eerie but beautiful.

      “What do you know about this guy we’re going to see?” I asked as I slowed for a particularly sharp turn. We were about five minutes away now, and I was ready to be out of the car. I hated long drives unless I was on my motorcycle.

      “Woman, actually,” Swift corrected. “Masako Yamashita is a runetech expert, magical researcher, and now, a hermit.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A hermit?”

      Swift nodded. “Ten years ago, she moved out of Moira and cut off all contact with the outside world, except for ordering take out twice a week, which is how Bootstrap tracked her down. He said she also uses various chat rooms on occasion but he hasn’t actually managed to figure out who she’s talking to, or why.”

      “She was working for the Mage’s Guild, right?”

      “Yes, but her job title is confidential. I dug up something that referred to her as the Head of Theoretical Development, but I have no idea what her job duties included.” Swift pulled out her phone and checked a message. “Bootstrap said she ordered takeout twenty minutes ago. I think we’ll just beat them.”

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. “Was it a soba noodle shop?”

      “Yeah, why?” Swift asked, looking up in surprise.

      “They’re behind us. That’ll make it easier to get in.”

      “Perfect.”

      I turned down Yamashito’s narrow driveway. Her house was set back from the road, and hidden completely by the trees. There wasn’t much space to park, so I stopped directly behind her small car, leaving the delivery driver stuck in the driveway itself.

      I climbed out of the car and headed toward the driver, who was climbing out with the food.

      “Excuse me,” I said, speaking quietly in Japanese and pulling some cash from inside my jacket. “Yamashito is an old friend I’ve come to surprise. May I take her food in?”

      The driver looked at the cash in my hand, then at the pleasant smile on my face. He hesitated, but gave a quick bow and handed me the food. “Yes, of course.”

      “Thank you,” I said, handing him the tip. Tip definitely sounded better than bribe.

      Swift waited for me by the car, then walked with me to the front door.

      I knocked twice, then in Japanese shouted, “Food delivery.”

      “I hope she doesn’t slam the door in our faces,” Swift said quietly.

      “Try to be charming.”

      The door opened and I held out the food with a smile. Masako Yamashita was a tall, stately woman. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun and she had a robe pulled tightly around her, but still looked put together.

      “Who the hell are you?” she demanded, speaking in perfect, unaccented English.

      “I’m Lexi Swift,” my partner said, stepping forward with a smile. “I’m a huge fan of your work on the development of magical artifacts in the late eighteenth century.”

      Yamashita narrowed her eyes and her grip on the door tightened like she was considering slamming it in our faces. “That doesn’t explain what the fuck you’re doing on my porch.”

      I sighed and decided to try being honest. “Moira.”

      She slammed the door in our faces.
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      Swift banged on the door for the tenth time in the last fifteen minutes. “We’re not going to leave until you talk to us!”

      I balanced the food on my knee and peeked inside. It smelled amazing. “I think you might be making it worse.”

      Swift glared at me. “You could be helping –– do not eat her food!”

      I sighed and shoved the food back in the bag. “You’re the people person.”

      “How on earth did you get anything done before me?”

      “I would have kicked down the door by now.”

      She eyed the door, her eyes sparking slightly with magic.

      “I was kiddi––”

      She lifted her foot and planted it right in the middle of the door. There was a sharp crack, but it wasn’t the wood. It was the wards.

      Magic bowed out from the side of the house and tossed Swift backward. She twisted mid-air and managed to land on her feet, looking more angry than hurt.

      I jumped up, almost dumping the food on the ground as she stomped back up to the front door.

      “Masako Yamashita! Over four hundred people are dead! If you know something that can help us stop this from happening again, and don’t, their blood is on your hands!” Swift shouted, banging on the door once with her fist to emphasize her point.

      The door finally opened, and Yamashita stood in the doorway, now wearing clothes, and looking pissed. “What is wrong with you people?”

      I held out her food. “Like my partner said, four hundred people were slaughtered in Moira, at the Rune Rails. A place where they should be perfectly safe. We want answers.”

      Yamashita yanked the food out of my hand. “I know what happened, but I did not orchestrate the attack. What do you want?”

      “Do you know who did?” I pressed.

      She looked away.

      “A valkyrie was killed,” Swift said.

      That got Yamashita’s attention. Her eyes flew to Swift and her face paled. “Are you sure?”

      “I saw the body myself before another valkyrie came and retrieved it,” I said.

      Her hand tightened on the bag and she sighed deeply. “Fine, come in.”

      Swift looked surprised, but hurried after her into the house. I followed, shutting the door behind us. The wards slid back into place.

      The house was small and neat like most Japanese homes. We slipped our shoes off at the door then walked down a narrow hallway that led to a sitting room. The far wall had large windows that overlooked a small garden. Beyond the garden was a small yard that sloped upward before fading into the dense forest. It was a pretty view but made the house feel even more secluded.

      Yamashita dropped the food on a low table in the center of the room, then turned toward us and crossed her arms. “Tell me about this valkyrie you saw.”

      “When I got off the Rune Rail, the platform was on fire. All the previous passengers were dead. There was a large, blackened circle on the ground, and laying in it was a valkyrie. She was alone, so I ran over and checked her pulse, and discovered she was dead,” I explained, remembering how cold the valkyrie’s pale skin had been.

      Yamashita frowned and tapped her fingers against her arm. “I didn’t hear anything about it. I may not work for the Mage’s Guild anymore, but I do still hear important things like a valkyrie being killed.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “I didn’t tell the Mage’s Guild, or anyone actually.”

      She barked out a laugh, surprising me. “Maybe you aren’t as stupid as you look. Would the two of you like some tea?”

      She didn’t wait for a response before heading toward the kitchen, leaving Swift and I standing shell-shocked in the sitting room.

      Swift leaned in. “This feels too easy.”

      “You spent fifteen minutes beating down her door. What part of that was easy?”

      She shrugged, the suspicion never leaving her face.

      Yamashita came back carrying a tray with three cups and a steaming pot of tea. “Have a seat,” she said, nodding toward the table.

      I complied, sitting formally with my legs tucked under me. This would be uncomfortable in a few minutes but this seemed like a situation to pay attention to the formalities. Unlike the tea we had with the High Chancellor and Lady Swift, I wasn’t actually trying to piss Yamashita off.

      Our host knelt down and poured three cups of tea with careful precision, handing them to each of us in turn.

      “Do you know what I did for the Mage's Guild?” Yamashita asked as she arranged herself on the other side of the table.

      Swift, who was adjusting her knees with a pinched expression shrugged. “I know your job title, but it doesn't say much about what you actually did.”

      A faint smile appeared on Yamashita's lips. “We know very little about magic, despite being born with magic inside of us. My job, was to study magic itself. We searched for the origin of magic, and as part of our research, studied things like Moira.”

      I took a sip of my tea. It was perfectly brewed without even a hint of bitter aftertaste. “Did you find the origin of magic?”

      Yamashita shook her head. “No, nor did we find out how Moira was created.”

      “Did you figure anything out?” I asked bluntly.

      Yamashita picked up her cup and took a drink, her eyes straying toward the window. “Yes. We discovered that we were arrogant.” She set her cup down abruptly and shook her head. “Mages like to think of ourselves as the most powerful beings in the universe, but we’re not.”

      “What makes you say that?” Swift asked, leaning forward and looking intently at the woman across from us. I had a feeling we were thinking the same thing, and that we both wanted Yamashita to say it first.

      “I met a god.” She looked straight at me as if she knew that I had too. “You don’t look surprised.”

      “I’m not,” I admitted. “Which one?”

      She nodded as if we had passed some sort of test. "The one I met goes by many names, I think they all do."

      Annoyance passed over Swift's face at her deflection. "Did it want something from you?"

      Yamashita shrugged. "I'm not sure. Our conversation felt more like a warning. Whatever Moira is, it's theirs. We're just living in it."

      "Do you know who the valkyrie work for? Or why they're in Moira?" I asked.

      She tapped her long, delicate fingers against the table. "I believe they protect it because it belongs to them. I think they live there as well, or did. You've seen the Edge, the darkness out there. Do you really think it's empty?"

      Her question made my gut twist with fear. There was something about the Edge that was unsettling, perhaps because deep down, we were scared it wasn't empty. That the darkness held monsters.

      We never should have relied on the valkyrie to keep us safe. We just accepted this strange city, unknown magic, and unseen security force without question.

      "Who built the Rune Rail?" Swift asked. "That didn't just appear out of nowhere, and it's upgraded often."

      "We did, not me specifically, but mages that worked with my team. They're all bound with a geas that would kill them if they were to divulge any secrets about the Rune Rail." She tugged down the collar of her shirt, showing us a small, black triangle with a rune in the center I'd never seen before tattooed beneath her collarbone. "Even now, I cannot say anything more about it, and I didn't even work on the project myself."

      Swift pulled out her notebook and drew the tattoo in it. "Do you have any idea which god is behind these attacks?"

      Yamashita shook her head. "It could be any of them. I don't even know how many there are, but from what I've seen, they fight amongst themselves. The attack on Moira is a bold move, they seem to prefer that none of us know they exist for some reason."

      I drained the last of my tea and set the cup down, feeling suddenly very tired. "Why did you leave the Mage's Guild?"

      Her gaze returned to the window as the same exhaustion I felt was reflected on her face. "Sometimes I think our long lives are a curse. We have too much time to do terrible things." She turned back to us. "You should go. I never should have invited you in."

      "We need your help––"

      She shook her head, cutting Swift off. "I can't help you. I'm sorry. Please go."

      I wanted to argue, but we couldn't force this woman to talk to us, especially when we weren't even supposed to be investigating this in the first place. We also needed to go talk to the other person Swift had tracked down. I wanted to know if they'd spoken to a god as well.

      With a sigh, I stood, pulling my card out of my pocket. I scribbled the address to the Manor on the back. "If you think of anything else, please contact us."

      She took it and tucked it into her pocket. "I will."

      Swift followed me reluctantly toward the door. She was silent until we got back in the car.

      "She's not telling us everything."

      "I know," I agreed with a sigh. "I'm surprised she talked to us at all."

      "Do you think Fate was the god she met?"

      "Yes." If her conversations with Fate had gone anything like mine, I couldn't blame her for being afraid. I glanced at Swift out of the corner of my eye, the memory of her lying dead at my feet sweeping over me. Forcing my eyes back to the road, I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. I wouldn't let that happen. “Where to next?”

      “Back to London. We’re going to talk with Henry Patterson, he worked with Yamashita,” Swift said.

      “Hopefully he doesn’t slam the door in our faces.”

      Swift snorted. “Don’t get your hopes up. He’s even more reclusive than she is. Bootstrap isn’t positive the man actually lives at the address he tracked down.”

      I shook my head. “Something really bad must have happened to make them all go underground like this.”

      “Like I said, Yamashita isn’t telling us everything.”
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      Patterson lived in the middle of a small town outside of London. His flat was under a different name, but Bootstrap insisted it traced back to the former Mage's Guild employee.

      Both of these mages had held powerful, well-paying positions. Whatever had made them quit and do their best to disappear had to be big. Yamashita didn’t seem like some kind of paranoid, conspiracy theorist. She seemed afraid. Patterson likely had the same reasons for trying to disappear.

      His flat was a fifth-floor walkup. The stairs were rickety and as dingy as the old building itself. There weren't many places this rundown left since runetech was used to spruce most buildings up and keep them from falling apart. Whoever owned these flats was either cheap or suspicious of magic. Some prosaics disliked it despite everything it did to help.

      Swift paused in front of me and looked around as though she was listening intently to something. "Do you feel that?"

      "Feel what?" I asked, my senses going on high alert.

      "The magic lingering in the air. It feels like it's coming from above us."

      I looked up and finally noticed it. I'd been so distracted by the surroundings I'd missed it. "That seems like a bad sign."

      She turned and ran up the stairs. I sprinted after her, alarm bells going off in the back of my mind. The feel of magic only grew stronger as we neared the top floor.

      The stairwell dumped us out into a narrow hallway. It was silent up here and there was no sign of a struggle, but the feeling of wrongness hadn't gone away.

      "Which apartment?" I asked quietly

      Swift pointed toward the door on the left at the very end of the hallway. She held one hand out and summoned her mace. Vibrant, pink magic swirled around her arm as it formed.

      I put one hand on my katana and walked toward the flat. We stopped on either side of the door. I knocked loudly, but there was no reply and no hint of movement in the room.

      I nodded at Swift and she turned and kicked it in. It worked this time. The door flew open, smacking into the wall.

      Inside, the flat was a huge mess. There were scorch marks on the walls and ceiling. Books were scattered across the floor like an avalanche, their torn pages fluttering in the breeze of a lopsided ceiling fan. A single twin mattress lay in the corner, its stuffing ripped out.

      Swift stepped over a pile of debris and walked slowly toward the tattered couch. I turned in a circle, looking over the damage to the kitchen.

      "Shit."

      I whipped around. "What?"

      "I found him," Swift said with a deep sigh.

      I hurried over to her and looked over the back of the couch. His body lay on the floor next to a mess of spilled food. His head was gone.

      Kneeling next to the body, I touched the back of my hand to his arm. His skin was still slightly warm. "He hasn't been dead that long."

      "It can't be a coincidence that he was killed the day we came to see him." Swift pressed her lips together in a thin line.

      "I agree," I said, pushing back up to my feet.

      She turned away and raked her hand through her hair angrily. "I'm an idiot. I should have been more careful with my questions."

      I grabbed her arm. "Hey, this is not your fault. You had no reason to suspect someone would try to kill him just because you looked up his name."

      She jerked her arm out of my grasp. "We need to call in a team to process the crime scene."

      "I don't think we should."

      "What? Why not?" she asked, confused.

      "It's just going to turn into a cover up or get pinned on us. He was clearly assassinated. Probably by the Mage's Guild. We also shouldn’t be working this case at all."

      "We need to know who killed him, and why," Swift protested. Her face went pale as something occurred to her. "Yamashita. She's in danger."

      I pulled my phone out and dialed Bootstrap. He answered immediately.

      "Whassup my dude––"

      "Masako Yamashita is in danger. She needs to get out of her house right now. Do you have her phone number?"

      There was typing in the background, then a beep. "I've texted her and I'm hacking her surveillance system as we speak."

      My hands tightened on the phone. "What do you see?"

      "Hold on." There was more typing, then a low whistle.

      "Well?"

      "It looks like a tornado went through her place. Damn, I can't believe they tore apart that couch, that was a nice sectional."

      I wanted to strangle him. "Is she there, or not?"

      "No. There's no one there. Her security system shows the front door has opened twice in the past hour. Once right after you two left, and again twenty minutes later. All surveillance before ten minutes ago has been erased remotely and I can't get it back."

      I took a deep breath and tried to think. There was a chance she'd gotten out before the assassins showed up. "You need to find her. Someone killed Patterson, that other name you got us. They're after her too."

      "Oh crap. Will do. It's going to take some time though if she's trying to stay off the grid."

      "Just do it as fast as you can, alright?"

      "Got it, boss man."

      I hung up and shoved my phone back into my pocket. Swift looked like she wanted to punch something.

      "She may still be alive."

      "Or she may have been kidnapped to be interrogated." She looked away, still holding onto the mace with a tight grip. "This is worse than we expected. We have to be more careful going forward."

      I looked down at Patterson's body and sighed. "Yeah."

      If we called this in, there would be questions we couldn't answer, and the case would eventually disappear. The only other option was not appealing, but I wasn't sure we had much of a choice.

      "I want to go back to Yamashita's house and see if we can figure out who came there to kill her, but I don't know what we should do about..." I waved my hand at the corpse.

      Swift put her hands on her hips. “I think we have to leave it and go. We can’t draw attention to the fact that we were here.”

      I nodded. “Anything that keeps me from needing to smuggle a dead body out of here, I’m down for.”
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      Yamashita's house looked exactly the same from the outside as it had when we'd arrived the first time. Quiet, secluded, and well-kept. Now, however, the door was unlocked and the wards that had protected the house were gone.

      Swift pushed the door inward and we walked inside, listening carefully for any sign that there was someone still here. Bootstrap had assured us the place was empty. There could still be a trap though.

      Just like at Patterson's flat, we could feel the magic in the air. The floor was littered with paper and her other belongings. They'd turned this place upside down. I'd thought most of the damage at Patterson's place had been from the fight, but it was obvious now that whoever had killed him and showed up here had been searching for something.

      We split up, searching each room until we were sure there was no threat remaining. The house was small, only two bedrooms, the sitting room, and a bathroom.

      I walked into the sitting room and looked around. The picturesque windows had been shattered and the table flipped over. This was destruction for destruction’s sake. Perhaps they'd been angry they couldn't find what they wanted, or perhaps they wanted to scare her. I hoped, once again, that she had gotten out in time.

      "It's clear on this side!" Swift shouted from across the house.

      "Same here!" I shouted back, relaxing slightly.

      As I walked farther into the room, magic tingled over my body. I tensed, but I could feel the friendly intent. A rune glowed on the floor and I felt it recognize me. There was a single drop of liquid in the center of the rune. It looked like tea. Yamashita must have set this up using the last drop of tea from the cup I'd drunk from.

      There was a soft snap and a note popped into existence right in front of my face. I held my hand out and it fluttered down to my palm.

      I unfolded the thick parchment. Her handwriting was messy, as though she'd written the note in a rush.

      

      Trust no one.

      箱を破壊する

      

      "Did you find something?" Swift asked from behind me.

      I turned and nodded, showing her the note. "Yamashita left a note. It was tied to a rune that triggered when I walked in. She knew we'd be back."

      Swift hurried over, setting her mace down on the floor next to her. "What does it say?"

      "Here," I said, handing it to her.

      She read the note, her brow pinched in confusion. "What does the Japanese say?"

      "It says ‘destroy the box’," I said, baffled.

      "What box?"

      "I have no idea. The first part of the note makes sense, but we don't have a box," I said with a shrug. "Perhaps it's what the people that killed Patterson are looking for? Maybe she's assuming we know where it is."

      My phone rang and I checked my caller id. It was Viktor.

      "Blackwell," I said, answering the phone.

      "We need to talk, tonight," Viktor said, sounding even more tired than he had before.

      "We can come right now," I said, getting Swift's attention and nodding toward the door.

      "No, don't come to the coroner's office. We should meet somewhere else. There is a restaurant on level twenty-three near the Edge, on 35th Street. Do you know it?" Viktor asked.

      "Yes. What time will you be there?"

      "In an hour. Don't bring your partner."

      I stopped in my tracks. "Why not?"

      "I will see you in an hour, Blackwell." He hung up without answering my question.

      I shoved my phone in my pocket with a sigh. This was the last thing I needed right now. Viktor had instantly hated Swift, and I still had no idea why. This was more than that though. He didn't trust her.

      "What was that about?" Swift asked, taking a picture of the sitting room.

      "Just a personal thing. I've got to head back home after we get back to Moira. Do you need me at the office tonight?" I shouldn't be lying to her, but I doubted she'd let me meet with Viktor without her. I didn't have the time or energy to debate it, we had more important things to worry about.

      She shrugged. "I guess not. We're at a dead end anyhow."

      I nodded and headed out to the car, guilt settling in my chest. The secrets were piling up and I was starting to understand the decision Master Hiko had made. First, there had been the prophecy I couldn't bring myself to tell her about, and now this.

      I wasn't nearly as angry at my old mentor now as I had been the night he'd finally told me the truth. It had taken a few days, but I'd realized that I wasn't mad at Master Hiko because he'd lied to me about my parent's deaths. I was mad because I'd thought he was perfect, and that he had all the answers. But he wasn't. And he didn't.

      Once I'd realized that, I had been left with nothing more than a childish disappointment that my last remaining father figure was human, and nothing more. It looked like I was just as imperfect.
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      This area of Moira wasn't flashy. The buildings were boxy and utilitarian with few windows and no paint to hide the gray concrete they were constructed from. When Moira had first been settled, these were the practical structures those pioneers had lived in. Now, they belonged to the people who lived and worked in Moira.

      This district had predominantly Russian inhabitants. Viktor had once mentioned that he lived here despite being able to afford a better apartment because he preferred the simplicity. I found it depressing, but to each their own.

      I spotted the small sign that noted the location of the restaurant Viktor had asked me to meet him at. There was no welcome sign or neon light to declare the restaurant open. It was a place for locals, not tourists.

      I pushed open the door and was blasted with raucous laughter. Three men that rivaled Viktor's stature were standing on the bar, arms linked together, singing in Russian. Their ruddy faces confirmed they'd had quite a bit to drink already.

      This was...not what I'd expected Viktor to choose. I pulled the door shut behind me and scanned the room for the necromancer. A few curious faces watched me, but no one seemed bothered by my presence. I finally spotted Viktor in the corner at a small table. There were two large mugs of some amber liquid set on the table. He nodded and gestured toward the seat across from him.

      I wove through the tightly packed tables and made my way over, plopping down tiredly in the chair. "This seems like a fun place."

      Viktor snorted. "It's loud, but they have good drinks."

      I eyed the pint suspiciously, but grabbed it and took a drink. It'd be rude not to. As soon as the liquid hit my tongue, my eyebrows shot up in surprise. I'd been expecting alcohol strong enough to put hair on a woman's chest, but this was good. And non-alcoholic.

      The drink was sour, but I could taste honey and another familiar flavor that I couldn't quite put my finger on.

      "What is this?" I asked, staring down into my mug.

      "Kvass, an old family recipe," Viktor said, already having drained half his glass. "It's not alcoholic, even children drink it."

      I took another sip, then set my glass down. "That's great, but you didn't ask me to come here without my partner to introduce me to a new drink."

      Viktor nodded and drew a quick rune, casting a sound barrier around us to keep the conversation private.

      When he didn't immediately speak, I asked, “Why don't you trust my partner?”

      His already unhappy expression grew more perturbed and his brows drew together in an angry line. “She is a Swift. Whatever sob story she gave you to gain your trust doesn't matter. She will side with her family if forced to choose between you and them, and she will be forced to, at some point.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Her family was trying to kill her. She wouldn't side with them on anything.”

      He waved my argument away. “That's normal in those old families.”

      “She has already chosen to do what's right over loyalty to her family, and almost paid for that deceit with her life. She's not loyal to them. You're wrong.”

      “Yet you didn't bring her here tonight. You must have some doubt.”

      “I doubted you would talk to me if I had. I trust Lexi.”

      Viktor sighed deeply. “I suppose you will find out which of us is wrong eventually. For your sake, I hope it's me.”

      “Me too.” I took another long drink, wishing the kvass actually was alcohol strong enough to put hair on my chest.

      “I reviewed the video of the interrogation, and you're right, the man you brought to me did appear alive.” Viktor looked truly disturbed by the concept. “I have never seen necromancy used this way.”

      “Are you sure it's actually necromancy? Is there a different kind of magic they could have used to make it seem like he was dead? Or have him decay faster?”

      Viktor shook his head. “Necromancy is unmistakable.”

      “That orb must be the key then,” I said, thinking back to the man's reaction to it. He had been completely desperate. It must have been keeping him seemingly alive. He didn't act like he knew it could kill him too. I sighed and leaned back, looking at Viktor. “All of this is stuff Swift could have heard.”

      He nodded and tapped the side of his glass. “The drugs this man sold, they bring in a large profit for the dealers.”

      “Yes,” I said, getting impatient for him to get to the point.

      “I used to be a part of that system,” he said, finally meeting my eyes. “I worked my way up, and was eventually allowed to transition into other work, and then was given a job as a coroner at the IMIB. Do you understand?”

      I ground my teeth together. I understood. And I didn't like it. “Who controls all of this?”

      He smiled, but it was humorless. “Lady Swift, the Lord Chancellor’s wife.”

      “Do you have proof?”

      “No, she's not stupid enough to leave proof, but it was known to those of us who made it high enough up in the ranks who we worked for. If someone important was arrested, they didn't stay that way.” He looked away, shaking his head in frustration. “Even now I receive orders from the Mages Guild to ignore certain cases, or pieces of evidence. I do what I can, but I have no plans to die, so there are some orders I can't ignore.”

      “Why are you helping me at all?”

      Viktor’s face darkened and he looked away, seemingly lost in a memory. “I have my reasons.”

      “I need you to share those reasons. This is a lot to take on blind faith.”

      Viktor snorted. “I am tired of it. It was never my intention to be trapped as their slave my entire life. I’ve grown sick of it recently and found that I have reached my limits.”

      “Fair enough.” I took a drink, thinking through all the implications of what I’d just learned. “Is this case going to disappear too?”

      Viktor shrugged. “I deleted all identifying information from the system. That should give you some time to keep looking into that informant’s background.”

      My jaw fell open. “I thought you weren't planning on getting yourself killed.”

      “I'm not. That's why I'll leave the dirty work to you.”

      I snorted. “Gee, thanks.”

      He smiled at me, looking a bit like a wild bear. “Let me get you a real drink, for courage.”

      “Make it something strong.”

      Viktor nodded and got up. I leaned back in my chair and shoved my hands in the pockets of my jacket, only to hit something smooth and slightly crumpled. I didn’t remember putting anything in that pocket.

      I pulled it out and found a perfectly white square piece of material. It wasn’t quite paper, but it wasn’t cotton either. I flipped it over and saw an intricate rune drawn on it. That was...odd.
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      I’d told Swift to meet me in Las Vegas. After the meeting with Viktor last night, Bootstrap had been able to track down a lot of information on our undead drug dealer. The guy had gone from an underpaid office worker in a big corporation to fairly well-off overnight.

      He’d quit his job without notice, then moved into a loft in downtown Las Vegas a few days later. If that wasn’t suspicious, I didn’t know what was.

      There was one name that kept popping up in association with his. The guy had a long list of arrests, and, lucky for us, an outstanding warrant for unpaid parking tickets. Once Swift got here, we could go pick that guy up and start unraveling who Adam Johnson had worked for, and where he’d gotten that orb.

      Viktor might have deleted what he could from the system, but I didn’t think that would hide the case forever. We were working on borrowed time.

      A familiar magical signature pricked against my awareness. Swift had a bad habit of not completely hiding hers when we were working, so it was easy to tell when she was nearby.

      I stepped away from the wall of the coffee shop and waved at her, but regretted it as soon as I saw the expression on her face. Something was wrong.

      She stopped in front of me, red trench coat swirling around her legs at the abrupt motion.

      “My mother came to visit me last night,” Swift said, staring at me like the answers she wanted were written on my face.

      I choked on my matcha latte. “Oh?”

      “Yep,” Swift said harshly.

      “Did she, uh, threaten you?” I asked, my throat still burning from trying to inhale hot tea.

      “Oh no, nothing like that. She simply asked about the attack on Moira and offered me a job. Working for her.” Swift crossed her arms and glared at me.

      “Why are you looking at me like this is my fault?”

      Her cheeks flushed with anger and pink magic sparked from her eyes. “Why did you lie to me about what you were doing last night?”

      I opened my mouth, but couldn’t come up with another lie fast enough. She pulled out her phone and held it up, showing a message from Bootstrap. She’d asked him where I was, he’d told her I was with Viktor. The brat had even given her the address to the restaurant. He really needed to stop stalking me.

      I held up my hands, trying to placate her. “Viktor asked to meet with me alone, I needed to see what he wanted.”

      “And?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “He was trying to warn me about you and ––”

      “About me? What the hell does he know about me? Nothing.” She shoved her finger in my face. “Absolutely nothing.”

      I leaned away, talking a half-step back. “I know. He’s wrong. I told him as much.”

      She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Then why did you lie about it? Dammit, Blackwell, I thought we had learned to work as a team.”

      “I’m telling you now!”

      “Because I caught you.”

      “I was going to tell you, especially because of what Viktor finally told me.” Despite the fact that we were still alone, I wanted to draw the rune to cast a silencing spell around us. I thrust her coffee at her and did so quickly. This was the kind of accusation you couldn’t just talk about where someone might overhear. “Did your mother ask about any of your cases last night?”

      Swift’s brows pinched together in confusion. “No, not really. She asked how work was, but I don’t like talking about that kind of thing with her. The conversation was brief. She offered me the job, then left when I turned her down.”

      A little knot of worry unwound in my chest. I knew she’d turn her mother down, but hearing it dispelled the small seed of doubt Viktor had planted last night.

      “Viktor reviewed the tapes and confirmed Adam Johnson was being controlled by necromancy, but insists he’s never seen anything like it.” I scratched the back of my head, uncomfortable about the next part of things. “And the reason he doesn’t trust you is because you’re a Swift.”

      Her face darkened with anger and I held my hands up in surrender.

      “He’s wrong, okay? Just hear me out.”

      She sighed, but nodded. “Fine.”

      “Apparently, he hasn’t always been an upstanding citizen. He used to work for a drug ring, similar to what we’re dealing with if not the same one.”

      Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “That is not what I expected.”

      “He worked his way up through their ranks, and then they got him his current job. As a coroner with the IMIB.” I shoved my hands in my pockets and waited for her to connect the dots.

      “Wait, the drug ring got him his job with the IMIB? That’s not…” Anger spread across her features.

      “Even the IMIB isn’t safe from corruption it appears.”

      “Who did he work for? Does he know?” she demanded, fingers twitching like she wanted to summon her mace.

      I nodded and took a deep breath to steel myself. “He has no proof, but he said the person that controls it all is your mother. He said that everyone ranked high enough in the organization knew that, but she was smart enough to not leave anyone a way to prove it.”

      A series of emotions flitted across my partner’s face before it settled on complete and utter rage. Her hands shook and magic whipped around her.

      I took a step back. “Lexi, you need to calm d––”

      “Do not tell me what to do,” she ground out.

      I cleared my throat and took another careful step back. I didn’t want to be within reach if she started swinging. “Okay.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. A muscle in her jaw twitched and she attempted to rein in her visceral reaction to the news. Her breaths slowed and her hands slowly unclenched. The magic receded and she tamped down on her magical signature until nothing was left, then opened her eyes. Even the normal pink glow was gone.

      “We have work to do. Let’s go see what evidence we can dig up,” she said, her voice perfectly calm and her expression neutral. It was terrifying.

      “Are you sure––”

      Her look quelled me and my teeth clicked as I snapped my jaw shut and nodded. “Patrice dug up some names for me. There’s one guy that knew Adam Johnson that we happen to have a warrant for. We need to haul him in for questioning.”

      She nodded. “Let’s go grab him.”

      I needed to talk to her about what I’d found in my pocket but decided that it would have to wait until this evening. She was too wound up right now for another mystery.
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      “IMIB! Stop!” Swift’s feet pounded against the concrete as she sprinted after the guy we had the warrant for.

      We’d thought he was human, but he definitely wasn’t. He was an unregistered shifter. And he looked like he needed a flea treatment. His skin was red and inflamed and the patchy hair on his head looked like it had been falling out in clumps.

      Patchy darted through an open doorway and I cursed whatever furry asshole changed him. He was headed down into what the locals had lovingly dubbed Infierno –– Hell in Spanish. It was the seediest, and most active, magical community outside of Moira.

      Where Moira was class and overpriced apartments, Infierno was guilty pleasures and overpriced alcoholic drinks. And that wasn’t even touching the gambling and fight rings.

      This was the last place I wanted to be chasing a suspect through. The people there weren’t exactly going to be helpful. No one cared for the IMIB in Infierno.

      Prosaic Las Vegas faded away as we ran down the long sloping tunnel that led through the underground city. It was dark –– in keeping with the aesthetic –– and crowded. This area was mostly known for its bars. Someone could come here to feel like they were living dangerously without the actual danger. A few prosaics even snuck in, always with a paranormal escort.

      Patchy shoved a few people out of his way with an enraged snarl. A drunk woman fell down, her drink flying from her hands and drenching the unlucky person next to her. There were angry shouts and some of them tried to follow Patchy.

      Swift ran around them but I was forced to charge through them. The bastard was getting too far ahead of us. I picked up my pace and started catching up to him and Swift. She was only a few paces behind him now. Her red trench coat snapped out behind her as she released her hold on her magical signature.

      The weight of it blasted through the crowd, parting it faster than we could have done with a shout. Patchy glanced over his shoulder in alarm and stumbled slightly. That was all the opportunity she needed to close the distance.

      She lunged at him, hitting him in a full-body tackle. They slammed into the ground. She grabbed his head and smashed it against the concrete once, ending his struggle abruptly.

      “You’re under arrest,” she snarled, pulling thick cuffs out from her waistband. “Stop resisting or I’ll break your arms off.”

      I slid to a stop next to them and helped her tighten the cuffs. As the magic and silver in them hit him, he went limp, his eyes rolling back in his head. His face was bloodied and his nose looked broken. She’d certainly done a number on him. Luckily, he’d heal fast once he was safely in lock up and the cuffs could be removed.

      The crowd gathered around us were giving us dark looks and murmuring among themselves. I wanted to get out of here before they decided they were disgruntled enough to start more trouble.

      She shoved off him, angrily wiping some sweat from her brow. “Shitstain.”

      “Slippery shitstain.” I stood, brushing the grime off my suit. It was going to need a deep clean. “I’m going to call in a pickup so we don’t have to haul this guy back ourselves.”

      She glared down at him like she was considering kicking him or something. This was not like her. Sure, she went overboard a lot, but never like this. She hadn’t needed to slam his face into the concrete like that, and I didn’t like seeing her lose control like this. Patchy probably didn’t appreciate it either.

      “That arrest was a bit severe,” I said carefully.

      She turned on me, eyes flashing. “I don’t need you telling me how to do my job.”

      I’d tried to be understanding, but enough was enough. “Actually, right now I think you do.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but I continued, interrupting her.

      “I think you need to work off a little of this anger too. Let’s head back to the Manor. There’s something else I need your help on, and I need you clear-headed for it. This idiot can sit in jail overnight. We’ll interview him in the morning.”

      For a moment, I thought she was going to keep arguing, but she took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll see you there.”

      She turned and walked away. Shaking my head, I pulled out my phone and dialed the local IMIB office. They could handle getting this guy back to Moira where we could talk to him tomorrow.
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      Her kick landed on my ribs, but I’d been expecting it. I spun around with a backfist, lessening the impact of the blow, but struck the arm she’d raised to block my counter-attack.

      “Woohoo! Kick him harder next time, Lexi!” Bootstrap shouted from the sidelines.

      Yui sat next to him eating popcorn –– though I had no idea where she had gotten it since I never bought the stuff –– and watching our sparring session with great enjoyment.

      I slipped past Swift’s next punch, parrying a kick with my shin and getting to the side of her. I faked an uppercut, then caught her in the face with an elbow. She had started out the fight distracted and angry, but now she was just tired, and it was showing.

      Her head rocked back but she didn’t even flinch from the blow to her face. She picked up the pace of her attacks, trying to force me back off the mat. I moved around her, cutting angles rather than moving in a straight line. Slowly but surely, I picked holes in her defenses.

      We’d agreed on absolutely no magic at the beginning of the sparring session and that gave me a slight edge over her. She was still freakishly strong but I had the longer reach and the weight advantage. Based on the way she was tiring out, she also depended on her magic when she fought. It was an easy trap to fall into, after all, when would we be without our magic? I’d had to learn how to deal with that though since my magic had been so unruly.

      She kicked out, almost catching me in the gut, but I turned just in time and slipped past the strike. I punched hard, throwing all my weight behind it, and landed a solid blow. Her head snapped back and blood gushed from her nose. She stumbled and I pressed my advantage, hitting her with two more fast punches, then sweeping her legs.

      Her feet flew out from underneath her and she hit the mat with a thud, the air whooshing out of her lungs with a wheeze. If I was an asshole, I’d have followed her down and really pushed things, but this was supposed to be a friendly match to work out her anger issues, not a beatdown.

      “You done being grumpy?” I asked, standing just out of reach of her legs in case she decided she wasn’t actually done.

      She rolled onto her side and pushed up with one hand, the other cradled under her bleeding nose. “I was until you said that,” she snapped, the anger in her voice dulled by the nasal whine from her swollen nose.

      I held out a hand. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up, then you can pay up on that wager and cook dinner.”

      I wasn’t going to lie, I’d intended on letting her beat me up until she’d said the loser had to cook dinner. After that, it was game on.

      She rolled her eyes but accepted the help up.

      Yui appeared at my elbow, the popcorn mysteriously gone. “I can fix that if you’d like,” she said, gesturing at Swift’s nose.

      Swift narrowed her eyes at the kitsune but nodded, lowering her hand slightly.

      Yui reached out and said something softly under her breath. White tendrils of magic leaped from her fingertips to my partner’s face. With a soft snap and flash of light the swelling and blood vanished.

      “That felt weird,” Swift said, blinking rapidly as she carefully checked her nose for any remaining soreness.

      Yui shrugged and swept her long, black hair over her shoulder. “I want steak for dinner.”

      I rolled my eyes. Yui was always thinking about food. “I seriously need to start charging you rent.”

      “As your guardian, I am entitled to stay with you––”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said waving the tired, old argument away. I turned back to Swift. “There’s something I need to show you before dinner. Come to the study with me.”

      Bootstrap moved to follow us, but I glared at him. “Fine, have your secret conversations,” he muttered, trailing after Yui who was headed in the opposite direction.

      Swift followed me silently, having shifted to melancholy brooding now that the anger was gone.

      “Want to talk about it?” I asked.

      “Not right now.”

      We walked the rest of the way to my father’s study in silence. I’d stashed the mysterious note in the warded room, which I quickly retrieved. I motioned for Swift to join me at his desk and laid out the strange material with the unfamiliar rune on it.

      Her expression changed immediately and she leaned down to inspect it. “What is this?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question. Yesterday, when we were riding the Rune Rail, I thought someone bumped my arm but no one was there. Then, after talking to Viktor, I found this in my pocket. I didn’t put it there, but I think I might know who, or rather what, did.”

      “A valkyrie?” she asked, glancing up at me.

      I nodded. “That’s the only explanation I can think of, unless it was Viktor, but that doesn’t seem like his style. Besides, he told me everything he knew. It doesn’t make sense that he’d also slip me whatever this is.”

      She stood up and crossed her arms, staring at the strange rune with frustrated expression. “This seems almost familiar. At least parts of it do.”

      “I didn’t recognize any of it.”

      “Well, the composition is very old-fashioned. This style of constructing a rune hasn’t been used in centuries, not since before the Mage Wars at least. Even then it wasn’t popular. It’s more technical, and more precise, but most mages don’t require that kind of precision to cast a shield or silencing spell. This is meant for something where a mistake or variation would be disastrous.” She whirled around and scanned the bookshelves. “Aha, I thought I saw this last time I was here.”

      “Saw what?”

      She hurried over to the bookshelf and grabbed an old tome, double checking the title on the front before nodding. “This is a book on runes I studied when I first started working in Magical Artifacts. We had a case involving this enchanted object that would summon a unicorn whenever placed in direct moonlight. It was a huge mess, and I’ve never forgotten the runes on the blasted thing.”

      Dust billowed up from the tome as she set it down on the desk. The pages were yellowed with age but must have been preserved at some point or they’d have fallen apart with her rough handling. She flipped through it quickly before settling on a chapter near the back.

      “Just as I thought, this portion of the rune here indicates this is a summoning spell,” she said, tapping the white square. “And this...this indicates a separate realm, or plane of existence, much like the place a warlock would summon from. It’s different from any I’ve seen before though.”

      I scratched the stubble on my jaw. “Do you have any idea what it would summon?”

      She shrugged. “No, but I can find out. Hopefully. We have to before we risk using the rune.”

      “I agree. I can be reckless, but I’m not risking summoning some kind of otherworldly monster into the middle of my house.”

      She cracked a smile at that comment. “That does sound like something you’d do though.”

      “I have you to keep me on the straight and narrow now,” I said with a grin. “I’m going to put this away so Bootstrap doesn’t find it and try to test it out.”

      His runehacking was useful, but I wasn’t sure how much was luck and how much was genius.

      She nodded and leaned back against the desk, some of her enthusiasm fading. I’d hoped this mystery would provide her with enough distraction from the accusation Viktor had made about her mother, but apparently that had been too much to hope for.

      When I got done putting the strange rune away, she seemed to have come to some kind of decision.

      She looked up at me, her hands clenched tightly together at her sides. “If what Viktor says is true, then I have to stop her, Logan. I can’t live with myself knowing my family is hurting people.”

      I nodded. “I’ll help you, you know that.”

      “I know.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence that felt a little too much like we were bonding. I jerked my head toward the door. “Time to get to the kitchen where you belong,” I said with a smirk.

      Her eyes flashed with irritation. “Watch it or your head is going to end up in the oven.”

      I laughed as I followed her out of the room. She was so easy to rile up.
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      Griswold's face had healed up nicely. His attitude, however, had not.

      “I don't know shit. And I ain't saying shit.” Unable to move his arms, he rubbed the side of his head against his shoulder. His skin was still inflamed, which the doctors informed us was due to his addiction to a certain magical drug that werewolves were allergic to. He'd probably been addicted before he was changed and hadn't managed to kick the habit.

      “Who changed you?” I asked, crossing my arms. Griswold was not what shifters looked for in a potential pack mate. They liked to change powerful, good-looking, or rich people. And their significant others if they happened to fall for a human.

      Drug addicts were not on the list.

      He snorted and looked at Swift. “Is he deaf or something?”

      She planted both hands on the table, her scariest smile on her face. “You know, we have you on a crazy number of charges. First the warrants, then the drug paraphernalia we found in your apartment and on your person, and resisting arrest. It's in your best interests to answer our questions. Do those drugs belong to someone else? Or do we just have to pin it all on you?”

      His eyes narrowed at her. “Like you ain't gonna pin it on me anyhow.”

      “We won't if you give us the real dealer. You didn't make that stuff, that requires someone a hell of a lot smarter.” She straightened and crossed her arms, waiting for him to make up his mind.

      For a moment, I thought he was going to tell her off. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and glanced at me, then back at her. We had him cornered, figuratively and literally. He would either take the fall for his boss, or make the smart decision, and give them up.

      “I don't know much,” he said uneasily.

      “Start with who changed you and who you're selling drugs for,” I said.

      Griswold sighed and shifted in his seat. “Look, I can tell you my alpha’s name, but I don’t know who makes the drugs.”

      Swift slid a notepad and pen across the table. “Name and address.”

      He grabbed the pen and scribbled down the information awkwardly, not able to lift his hand very far off the table due to the shackles.

      “Where do you get the drugs?” Swift asked, taking the notebook and pen back.

      “I get a text with GPS coordinates, show up, there’ll be a box or locker or something, and the drugs are in it. They give me a week to move them all and then give me another drop location for the money. It changes every time,” he said with a shrug.

      “When would the next exchange be?”

      He snorted. “Half of Infierno saw me get arrested. There won’t be another exchange.”

      I resisted the urge to sigh in frustration. “Where was the last one?”

      If we knew that, we could at least go through surveillance videos of the area and hope to catch a lucky break.

      “I don’t quite remember––”

      “Try again,” Swift interrupted.

      Griswold mumbled something under his breath, then said, “In a locker at some gym. Give me the notebook and I’ll write down the details.”

      Swift slid it back toward him.

      This was better than nothing, but I remained frustrated. This organization went to great lengths to keep everyone blind. They were smart.
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      I frowned at the note attached to the surveillance video. Sergeant Lopez, the shifter who had helped us with the warlock case, had already gotten a warrant for video at this same address. There was a list of others she'd pulled at addresses I didn’t recognize, but they were all in Las Vegas as well.

      “Hey Swift, Lopez has looked at this same location recently,” I said swiveling in my chair.

      She looked up, a frown creasing her brow. “The same date and time?”

      “Technically yes, but she pulled two days’ worth of footage.”

      “That’s too much of a coincidence. Our cases must overlap. Was she looking for Griswold?” She set her tablet down and walked over, leaning against the corner of my desk while I looked up the information.

      “Hmm, his name isn’t anywhere in here. She might have been looking for someone else.”

      “Let’s go talk to her before she leaves for the day.”

      I nodded and followed Swift to Lopez and Danner’s office. The door was open, so we strolled in.

      Danner glanced up from his paperwork and grunted in lieu of a proper greeting.

      “Hey Swift, Blackwell, what’s up?” Lopez asked, swiveling around in her chair to face us.

      “We picked up a guy named Griswold connected to our drug ring case. The guy who exploded.” Swift passed Lopez her tablet and pointed at the surveillance video we’d pulled. “You looked at surveillance at the same address, a gym just north of the Strip, on the same day Griswold said he picked up drugs from an exchange with people he works for.”

      Lopez’s posture changed immediately. “Danner, this is probably the lackey, the one we couldn’t identify.”

      “Huh,” Danner said with a complete lack of excitement. “That still doesn’t tell us who the dealer is.”

      “No, but it’s something.” Lopez turned back to her computer. “Three weeks ago, this bad batch of drugs goes through Los Angeles. Ten people died. We traced the drugs back to Las Vegas, but we have no idea who is making them, or even dealing them. It’s just one dead end after another.”

      “Are there any ties to uh...Russia?” I asked.

      Lopez looked back over her shoulder, incredulous. “What would make you ask that?”

      I shrugged. “Just an intuitive leap.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Riiight.”

      “Griswold did give us an exact time for when he picked up the drugs. That should make it easier to find who dropped them off,” Swift said, turning the conversation back to a safe topic.

      “Yes, that would,” Lopez agreed, checking the time Swift showed her again. She rewound the video to a few minutes before the time Griswold had given us.

      With the advent of runetech, surveillance videos had changed from stilted, staticky videos to high definition. A man walked in, his face obscured by a dark hoodie. It would have been impossible to tell it was Griswold except for the way he kept scratching his arms.

      “That’s him,” Swift and I said in unison.

      “Alright. Let’s see where he goes.” Lopez tagged the time he walked in, then sat back.

      Griswold meandered through the locker room, looking over his shoulder every few seconds. This guy was not good at playing it cool.

      Finally, he stopped in front of a locker and leaned in to conceal the code he typed into the lock. It popped open and he pulled out a duffel bag, then hurried back out.

      “Now to see who else has visited this locker,” Lopez said, setting the video to play in reverse at three times speed.

      A stream of people came in and out of the locker room, but none of them went near the locker. The time stamp showed an hour before Griswold had arrived and was counting backward fast.

      I shifted impatiently. Swift seemed equally annoyed. The light in the locker room dimmed at around five a.m. when the gym normally opened. The locker room was empty now.

      “Maybe they work there?” Lopez said, not sounding convinced.

      “That would be hard considering how often they change the places they use for these exchanges,” Swift said.

      “What about––”

      The blare of a siren cut me off. Everyone jumped into motion immediately. That siren was only used for one thing. An attack on Moira.

      It was happening again.
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      Smoke filled the air. It was so thick we couldn’t see more than ten feet ahead. My lungs and nose burned with every inhale. The silence pounded at my ears. No one was screaming or crying out for help.

      We’d arrived before the Mage’s Guild. The attack was close to the IMIB office, but we’d still shown up too late. Perhaps there was something lurking in all this smoke, but I suspected that just like last time, they were already gone.

      An unnatural breeze picked up at our backs, sweeping the smoke away. Strewn ahead of us were bodies. Hundreds of them. A building had been reduced to rubble, long claw marks rending stone and steel into chunks.

      In the center of the destruction was that same, blackened ring I’d seen down on the Rune Rail platform after the first attack. I wasn’t sure if it was from the creature that did this, or from the valkyrie.

      “What the hell is doing this?” Swift asked quietly, turning in a slow circle.

      I tightened my grip on my katana, wishing there was an enemy in front of me I could fight instead of this carnage. I was tired of being too late.

      The air shifted in front of me for a split second, revealing a glimpse of white wings and a face I couldn’t quite make out.

      “Did you see that?” I asked Swift quietly.

      She whipped around. “See what?”

      I frowned. “Nothing, I’ll explain later.”

      The valkyrie didn’t leave the Rune Rail, and they didn’t police Moira, but I knew what I’d seen. If they’d stopped this monster I wasn’t going to complain, it’s just that none of this made sense.

      What were they fighting?

      I knelt down next to a woman who lay face down, her hands pressed to her ears. Her skin was cold as I checked for a pulse. There wasn’t one.

      Many of the bodies were burnt or torn apart, but she looked unharmed. That hadn’t saved her apparently.

      Fear. That’s what Swift had said could make all of these mages incapable of fighting back. What might cause a parent to watch their child be killed without a fight.

      “Is she alive?” Swift asked, her voice subdued.

      I shook my head. “No, she just laid down and died.”

      “The Mage’s Guild is here,” Swift said, gesturing behind us.

      I stood and raked my hands through my hair. The rest of us would get run out of here soon then.

      “We need to see if the cameras were cut before this attack too. I’ll text Bootstrap.”

      Swift nodded. “There has to be something else we’re missing though. Some reason this place was targeted, or some sign the attack was coming.”

      “I agree. I just have no idea what it is.”

      Danner walked up, his expression uncharacteristically angry. The old mage wasn’t big on expressing his emotions and lived by the motto –– if it ain’t my problem, it ain’t my problem.

      “I haven’t seen a massacre like this since the war.” His eyes strayed toward the Mage’s Guild. “There’s something we aren’t being told.”

      “That’s nothing new,” I muttered.

      “What do they gain from this? Moira is the heart of the Mage’s Guild. If they do know what’s going on and just aren’t saying, they still have to be scrambling for a solution. This is the worst thing that could happen to them,” Swift said, glaring at the magisters as well. “I don’t trust them, but I don’t think they are behind these attacks.”

      Danner twisted the toothpick hanging from his lips. “Half the shit they do doesn’t make sense.”

      Bradley caught our attention and waved us over. Lopez, who had been a few yards away talking to another agent, jogged to catch up and join us.

      “Did you see anything?” the Chief asked.

      I shook my head. “It was over by the time we got here, which was maybe five minutes after the siren went off.”

      Swift nodded in agreement. “Were there any witnesses?”

      “Not so far. No one alive was close enough to see anything,” Bradley said, exhaustion clear in his voice. “The team assigned to this is taking over. Get back to the office.”

      For once, I didn’t bother arguing. We could wander this crime scene for hours and not find anything new.

      We needed to find Yamashita or figure out who killed Patterson. They were the only leads we had on either of these cases.
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      “Hold on, let me,” I said just before Swift reached for the door to the Manor. Gently, I turned the handle and pushed it inward, waiting for an alarm or other chaos.

      Swift looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Bootstrap said he was going to try to fix the wards today. Every time he says that, something weird ends up happening when I first walk in.” I stepped over the threshold, still wary. Nothing shocked me and the wards didn’t spring to life. “Looks safe, come in.”

      She walked inside, shaking her head at me. “Where is Bootstrap?”

      “Probably in his room. He doesn’t leave it unless he’s finding something to eat or bothering me.” The relief at getting space from Yui had been short-lived when I realized I had a new barnacle.

      I led Swift upstairs to the same room I’d found Bootstrap scuttling around in the day I’d gotten the Manor back from the High Chancellor. Not wanting to risk walking in on anything I might need eye bleach for, I knocked loudly, then waited for the hacker to let us in.

      There was a crash, then a shuffling noise. “One second!”

      Swift shrugged out of her trench coat and draped it over her arm. “We should order take-out after we talk to him. I’m starving.”

      “Sounds good. I wanted to finish reviewing the security footage at the gym. Food will make that less miserable.”

      The door was yanked open and Bootstrap stood there, breathless, with his shirt on backward. “What’s up, guys?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “The attack…”

      “Oh, right, right, come on in.” He stepped back and waved us in, then hurried back to his computer. With two clicks, a still shot of the scene of the attack prior to the devastation popped up on his biggest screen.

      “The camera feed definitely went out again,” he said, pressing another key to play the video. Just like last time, everything was normal until the video went dark and skipped forward to the aftermath.

      “No surprise there,” Swift said with a sigh. “Any sign of who the hacker doing this is?”

      “Actually, I noticed something weird,” Bootstrap said, swiveling around in his chair dramatically. “The cameras aren’t getting shut down the second before the attack. The video stops the exact moment the attack starts.”

      “What does that mean?” Swift asked.

      “Timing something like this would be really hard unless the attack itself somehow interferes with the cameras.” Bootstrap sat back in his chair looking particularly smug. “There’s something weird going on. That whole theory that the Edge is leaking into Moira is starting to make a lot of sense.”

      “The Edge?” I asked, confused.

      Bootstrap nodded solemnly. “This guy was talking about how that darkness out there is just pure, destructive magic. Maybe there is no creature, maybe it’s just magic killing those people.”

      Swift rolled her eyes. “There is definitely something behind the attacks. Maybe it’s coming from the Edge, but it’s not just magic. Do you have any proof there is magical interference with the cameras?”

      “Nah, just a hunch since nothing else I’ve looked at has turned up any clues. Whatever, or whoever, did this did not use the normal means of hacking a surveillance system. There is no sign of tampering, unless they are better than me. And let’s be real, no one is better than me.”

      “Alright, we’ll keep that in mind. Have you tracked down Yamashita yet?” I asked.

      Bootstrap shook his head. “Nope. She went completely off the grid. If she’s still alive, she is living off cash and avoiding magical areas.”

      “You think she might be dead?” Swift’s hand tightened on her trench coat.

      “I mean, not really? It’s just super hard to be this much of a ghost in this day and age.” Bootstrap shrugged and twirled back around. “I’ve got everything possible flagged. If she shows up, I’ll know. And then you’ll know. Because I’ll tell you.”

      “Great.” I nodded my head toward the door and Swift followed me with a sigh. Bootstrap couldn’t tell us anything else right now. I hated waiting, but there was nothing else we could do right now.

      Once in the kitchen, I grabbed a few take-out menus out of a drawer and handed them to Swift. “Not many people will deliver this far out, so those are the choices.”

      “Pizza sound good?” she asked, holding up a Papa John’s menu.

      “It sounds amazing. Want to just work in here? It should only take them about twenty minutes to get here. They have one of those rune-tech ovens that cooks the pizza in a minute.”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      I propped my tablet up on the small kitchen table, syncing it to display on the table, then pulled up the surveillance footage. It was paused where we had been interrupted by the attack.

      The video continued playing in reverse at three times speed. I pulled a chair out from the table and settled back to watch.

      Swift rummaged around in the fridge then sat down as well, handing me a cold beer. “This seems like a night that requires a drink.”

      “I think you're right.”

      The lights in the locker room of the gym flicked back on. It must be the night prior to the day Griswold picked up the drugs now.

      People began moving through the locker room once again, though it was still fairly empty. Most people didn't go to the gym at ten pm, which made it the best time to go in my opinion.

      Swift leaned forward abruptly and slowed the video, then let it play forward at a normal pace. A man in a hoodie walked past the locker, opened it, and tossed in a bag so fast it would have been easy to miss in person.

      “That's our guy,” she said, zooming in on the side of his face. It was mostly obscured by the hood.

      “Now we just need to figure out who he is.” I zoomed out slightly and moved the still image to focus on an emblem on the sleeve of the hoodie. “That patch looks sewn on. Could be a shifter, maybe even a werewolf pack.”

      “It will be in the System if it is,” she said, searching for it on her phone.

      The doorbell rang, then a loud wail rent the air as the wards sprang to life. Swift jumped to her feet, summoning her mace in a blaze of light, but I got up slowly and strolled toward the door.

      “Don’t kill anyone! It shouldn’t be doing that!” Bootstrap shouted from upstairs.

      “Is that the delivery guy?” Swift asked, relaxing slightly.

      Bootstrap flew down the stairs, almost tripping over his long robe. “Yeah, just the delivery guy. One second.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Swift. “See? Every time he says he’s fixing it, something goes wrong.”

      She snorted and shook her head. “You find the weirdest people.”

      “You’re proof enough of that.”

      “Shut up.”
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      Pounding on my bedroom door woke me up out of a dead sleep. I jolted upright and grabbed my katana before jumping out of bed. As adrenaline shot through me, I realized it was Bootstrap, and he was shouting something about being a genius.

      I walked to my door and yanked it open. “What?” I demanded with a snarl, my eyes still blurry from having just woken up.

      Bootstrap was bouncing on the balls of his feet. “I found something important.”

      “Do not make me guess what it is,” I said, my grip tightening on my katana.

      He finally registered the irritated expression on my face and the weapon in my hand, and scrambled to pull up whatever he had decided was important enough to come wake me up for. The bright screen was shoved in my face, wobbling slightly from his shaking hands.

      I grabbed it and squinted at the tiny print. “What is this?”

      “Yamashita showed up on a surveillance camera in London. Dude, she’s close by.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me that?” I shoved the tablet into his chest and hurried back into my room. “Do you have an address?” I yanked my closet doors open and grabbed a suit off the rack. “And call Swift. I want her to meet me there.”

      “Yeah, you got it. Address sent. Calling the boss lady.”

      I scrambled into my clothes and strapped on my katana. “Is Yamashita alone?”

      There was a moment of silence, then a curse. “Not anymore.”

      I sprinted out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      A body flew past with a mace-shaped imprint on his chest. Swift had beat me here.

      I skidded around the corner and immediately had to drop into a roll to avoid a blast of fire that rolled out of the alley like a backdraft. There were two mages I didn’t recognize dressed in all black, their faces obscured by some kind of spell. I couldn’t make out their features at all, they were simply a blur.

      Another blast of fire billowed out from the hands of the taller of the faceless assassins. Swift, who stood in front of a prone Yamashita, blocked the attack with the head of her mace. The flames flowed around her, obscuring them both from view.

      I charged in toward the second assassin who was busy tracing out runes that I recognized as some kind of blasting spell. That was not good. As soon as I was within range, I drew my katana. My mayhem magic flowed down the black blade like a whip and snapped out, catching the shorter assassin in the arm.

      A feminine scream split the air as she was knocked back, the magic tearing off the limb. She lifted her other arm, swinging wildly at me. I cut through it and lunged toward her, bringing my katana down on her neck. The blade cut through muscle and bone without resistance, the mayhem magic that coated the sword aiding my blow.

      I pressed my finger to the shield rune on the handle of my katana and spun around just in time to block a wall of darkness. It hit the shield, slithering around it. Long, finger-like tendrils probed at the shield, looking for a weakness.

      With a grunt, I twisted the shield and shoved them away, then let it collapse. It wasn’t worth the energy to maintain it. Something swiped the back of my legs and I fell. The darkness attacked my face, blinding me as the magic covered my eyes.

      I kept my grip on my sword, using it to ground me, and let the mayhem magic flare out from my body. The darkness shuddered and was thrown back, freeing me just enough to scramble to my feet.

      A scream split the air. Yamashita clawed at the asphalt as she was dragged toward the end of the alley, leaving a trail of blood. A shadow, slightly darker than natural, was wrapped around her foot like a tether.

      I ran for her, swiping my katana in front of me to cut through the magic trying to stop me. Swift cursed and charged at the other assassin with a yell. I’d have to trust her to take care of him. I couldn’t let these bastards take Yamashita.

      With a running jump, I slid to a stop and brought my katana down on the dark tether dragging Yamashita away. The blow severed it and I bent down, getting one arm under her chest. Warm blood soaked through my jacket. She was bleeding out.

      “Swift, we need to go!” I shouted, struggling to lift her while keeping ahold of my weapon.

      There was a loud crash, then a yell that was abruptly cut off. Swift appeared next to me, scooping Yamashita up like she weighed nothing.

      “Cover us,” Swift said before turning and sprinting out of the alley.

      I raced after them, staying between them and the direction the darkness had come from. The mage that Swift had knocked out of the alley was nowhere to be seen, but I knew they were watching us, waiting for a chance to strike.

      Yamashita’s head lolled to the side, her eyes rolling back. My car was parked at the end of the street, still running, the doors flung open for an easy escape. Swift leapt into the backseat.

      I slid over the hood of the car and jumped into the driver’s seat, letting the force of my acceleration shut all the doors.

      “Give her first aid, stop the bleeding!” I shouted as I skidded around a turn.

      “I am, but she is seriously hurt. That isn’t going to be enough,” Swift said, her voice tight with worry.

      I yanked out my phone, tapping my most recent number to call Bootstrap. We needed a healer, but a hospital was not an option. That left me only one choice. I didn’t like it, but we needed help, and he was the only person I could trust. Yui wasn’t reliable and only ever seemed willing to help me.
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      “Where is he?” Swift asked, adjusting her hands on Yamashita’s stomach. The woman groaned in pain, her eyelids fluttering weakly. Her skin was white as a sheet.

      “I don’t know.” I continued pacing, glancing at the old-fashioned clock on the wall impatiently.

      Bootstrap barreled into the room. “He’s pulling in the driveway. I’m tracking his phone.”

      I ran toward the front door, wanting to meet him outside to explain before he saw her, and give him an out. This put him in danger and I wouldn’t let him get involved until he understood the risk.

      As I opened the front door, a giant, jacked-up truck slid to a stop, spraying loose gravel. Billy hopped down and ran over, clutching a black, leather bag in his hand.

      “Wait, you aren’t hurt?” he asked, looking me over like he expected my guts to be trailing the floor.

      “No, what did Bootstrap tell you–– You know what, never mind. It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “Before we go in there, I have to warn you that getting involved in this could make you a target for the Mage’s Guild. It’s corrupt, and I think someone with them tried to kill this woman, and I can’t––”

      “Where is she?” Billy asked, his face set in determination. “I’m a healer. I’m not turning my back on anyone, no matter the risk.”

      His back was straight and I recognized that glint in his eye. He wasn’t afraid, and he wasn’t going to leave without healing Yamashita.

      “Come on then, she’s in bad shape.” I stepped back and waved him inside.

      We ran back through the Manor to the sitting room and Billy immediately went to Yamashita’s side.

      Swift moved out of his way, breathing a sigh of relief. “Thank God you’re here.”

      Soft, golden magic leapt from Billy’s hands as he stretched them out over her. “Cut off her shirt. Scissors in my bag.”

      Swift grabbed the bag and dug through it, coming up with the shears. She cut the shirt and pulled it away, giving Billy more room to work.

      “Why can’t you take her to a hospital?” Billy asked, the flow of his healing magic never stopping.

      “Someone is trying to kill her. If we put her in a hospital, they’ll find her, and we may not be able to stop them again.” I dragged my hands down my face then realized they were still covered in dried blood. Grimacing, I crossed my arms behind my back.

      Bringing Billy into this made me nervous. He was young and not much of a fighter. I’d never forgive myself if he got hurt.

      Bootstrap craned his neck trying to see over Billy’s shoulder as he worked. His face paled when he caught a glimpse of her injuries and he scurried back to the corner of the room.

      Yamashita groaned as she came back to consciousness and jerked away from Billy.

      “Ma’am, you need to hold still.” Billy’s voice was comforting and perfectly calm. He had a confidence doing this that I hadn’t ever seen before.

      I crouched down on the other side of her. “I’ve brought you back to my house. You’re safe for now.”

      She laughed humorlessly, but it turned into a cough halfway through. Billy pressed a hand to her shoulder reminding her to stay still.

      “Safe?” Yamashita asked, speaking in Japanese. I wasn’t sure if she was doing that because she was disoriented or didn’t want the others to understand her. “Have you learned nothing today?”

      “Did you know Henry Patterson?” I asked, speaking in English to try and keep Swift in the loop. She already looked annoyed enough.

      Yamashita gave a short nod, glancing at Billy like she expected to be chastised. “Is he dead?”

      “Yes.”

      She took a short breath, grief flashing across her face. “I told him to keep a phone with him so I could contact him, but he wouldn’t.”

      “Did you know they were coming for you that day?” I asked.

      “I suspected it.”

      I rose from my crouch and began pacing again. “Why do they want to kill you? And answer that in English, please, so my partner can understand.”

      “Perhaps they think I found a way around my geas. I don’t know why they chose now to strike,” Yamashita said, in English as I’d requested. She glanced at Billy, who was now massaging her abdomen, little sparks of magic shooting under her skin every few seconds.

      I didn’t disagree, so I nodded. “Billy, how much longer?”

      He scowled at me. “At least a half hour, and then she needs to rest. She also needs to eat to regain her strength.”

      “Is steak good?” I asked, already walking toward the door.

      “Yes,” Billy confirmed with a sharp nod.

      “I’ll cook something for her. Swift, you have a minute? Bootstrap, stay here and make sure nothing happens to them.”

      “What am I supposed to do if––” Swift cut off Bootstrap’s complaint as she pulled the door shut behind her.

      When we were far enough away to not be overheard, Swift asked, “What did she tell you?”

      “She knew Henry Patterson and had wanted to stay in contact with him to keep him safe, but he refused.” I paused near the entryway to the kitchen. “As soon as she’s healed enough to talk, we need to find out what that box she mentioned on her note is.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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      Color had returned to Yamashita’s face after eating and another round of healing. Swift was talking with her in the kitchen, and I’d come back to the sitting room to clean up the mess.

      Billy looked exhausted as he packed up his bag.

      “You should stay the night. There’s at least thirty spare bedrooms,” I said as he yawned for a second time in two minutes.

      He glanced at his watch. “I guess I might as well. It won’t take any longer to get to work in the morning from here than it would from home. I just need to text Sarah.”

      I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Is that the girl from the unicorn incident?”

      A blush spread across his cheeks. “She is. We moved in together. I know it’s fast, but she’s perfect. I’m working on saving up for a ring.”

      I clapped my hand on his shoulder. Some people had all the luck. I’d never met a woman I wanted to spend that much time with, and my last serious date...well, it ended in a hostage situation. “That’s great, Billy.”

      Bootstrap appeared at my shoulder, practically vibrating with energy, as usual. “I can show him around.”

      I got the impression the runehacker didn’t get out much. “Alright, but let him actually get some rest.”

      “Obviously,” Bootstrap replied with a roll of his eyes. He wrapped his arm around Billy’s shoulders and led him toward the door. “This place is baller. The room you should stay in has a bathtub the size of my last living room.”

      I shook my head but smiled. If you took away all the terrible memories, I suppose the Manor was ‘baller’. My parents had updated it extensively during their lifetime, removing the stuffy feel some older houses had. It was modern for something built in the mid eighteen-hundreds. The bedrooms were meant to be luxurious. They were always hosting someone, or having a party, when they weren’t working at least.

      My mind strayed to the chest sitting upstairs in my father’s office. I had dozens of questions for Yamashita, but that was one I wanted answered first. When Swift had first brought it up, I’d been ready to dismiss it out of hand, but if there was even the slightest chance the chest was related to these attacks somehow, I had to know.

      Gathering up the last of the trash, I made my way back to the kitchen. Yamashita was chugging a bottle of water –– as instructed by Billy –– to rehydrate herself after the extensive blood loss. I’d given her a t-shirt to replace her torn blouse but I didn’t have any pants that would fit her, so she’d had to keep on the blood-stained jeans she wore during the attack.

      “Are you ready?” Swift asked.

      I nodded. “Yamashita, in your note you mentioned a box that should be destroyed. What were you talking about?”

      She set the bottle down, fiddling with the label which was peeling off on one corner. “I thought you already knew.”

      Swift crossed her arms. “This isn’t the time to clam up. We can help you, but we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

      Yamashita sighed, rubbing her temples. “Fine, but you can’t take this back to your superiors. It’s not safe. Though, all the most dangerous people already know, so I suppose the harm is already done. This information will put anyone who knows it at risk.”

      “I think I already took on that risk by visiting you, and then bringing you to my home.”

      She finally nodded. “Alright. The box is something we found in Moira, before the city was built. It radiated magic. You could barely look at it, much less touch it. The Mage’s Guild took it and we ran all sorts of experiments on it.” She dragged her hands through her hair and sighed. “We called it Pandora’s Box, but we have no idea what it is except for some kind of magical battery.”

      Swift’s expression was a mix of excitement and irritation, probably at not having heard of it before now. “What is the Mage’s Guild using it for?”

      “It powers the Rune Rail.”

      Swift’s jaw dropped and I could see the wheels turning in her mind. She lived for this kind of stuff.

      I looked at Yamashita in confusion. “Then why would you want us to destroy it?”

      She clasped her hands together so tight her knuckles went white. “We shouldn’t be in Moira. It’s not meant for us. Whatever these attacks are, I think they’re meant to drive us out, or exterminate us. Moira should be evacuated and Pandora’s Box should be destroyed.”

      “What is Moira, exactly?” Swift asked.

      Yamashita shook her head. “I don’t know. Some kind of higher realm. We used to joke that it was Valhalla.”

      “That actually makes sense considering the valkyrie seem to live there,” Swift said with a shrug.

      “Have the valkyrie ever been seen outside of the Rune Rail system?” I asked, remembering the glimpse of a wing and a face at the scene of the attack.

      Yamashita nodded. “A few times, but it’s rare, and there’s never any proof.”

      I dragged a hand down my face, the exhaustion of the last few days hitting me hard. The corruption grew more apparent all the time, and there seemed to be nothing we could do about it. “Does the Mage’s Guild still have Pandora’s Box?”

      “Yes, it sits at the center of Moira. It’s heavily guarded, and a well-kept secret. One of many.”

      Swift’s face paled slightly. “Could this creature be after Pandora’s Box? You said the magical signature is crazy, perhaps the creature can feel it?”

      Yamashita’s brow creased. “I hadn’t considered that. If not even the Mage’s Guild seems to know what the creature is or where it came from, anything is possible. The things it has done show it’s smart and powerful. The fact that it killed a valkyrie...” She shook her head.

      “There’s another thing that’s been bothering us,” I said, crossing my arms. “Someone or something has been cutting the camera feeds right before the attacks. Do you know who could be doing that?”

      Yamashita frowned. “Not anyone specifically. Could be interference by a hacker, though…” she paused for a moment. “If there was a big enough blast of magical energy, it would be possible to disrupt technology. It would have to be very, very big though.”

      “Something that can kill a valkyrie might very well be capable of that,” Swift said, pulling out a notebook and jotting something down.

      The energy from the healing seemed to have faded from Yamashita’s eyes. Her shoulders were drooping and she looked like she needed to sleep.

      “One last question. Why does the Mage’s Guild want you dead? Assuming they’re the ones that sent the assassins today, and killed Patterson,” I asked.

      Yamashita looked away, her shoulders drooping farther. “My position with the Mage’s Guild isn’t one you are allowed to leave, not really. I was told my absence was considered a temporary thing, and that I would be expected to return. They either decided I wasn’t worth the risk anymore after the attacks, or thought I was going to spill secrets. You weren’t the only people to contact me recently, and I assume they must have contacted Patterson as well, or tried to.”

      “Who else contacted you?” Swift asked with a frown.

      Yamashita shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. I ignored their messages. They claimed to worship a god, though they didn’t say which one.”

      “I think we’ve kept you up too long,” I said, taking note of her increasingly pale face. I needed to talk to Swift alone anyhow. Yamashita had been helpful, but she didn’t know what was attacking Moira either. “There’s a spare room you can sleep in tonight.”

      “Alright. I don’t suppose I have anywhere else to go.” She didn’t look happy about that, but at least she wasn’t demanding to leave. Hopefully she’d show common sense and not try to flee in the middle of the night. The wards wouldn’t let her out anyhow –– especially with whatever Bootstrap had done to them –– but it’d be annoying.

      We escorted her up to a spare room near mine. Having her close felt like the safer option. Once she was settled, Swift and I headed to my father’s office so we could talk privately.

      Swift shut the door softly behind her. “What are you thinking?”

      “That we’ve been ignoring someone that knows a lot more than they want to admit,” I said, tapping my fingers restlessly against my other arm where they were crossed.

      “Who?”

      “Yui.”
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      “I know you’re here somewhere, guardian,” I shouted as I paced through the north wing of the Manor. Swift and I had split up, each taking a section of the Manor. She’d volunteered to look through the damaged wing, which I had readily agreed to.

      I jogged up the staircase at the end of the hall which led to the long gallery on the top floor. The eastern side of the hall is lined solely with windows. During the day it’s filled with light, but tonight only moonlight lit the way. The opposing wall is filled with artistic drawings of runes. A piece of the rune is always removed in order to keep it from being made active, and was a popular form of art three centuries ago.

      There are a few rooms up here, all empty. They hadn’t even been used when my parents were still alive. I neared the end of the hall and peeked into one of the rooms, but Yui wasn’t in it. Sighing, I turned around to leave and almost jumped out of my skin.

      “Dammit, Yui. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “Weren’t you looking for me?” she asked before shoving an Oreo in her mouth and chewing noisily. She was wearing some kind of pink velour jumpsuit with her hair in a bun on top of her head. It wasn’t her best look.

      I glared at her. “Yeah, for almost half an hour.”

      She shrugged. “First you want me to go away and leave you alone, then you want me around. You’re very hot and cold. Do you do this to your girlfriends too? Is this why you’re single?”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from responding how I wanted to. I needed Yui to cooperate for once. With a sigh, I texted Swift where we were, then crossed my arms and settled my gaze on my supposed guardian.

      She ate another Oreo, completely unconcerned with my inner turmoil.

      “I need answers.”

      “Oh?” She licked the Oreo crumbs off her fingers, then dug into the package for a third cookie.

      “You were in Moira after the latest attack. I saw you.” It had only been a glimpse, but my gut was telling me it had been her.

      Yui shrugged. “You were a little close for comfort. I do have to keep you alive, after all.”

      “Did you know it was going to happen beforehand?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not psychic.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger and took another deep breath. “Then how’d you know I was in danger?”

      “The bond we share as guardian and helpless mage warns me when you’re in mortal danger. I only show up if it seems really dire though, since you are so insistent on being independent.” Her bright eyes flicked to mine and she looked particularly judgmental about that, as if she was insulted.

      “Do you know who is behind these attacks?”

      She sighed. “This isn’t even your case. Why can’t you chase down those drug dealer’s instead?”

      “Yui, just answer the question.”

      “No.”

      I opened my mouth to argue when she snapped her fingers. The cookies vanished and magic flowed over her, changing her outfit. The pink velour was gone –– thank God –– but it was replaced with something almost more disturbing. An over the top school-girl outfit. It was both cute and...uncomfortably revealing. The whole look was just wrong.

      “I won’t answer them for free. You’ll have to win your answers.” She smiled, showing teeth that looked just a little too sharp for comfort. So much for cute.

      I shuddered slightly. “What do you mean?”

      “Saisho wa guu!” She held out a closed fist and grinned at me. “One question per game of janken, and if you lose, you don’t get to ask that question again.”

      Janken was the Japanese version of rock, paper, scissors. However, even adults in Japan still played the game to solve disputes. I was good at it, but I wasn’t sure I was good enough to beat a trickster. It didn’t look like I had much of a choice.

      “And if there is a tie?”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged. “You can try that question again. Once.”

      “Do you promise to answer the questions I win truthfully?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. There was no way I was taking a chance with a trickster on letting her find a loophole.

      She smirked at me. “Yes.”

      Swift appeared at the end of the hallway and headed toward us.

      “And she gets to be the judge,” I said, thrusting my thumb at my partner.

      Yui narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Judge of what?” Swift ask, stopping beside me.

      “Janken. Yui will only answer a question if I win a round.”

      Swift raised a brow. “Isn’t that a kid’s game?”

      “It is an honorable game that tests the skill of the players, pushing them to the very limits of their intelligence.” Yui smirked. “Of which Blackwell has very little, so it may be a short game.

      Swift turned to me. “You better win.”

      Cracking my knuckles loudly, I nodded. “Don’t worry, I will.”

      “Ask your first question then,” Yui said, shaking her fist once.

      This was a pivotal moment. The first play of janken was always hardest. You had to blindly guess whether your opponent would throw rock, paper, or scissors first. We both had the same disadvantage –– assuming she wasn’t cheating somehow.

      I had several very important questions, but I was wary to start with any of them.

      Based on the smug look on her face, I had a feeling she thought she knew what I'd throw. I could try to throw the choice to beat that, but it was risky. Trying for a tie was safer if my guess was wrong.

      “Saisho wa guu!” I held my closed fist out in front of hers.

      "Ask your question," Yui said, watching me intently.

      "How old are you?"

      Her eyebrows shot up in surprise and Swift looked like she wanted to strangle me. I actually did want the answer to the question though. If she was as old as I suspected, she might know even more than I hoped.

      In unison, we said, "Janken pon!", then threw our choices.

      We both chose paper and a smile slid across my lips.

      "Tie!" Swift announced, a smile replacing her annoyed expression. She hated losing just as much as I did.

      "Same question." I had a feel for Yui now. It was time to play for keeps.

      Yui narrowed her eyes in annoyance but nodded.

      "Janken pon!"

      She chose rock, I chose paper again.

      "Blackwell wins," Swift said smugly.

      Sighing dramatically, she crossed her arms. "I'm seven hundred thirty years, three months, and fifteen days old. Next question."

      Not quite as old as I'd hoped, but older than my parents, and old enough to have been active during the Mage Wars. She wasn't quite as old as Master Hiko though. Not that he or Sakura had ever admitted to their age.

      "What god do you serve?"

      Yui's already annoyed expression turned sour and she bared her teeth as she thrust her fist toward me.

      "Janken pon!"

      I threw scissors. She threw rock.

      Swift scowled at me. "Yui wins."

      "I'll answer that one for free," Yui snarled. "I serve no one. Next question."

      So far, all my suspicions were confirmed. It was time to ask something I didn't know.

      "Who are Fate's enemies?"

      Swift shifted on her feet. This was an important one and she looked nervous as Yui and I extended our fists. Unlike the last, the kitsune didn't look nervous or angry at this question.

      "Janken pon!"

      Yui threw rock. I threw paper.

      "Blackwell wins!" Swift said excitedly, magic sparking at the corners of her eyes as she grinned.

      Yui's face was blank, neither excited nor angry. I had expected more of a reaction simply because she had lost. This reaction actually worried me a little.

      "I can only tell you what I know for sure, anything more could prove to be a lie, and I'd hate to break the rules," she said, brushing a loose lock of hair behind her ear. "Chaos and Ares are the enemies of Fate. Many gods and...other beings fear him, including the Allfather, Zeus."

      "Zeus is real?" Swift asked, awe evident in her voice.

      Yui rolled her eyes. "That's what you're surprised about?"

      I held my fist out. "I have another question."

      "Make it good. I'm tiring of this game," Yui said with an aggrieved sigh.

      “Does the Mage’s Guild serve Fate?”

      A muscle in Yui’s jaw jumped as she ground her teeth together. She held out her fist.

      "Janken pon!"

      I threw scissors. She threw rock again.

      Swift frowned. “Yui wins.”

      “Tough luck, Blackwell,” Yui said with a sweet, but entirely fake, smile. “Hopefully we don’t get in trouble for this little game.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “Oh, nothing.” Yui wiggled her fingers at us in a wave, then turned around and walked off, fading into the shadows at the end of the hallway.

      As soon as she was out of sight, Swift said, “Her reaction makes me think the answer to that last question was yes.”

      “Agreed. It also worries me how reluctant she is to answer questions. It could be because she's a trickster at heart, but I think there's more to it than that.”

      Swift sighed. “I hope not, but you're probably right.”
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      It was the middle of the night, but I couldn't sleep. Swift had gone to bed a half hour ago, deciding to stay in one of the spare bedrooms instead of going back to her apartment.

      Slipping quietly out of my room, I headed toward my father's office. If sleep wasn't an option, then I might as well put the time to good use.

      The question of how to access the chest in my father's office hadn't stopped nagging at me. I unlocked the secret room and walked in, shutting the door behind me.

      A ball of light jumped from the palm of my hand and floated near the door. The hastily scrawled runes were another mystery, and the more I thought about it, possibly the best clue I had. They were out of place compared to the careful work done on the chest and the rest of the room.

      I took a picture, then began sketching each of the runes into a notebook. My magical education had been thorough, both in school and at home. You could tell the purpose of a rune based on its construction. They were similar to Kanji –– the symbols in Japanese that are adopted from the Chinese writing system –– in that respect. The pieces all had their own meaning, and once put together, formed an idea.

      My mother had been a bit of an inventor. Swift had mentioned that she might have been the one to create the chest, and it wouldn’t surprise me.

      In many ways, time had dampened the pain of losing my parents, in other ways, it hadn’t. The grief was simply part of me now, like an ache in your knee that never went away after a fall. The days when I realized I could barely remember what they looked like were the hardest.

      With a sigh, I pushed the door open and walked over to my father’s desk. These runes were left for a reason, and that reason should be obvious once I figured out what they were.

      I examined the first one, making notes around the rune about what each symbol or line most likely meant. They were complex for something so hastily drawn. If I’d discovered this years ago, I might have been able to identify the handwriting, but it had been too long.

      The next few hours were spent digging through old books in an attempt to identify each rune. A few were easy to figure out, but the remaining runes were a mish-mash of seemingly contradictory symbols. I knew it required the first person to open the room to be a Blackwell, but it also had what I was interpreting as rules along with it. Age, protections against coercion, and something that I suspected would have harmed someone if I hadn’t been alone the first time I opened the room.

      Dust billowed up from the last book I’d pulled from the shelves as I opened it, forcing me to turn away and cough. My eyes watered from the small particles. I grabbed the bottom of my shirt and attempted to wipe my eyes clean but they still felt gritty when I was done.

      Flipping through the yellowed pages, I found the chapter I needed. Unfortunately, it had only a mention of the rune with no other information. It was useless.

      After all this, I still knew barely anything. Sighing in frustration, I shoved the book away and sat back in the chair. I was restless and plagued with memories of that night. The whole house had shaken when the attack had begun. My ears had pounded with the endless wailing of the wards. I’d run through the house searching for my parents, convinced it was finally my time to fight.

      I leaned forward and pressed the heel of my hands into my eyes until I saw spots, drowning out the memories flashing past my mind’s eye. The west wing of the house had been haunting me since I’d moved back here. If I was being honest, I avoided it because I was afraid of what I’d find there.

      Shoving the chair back, I rose from the desk and marched toward the door. Enough was enough. I’d go face my ghosts, then finish deciphering the runes. The answers were somewhere in this house. They wouldn’t have left me the chest without leaving a way to open it. I refused to believe otherwise.

      I went back to my room and quickly dressed. Sitting in my father’s office in my pajama pants and a robe was one thing, wandering around the Manor half-dressed was another. If I didn’t have so many squatters it wouldn’t be as awkward, but of course, I did.

      Having my katana hanging from my waist was comforting. My hand rested on it naturally as I walked, providing a sense of security in the midst of walking toward what felt like my doom. There was nothing left there, so the reaction was unreasonable, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was waiting for me there.

      The door that led to the banquet hall they’d died in was propped open, hanging halfway off its hinges. Scorch marks from the magical fires that had raced through the room had marred the old wood, licking around the edges like it had been clawed.

      It was just my imagination, but I swore I could still smell smoke lingering in the air. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to pull the door open a little farther and walk inside.

      The broken windows had been sealed off by the wards. Moonlight seeped through the magical barrier, casting a deep red glow on the room, making it look as if it were bathed in blood. Appropriate, if a bit dramatic.

      My footsteps echoed off the marble floors as I walked down the center of the room. I wondered if the High Chancellor had walked through here reminiscing about that night. Maybe he remembered it fondly.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I whirled around but there was no one behind me. I was still alone. Scanning the dark room, I wondered if it was actually haunted.

      “Yui? Is that you?” I turned in a slow circle. It still felt like I was being watched, and that was an instinct I’d learned not to ignore. “Stop being creepy and come out.”

      The air shook in front of me, as though the universe was trying to tear itself apart. Magic pressed in from every direction, increasing until the pressure was almost unbearable. This was not Yui, it was someone way worse.

      Fate appeared in front of me, but he didn’t come as an old man or a pizza delivery boy this time. Towering eight feet tall, Fate, split into three beings, loomed over me. Any semblance of humanity had been stripped away. These creatures were neither male nor female, they were simply magic. As I watched, their faces twisted, the features morphing in a way that made my eyes ache to look at.

      Folds of white cloth wrapped around Fate’s torsos and trailed around their legs. Light shone from their skin and their pure white eyes. One held a shimmering thread in their hands, one held a rod that gleamed with magic, and the third held shears of pure black.

      “Kneel,” they spoke in unison. Their words had weight and I was forced to my knees before I had a chance to resist.

      My tongue was frozen in my mouth. Breathing was hard enough, I wouldn’t be able to speak until they allowed it. My magic rose up inside me, thrashing angrily –– and weakly –– against them. A foreign rage moved in my mind, as if my magic itself was angry at Fate.

      “You can feel how weak you are, all because the kitsune bound you.” They lifted their hands and the weight increased. My body moved on its own, arms spreading wide as I was lifted off the ground. My katana was tugged away from my hand and floated in front of my face. “You are bound with this as well. You willingly weaken yourself despite our warnings.”

      I gasped for breath, wanting more than anything to tell this thing to shove it. My magic couldn’t be controlled without the katana. It would have killed me.

      “You look for answers you don’t need and ignore the guidance we have given you. Enough is enough. You will prepare for the war you must fight.”

      My vision blurred, and for one moment, it looked like they were one person again, then pain shot through me.

      The katana, forged by Master Hiko, began to vibrate. Blinding white magic wrapped around the black blade. For a moment, the darkness pushed back against the light as my magic surged out from the sword.

      Inch by inch, it was forced back, white twisting into black until it all swirled together. I felt the first crack like a physical blow. When the katana had been forged, I’d been there. I’d poured magic into it and bound it to me. It was a focus, but it was also part of me.

      Mayhem magic churned inside of me, angry and desperate to be free. Another crack nearly rent the blade in two and every muscle in my body tried to contract at the same time.

      The swirling lights became all I could see. The sword all I could feel.

      A scream rent the air. After a moment, I realized it was me screaming. I couldn’t control it any more than I could control the shaking of my limbs as I hovered over the ground.

      With a final, thunderous crack, the katana shattered. And with it, every last ounce of my control.
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      Fate was gone.

      I fell to the ground, my skull smacking against the dusty marble floor. The mayhem magic lashed out in response, blasting everything I was touching into dust. The eruption of magic threw me back a few feet and I rolled to a stop, my head still spinning.

      I wasn’t casting any spells, I simply couldn’t contain the storm inside of me. It had only gotten this bad once before. Master Hiko and Hiroji had stopped me then. I didn’t know who could stop me now. Swift, maybe, but not alone.

      My eyes fell on the charred section of wall. The place my parents had fallen.  All rational thought fled as a wave of anger rushed through me. All of this was the Lord High Chancellor’s fault. He’d killed my parents. He’d taken everything from me and he hadn’t felt a moment of remorse for it.

      My hand moved on its own and a dark wave of destruction burst from my hand. The wards flared, sirens blaring their warning as the magic collided with the wall.

      Red sparks burst from the wards as the magic that protected the house became visible. Gritting my teeth, I pushed more and more power into the mayhem magic. If it wanted to destroy something, then it could destroy this, once and for all. I never wanted to see it again.

      Years of repressed pain and anger poured out of me and the wards began to falter. Little cracks spread out from the epicenter of the assault like a spider’s web. The dark magic reared back, then slammed into the wards again as if it were a battering ram.

      Using this much magic made my head pound and my vision blur, but I didn’t care. It was too late to try to pull any of it back. What little control I had slipped away and the magic rushed upward as well, slamming into the ceiling and the wall behind me with an earth rattling impact. The house shook down to its very foundation. Maybe letting it go had been a bad idea.

      My feet lifted from the floor once again as the magic wrapped around me. It poured from my hands, mouth, and feet. Just like when I faced the warlock, I felt as though I was being emptied.

      A black storm swirled around me, obscuring my view of the rest of the room. I heard shouting that grew louder but couldn’t tell who it was. The magic was taking over all my senses and flooding me with anger that mixed with my own until I couldn’t tell where I stopped and the mayhem began.

      Bright pink magic cut through the storm and I blinked, focusing on Swift as she stood in the midst of the storm, her magic wrapped around her as a shield.

      “Yui, do something!” Swift shouted, trying to force her way closer to me. The magic tore at her trench coat. Little flecks of red trailed behind her like blood in the wind.

      “I can’t!” Yui yelled, keeping her distance. She was a bright white spot at the edge of the room. For once she didn’t have any of my damn cookies. Not that it mattered considering I was about to die.

      “Bootstrap, get back! What are you doing?” Swift said, alarm clear in her voice.

      The hacker ran toward me, his fingers almost a blur as he drew runes. A series of shields protected him, each one replaced as soon as the previous shield failed. I’d never seen anything like it. His magic wasn’t particularly powerful, but he made up for it in sheer casting speed.

      “Be ready to knock him out!” Bootstrap said, ignoring her warnings.

      “What the hell––”

      Runes lifted up around Bootstrap, concealing him from view. There were hundreds, all pulsing with bright, orange magic. They flowed around him like water. He must be creating three or four every second.

      Two lines of runes surged up toward the ceiling, then zoomed toward me. They circled around the storm of mayhem magic and squeezed in tight. My magic recoiled from it.

      “Almost there!” Bootstrap yelled from within his barrier of runes. Another line of runes joined the other two, wrapping around my magic from a different direction. Then another, and another.

      Soon, the dark magic was completely concealed behind the spinning bands of runes. I wanted to scream or tell him to stop, but my body wouldn’t cooperate. My magic fought back, but it couldn’t quite touch the runes.

      “Now!” Bootstrap shouted.

      The bands tightened and it felt like he was trying to crush my magic, and me with it. The mayhem collapsed back into me in the same moment that I saw a mace flying toward my head. Distantly, I thought I heard someone laughing. That was strange...

      With a crack, everything went dark.
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      I blinked groggily. My head ached. My face ached. “Whaaa…”

      “I’ve always wanted to hit you in the face like that, and I’ve got to say, it was exactly as satisfying as I thought it’d be,” Swift said, tilting her head at me curiously.

      I blinked again and she came into focus. She was sitting in a high back leather chair next to my bed with a takeout container balanced in her lap. Her trench coat was draped over the arm. It had more holes than fabric now.

      When I tried to move my arms to sit up, I found myself tied to the bed, and magic-dampening cuffs around my wrists. “What the hell?”

      She raised both brows. “You just about destroyed a wing of your house. We had to take precautions.”

      The memory of what Fate had done came rushing back. Groaning, I collapsed back into the pillows. “I can’t believe you hit me with your mace.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, you can.”

      “I feel so betrayed.”

      “You’re one to talk,” she said, anger leaking into her voice.

      I sighed. I deserved that. I’d deserved the hammer to the face as well. “I guess there are some things I haven’t mentioned yet.”

      Noodles spilled from the container as she slammed it down on my nightstand. “Haven’t mentioned?”

      As she towered over me, I was reminded of exactly how vulnerable I was right now. I wasn’t surprised to see the anger in her eyes, but I hadn’t expected the hurt. I should have.

      Swallowing, I tried to decide how to approach this. “Fate visited me again after that fun little chat we all had. The night Danner and Lopez came to my Tokyo apartment.”

      She crossed her arms and waited for me to continue.

      “He wanted me to stop chasing after the Mage’s Guild and unbind whatever it is that Yui locked inside of me after that battle with the warlock, I think. He said I had a battle to prepare for.” I cleared my throat and waited, uncomfortable, for her to respond.

      Her eye twitched as she continued staring at me.

      “Lexi, look, I should have––“

      “Don’t you dare make a fucking excuse for not telling me that immediately,” she snapped, her eyes crackling with magic. “We have been out here looking for clues and trying to scrape together any information we can on why these attacks have been happening, and you were just sitting on this. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I…” The truth was because I didn’t want to tell her Fate said she was going to die. Frustrated, I tried to lift my hand, but was stopped by the cuffs. “I didn’t want to deal with it, I guess. I don’t trust Fate. It feels like he’s trying to mislead us to force us into doing something for him.”

      This must have been how Master Hiko had felt. It wasn’t a good feeling. There wasn’t much I disliked more than being wrong, but having to admit it was definitely one thing that made the list.

      “Maybe it’s something we actually need to do!” Swift shouted, throwing her hands in the air in exasperation. “Maybe it’s your destiny to save Moira you pig-brained, stubborn, short-sighted, asshole!”

      I ground my teeth together and sighed. “Without my katana, I won’t be doing anything useful. I can cast magic without it near me because some of the mayhem magic was stored in it, but with it all unbound it wouldn’t even be safe to cast a sound muffling rune.”

      “You’re going to have to learn to control it then,” Swift said crossing her arms.

      “She’s right,” Yui said from my other side, startling us both. The kitsune prowled around to the end of the bed. “It pains me to say this, but we’re going to have to spend a little time together.”

      “What do you mean?” Swift demanded.

      “My guardian senses are tingling,” Yui said with a sigh. “Blackwell has to learn to control his magic, and the magic he stole from the warlock.”

      Swift looked at me skeptically. “Didn’t you bind that in order to keep it from destroying him?”

      Yui nodded. “And I would prefer to keep it that way, but Fate isn’t leaving us a choice.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my guardian. “Is this what you meant when you said you hoped we didn’t get in trouble for the questions I asked during the game of janken?”

      “Yep,” Yui said with a shrug.

      “You could have warned me,” I said angrily, yanking at the cuffs.

      She rolled her eyes. “Have you ever listened to one of my warnings? Or anyone’s? It would have just made you more determined.”

      “I’ve tried to learn control before. It didn’t work. I need to forge another katana.”

      “Fate will just break that too.” Yui crossed her arms and looked down at me like I was a child. “You have two options, learn to control your magic, or die.”

      “What does he need to do?” Swift asked.

      “To start, breathing exercises. He’s too impatient.”

      Swift nodded. “He can do those while still tied up.”

      “You are not leaving me like this,” I said, pushing up in alarm. “Take these cuffs off right now.”

      “No, not until we’re sure you won’t immediately blow everything up.” Swift turned back to Yui. “Will you be able to sense if he’s still out of control?”

      The kitsune wavered her hand. “Probably. Bootstrap should be nearby just in case.”

      “What exactly did Bootstrap do to me, by the way?” I asked, my body still aching.

      “No clue, but I’m glad he did or we’d all be dust,” Swift said, still irritated.

      Yui laughed. “It was brilliant. Now, there are a few things I need to…gather. Blackwell, work on counting your breaths. I’ll be back.”

      When the door swung shut behind Yui, we were left in awkward silence. Swift was still angry and was staring at the floor, arms crossed.

      “Look, Lexi, I’m really sorry.”

      She stood, grabbing her takeout. “Don’t apologize unless you mean it, Logan.”

      With that, she swept out of the room, leaving me alone, still tied to the bed, stewing in my guilt.
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      I rubbed my wrists where the cuffs had begun to chafe and glared at the kitsune sitting across from me, drinking my tea, and eating my scones. The shards of my katana lay between us on the low table –– which actually wasn't mine. I had no idea where she'd gotten it.

      She had apparently taken over the undamaged rooms in the wing I avoided. They'd just escaped being completely destroyed when I lost control.

      "This is not repairable, and we shouldn't attempt it regardless," Yui said, prodding at the pieces with a frown.

      "Is that magic I apparently gained from the warlock still bound?" I asked, rubbing at my chest. Everything felt unsettled inside of me. My magic burned under my skin like I had a fever.

      "Yes. If that had come unbound when your katana was broken, we'd all be dead," Yui said with a snort.

      "Luckily, I was smart when I created the binding and made it so that the only person that can undo the binding is you."

      I raised my eyebrow. "Me?"

      She nodded. "It will take perfect control and a very large amount of power to do so. You have half of that already, and the potential to gain the necessary control, I suppose."

      Great. If I had a fault, it was that my control was iffy at best. Especially when it came to my magic. Sighing, I scratched the stubble on my jaw. "Where is Swift?"

      Yui sat back on her heels and shrugged. "She said something about getting some work done and left Bootstrap with strict instructions to keep an eye on Yamashita to make sure she didn't leave."

      That was the smart decision, but if I hadn't pissed her off, Swift would be here helping. I hadn't realized how much I'd come to depend on that until it was gone.

      It didn't matter though. This was something I had to do alone.

      "Alright, how do I start?" I asked, straightening my shoulders and putting thoughts of my partner aside.

      "Did you do the breathing exercises?"

      I nodded.

      "First, sit cross-legged, then place your palms on the floor to ground yourself," Yui said, demonstrating the posture she wanted. She looked very zen.

      "Do I really have to do that?" I asked, exasperated. I'd never bought into all the meditation stuff.

      Her eyes snapped open and she glared at me. "Yes."

      I sighed, but complied, crossing my legs and pressing my palms into the cold, stone floor. As soon as I shut my eyes, I became hyper-aware of my body. The bruises on my back from when I'd hit the floor. The dull throb of my head-ache. And the storm inside of me.

      "I'm going to guide you through a meditation meant to bring your magic to the surface, then pull it back inside you," Yui said, speaking softly, as if she might startle me.

      "Are you sure that's a good idea?" I asked through gritted teeth. "It already feels pretty damn close to the surface."

      "Shush, and listen." She took a long deep breath, which I mirrored, trying to ease the tension in my chest.

      "Picture your magic as a light within your mind. Right now, it is bright, almost blinding. With each breath, allow that light to compress until you could hold it in the palm of your hand."

      I tried to picture it, but all I could see was darkness. I inhaled, held the breath for a beat, then exhaled, trying to relax the tension in my magic and my body as I did so. For a half second, I thought it might work, then a surge of my magic rushed through my body to the palms of my hands.

      My muscles tensed and magic leaped from my palms, sending cracks out in every direction around me.

      I quickly yanked my hands up and scrambled backward, breathing hard. Magic sparked around me. I squeezed my eyes shut and forced it all back inside of me, but I was only barely hanging onto control.

      "Cuffs. Now," I gasped out.

      Yui moved fast, grabbing the cuffs from the bed and slapping them on me like she'd done it a hundred times.

      She stepped back, hands on hips, and sighed. "The things I do for duty."

      I let my head fall back against the wall. Everything was getting more dangerous, and I was completely useless now. Unless I wanted to kill myself along with whoever attacked me.

      “I think we might need to call in a professional,” Yui said, startling me out of my pity party.

      “A professional?”

      Yui nodded. “It’s really the only option at this point.”

      I pushed up to my feet, already annoyed at having the cuffs on again. “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      Sighing, I dragged my hands down my face. I was not ready to deal with this, but it seemed that life wasn’t going to wait for me to be ready.

      “Maybe tomorrow.” As long as I had the cuffs on, I wouldn’t lose control. That would have to be good enough for today. “I’m going into the office to talk to Swift.”

      Yui rolled her eyes, but didn’t try to stop me from leaving.
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      “What the hell are you doing here?” Swift hissed, dragging me into our office and slamming the door behind us.

      I lifted my arms, showing her the cuffs. I’d taken the short chain that connected them off so I could hide them under the sleeves of my jacket. “Getting out of the house. I can’t just hide in there until I figure this out, it could take weeks.”

      “You could lose control at any moment. This is irresponsible, even for you.”

      "If I can lose control with these cuffs on, then we're screwed either way. It won't matter if I'm in London or here."

      "I don't like this," she said, crossing her arms.

      "Neither do I."

      We stared at each other for a long moment before she gave up with a sigh and walked back to her desk. She tapped her tablet and the screen that took up one wall of our office came back to life, showing a mess of information.

      A half dozen mugshots were shoved up in one corner. Articles littered the background. In the center was a man named Kevin Jacobs. Red lines led from him to four other mugshots, then from those people to innocuous looking men and women dressed in suits.

      "What is all this?" I asked, walking closer.

      "I don't know," she sighed. "A conspiracy? A drug ring?" She shook her head and sat down on the edge of her desk. "These people are all connected in odd ways, but there's nothing concrete."

      I tapped one of the people near the edge and their information popped up.

      

      Amanda Bines, NV (Prosaic)

      After 6 years working for Waverly Corp, quit, no notice.

      Currently employed by Juno Corp.

      Residence: Turnberry Place

      

      Each of the pictures I tapped on told the same story. Prosaic. Quit abruptly. Employed by Juno Corp. They all lived in one of three buildings on the Las Vegas Strip, and those places did not come cheap. There was no way they could have afforded that on their previous salaries.

      "These are just the ones that live in Las Vegas. I'm still working on identifying people that I think are involved in the other major cities, starting with London," Swift said, appearing at my shoulder. She stared at the board tiredly. This wasn't something she had put together in a day, she'd been working on it for a while.

      "How long have you been looking into this?"

      "Ever since you told me what...our friend said. It wasn't until this morning that a few things clicked."

      “They’re all prosaics,” I said, scrolling through the list to see if there were any exceptions. As far as I could tell, there were none. “Why would this organization be interested in prosaics?”

      "They're not the usual suspects. Some drug rings will use kids to smuggle their goods, but a prosaic to carry magical drugs is just as good. No one would look at them twice." She ran her hands through her hair, tucking it behind her ears. "The only reason Adam Johnson ever popped up on our radar was because an agent overheard him trying to make a sale at that bar. It was a total fluke."

      She was right, the information that led us to him had been a fluke. I had gotten suspicious of flukes and coincidences though. Too many of them had turned out to be the work of Fate lately. From what I could tell, the self-proclaimed god didn’t want us looking into this though. Perhaps it really was a stroke of luck.

      "Have you found anything on Juno Corp?"

      She huffed. "Nothing helpful. They're a front for something else, I'm sure, but I have no idea what. I'm used to tracking down magical artifacts, not sorting through shell corporations. We're going to need some help."

      I shook my head. “This isn’t something we can bring anyone else into.”

      “I know you like to work alone, but that’s not always possible. This isn’t a two person case. If this is as big as I think it is, we’re going to need a task force,” Swift said, exasperated.

      “If this is connected to who we think it is, we’ll never make it that far.” I walked over to my desk and plopped down in the chair, my exhaustion returning. When I’d first started with the IMIB it hadn’t been like this, or I’d at least been blissfully ignorant of the corruption. The job had been a dream come true. It let me make a difference. Every case had been an adventure, and I had been the hero of my own story.

      My eyes strayed to the drawer that held the ledger Murray had sent me with names of people I couldn’t touch. I’d failed that kid and I was failing more people now. There had to be a way forward; I wouldn’t just accept defeat.

      “If we’re going to crack this, we need to figure out the why. We know the what, and the who, well enough,” I said finally.

      “Money has to be part of it,” Swift said, staring off into the distance.

      “They have plenty of that.” I hesitated, a thought tickling at the back of my mind. “The one thing money can’t buy is power. Literal power. Magic. Maybe this is part of some kind of experiment?”

      Sighing, she turned around and grabbed her trench coat, pulling it on with angry motions. “They’re definitely coming up with new ways to kill people.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “We are going to talk to the idiot that changed Griswold, who just happens to be the alpha of the pack associated with the emblem on the hoodie the guy who dropped the drugs at the gym wore.” She turned around and put her hands on her hips. “You are not going to use a single drop of magic, or I will hit you in the face again. Harder this time.”

      “These are staying on. I’m not suicidal.”

      She muttered something under her breath I couldn’t quite catch, then swept past me to the door. Before opening it, she turned around for a moment, pinning me with her gaze. “After this, we're talking about what happened."

      I scratched the stubble on my jaw, which was halfway to a proper beard now. Talking about what had happened sounded unpleasant, but that wasn't a request. "Okay."

      She jerked the door open and I followed her out with a deep sigh.
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      There was something seriously wrong with this pack. Werewolves generally had a sense of honor if nothing else. They were also very sensitive to smells, and therefore prized cleanliness. Looking around at the discarded trash, piles of cigarette butts on the counter, and rotten food in old Tupperware, I was starting to think maybe the whole pack was on drugs.

      “Now, are you going to tell me what you want?” Alpha Kevin Jacobs, a gangly man with thinning hair and a beer belly that hung over his jeans, yanked open the fridge and grabbed what I guessed was his fifth beer of the day. It was some brand of lycan-brew –– alcohol specially formulated to let a shifter actually get drunk.

      “We recently arrested an unregistered werewolf named Griswold. He said you changed him,” Swift said, holding up Griswold's mugshot.

      The alpha shrugged indolently at the mention of an unregistered werewolf in his pack. “Go ahead and fine me then. We both know that's not something you can arrest me for. It's also not something they normally send IMIB detectives out for either.”

      “Unregistered shifters aren’t normally connected to murders and drug dealers,” Swift challenged, holding the alpha’s gaze.

      Jacobs snorted. “Well isn’t that wild. Nothing to do with me though. Maybe Griswold got mixed up in it after he paid me to change him.”

      “He paid you?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “Five thousand in cash,” Jacobs confirmed with a nod. “I changed him, he turned down joining the pack which was fine by me, and then I never saw him again.”

      The guy was blatantly lying, which was no surprise. It was, however, annoying.

      “It’s interesting you say that considering we have proof he came here at least three times a week since you changed him,” Swift said, clocking her head to the side.

      A muscle twitched in Jacobs’ jaw and he took a slow drink of his beer, his eyes never leaving my partner. “You sure are asking a lot of questions for someone who has all the answers.”

      A humorless grin spread across my partner's face. “Maybe we should go to Moira to have this conversation so you can work on your honesty problem. I've found an interrogation room tends to spur people's memory.”

      The alpha stood slowly, tension clear in his movements. “That's not going to happen.”

      As soon as he said it, I felt something in the air shift. The floorboards creaked behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw three pack members walk into the small room. My fingers twitched as I unconsciously reached for my magic. The cuffs warmed around my wrists in warning and I released it quickly.

      This was going to be bad if we couldn’t get out of here peacefully.

      Swift’s eyes never left Jacobs. “Do your friends want to come too?”

      “I’m not much of a fan of Moira these days,” Jacobs said, rising from his seat. “We’ll be staying here, but you are certainly welcome to leave.”

      The silence hung between us as Swift stared down the alpha. No one dared even take a breath.

      Slowly and purposefully, Swift reached into the pocket of her trench coat and pulled out a pair of cuffs. A growl rose from Jacobs’ chest, and everyone exploded into movement.

      I hadn’t walked in here completely defenseless. However, the baton I pulled from my waistband wasn’t exactly my weapon of choice. It was slower than my katana and less lethal, but it was effective enough against a shifter.

      Electricity crackled as I extended the baton with a sharp flick. A short, stocky woman leapt at me, her hands shifting into claws. I ducked under her swipe and hit her in the gut with the baton. Her body jerked and she hit the floor, the electricity overwhelming her senses and shifter strength.

      There was no time to make sure she was down before the second werewolf, this one half shifted, hit me like a battering ram. There was too little room in this apartment to get proper distance between me and the attackers.

      Twisting to keep the werewolf from driving me to the ground, I flipped the baton around and jabbed it backward, catching the shifter in the leg with a glancing blow. He yelped, but it wasn’t enough to take him down.

      The alpha flew through the air just inches away from us, closely followed by an enraged Swift and her mace. The distraction allowed me to catch the werewolf with an elbow, knocking him back a few inches. I swung the baton up and hit him in the arm.

      The female werewolf I’d knocked down before was back on her feet, but instead of running toward me, she yanked her alpha up and they both sprinted out of the apartment. Swift followed them and I focused on the two werewolves left, who were circling me.

      I wrapped both hands around the baton, holding it like a baseball bat. If they wanted to get in close, I was ready to take their heads off.

      They both paused abruptly, their half-shifted ears perking up at some sound I couldn’t hear, then turned and ran for the windows. Without a moment’s hesitation, they threw themselves through the glass. It was a four story drop but that wasn’t high enough to seriously injure a werewolf.

      I raced after them, sliding to a stop as I looked down at the drop. The fire escape was close by. I could make the jump. Probably.

      They were halfway down the alley already and disappearing around the corner. If I was going to chase them, I had to do it now.

      I hopped up into the window sill and crouched slightly, adjusting my feet on the bits of glass still clinging to the frame. With a deep breath, I leaped for the fire escape. My hands closed around the rusty metal and the whole thing creaked, swaying ominously.

      Scrambling over the edge, I raced down the rickety stairs. There was no way this thing was up to code. Somehow it managed to hold together until I made it to the bottom.

      I ran as quickly as I could down the alley, keeping the baton ready in case this was a trap. There was no sign of the werewolves when I rounded the corner though. I raced down the side street, hoping to catch up to them. I couldn’t believe they’d just run. Most shifters chose to stay and fight when they were cornered like that, especially if they outnumbered you.

      Swift ran out in front of me and slid to a stop. “Did you see them?”

      “No, the ones I was chasing went that way,” I said, pointing straight ahead.

      “Dammit!” she shouted, kicking a can across the alley.

      I retracted the baton and put it away. “It’s weird for them to have run like that.”

      “It was smart though, which isn’t what I expected. We underestimated them.” Her mace disappeared with a pop. “Let’s get back to Moira. This was a waste of time.”

      She was right about that. Maybe if I’d been able to use magic, we could have arrested at least one of them. I wasn’t going to be able to put off learning how to deal with this.
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      We were barely out of the elevator when Bradley’s door swung open. He peeked his head out and waved us inside.

      With a sigh, I followed Swift into his office. A chat with the Chief was the last thing I needed right now, but he wasn’t exactly big on being told no.

      He waited for us to shut the door and sit down before turning to face us. There was a single stack of paperwork on his desk about a foot tall, but the usual clutter had been cleaned off. He even wore a nicer suit than usual, and his mustache had been trimmed recently. It was barely bristly at all.

      Crossing his arms, he looked at both of us with a carefully blank expression. “The Mage’s Guild is taking over your current case. Your case files will be automatically transferred in the morning. Anything not recorded in the System should be added immediately.”

      He didn’t raise his voice, or chastise us for anything. He simply stated it like he was commenting on the weather.

      Swift stiffened in her chair. “Sir, I have to object. We’re finally making progress. What’s their justification?”

      My magic churned under my skin at the unexpected news and I had to bite down on my tongue until it bled to keep from losing control in that moment, despite the dampening cuffs. It seemed to be tied to my anger. That knowledge did nothing to help me regain control though.

      “They’re claiming jurisdiction. Feel free to read their warrant if you have the time,” Bradley said, gesturing to a foot-tall pile of paper. “The decision is final, and I don’t have time to discuss it. Your new case is being sent over. There was a murder in London, looks like it might be related to some illegal magical artifact, so you’ll feel right at home Detective Swift.”

      “Is there no way to appeal this decision?” Swift pressed on, unwilling to let this go.

      “I spent the last week appealing that decision. However, I was unsuccessful. You will not be permitted to try again.” His mustache twitched as his irritation finally began to emerge. “And I better not hear about you two trying to go over my head on this.”

      “Sir, with all due respect, this isn’t a case we can just give up on. We’ve put in weeks of work and––”

      “I have already communicated all of that to the powers that be, and was turned down. I know the arguments. I know why you want to keep the case. It is not an option.” There were no winks this time. No subtle clues to keep going. Bradley just seemed tired and beat down. I’d never seen him like this before and it pissed me off.

      Swift kept arguing but I tuned them both out, trying to focus on my breathing instead. The mayhem magic stirred inside of me, whipped into a frenzy by the unexpected anger, and the sense of injustice.

      “Blackwell, what the hell is wrong with you?” Bradley’s voice cut through the blur in my mind.

      I forced myself to stand, though my hands were shaking with the effort of holding back the magic. I wanted to destroy something. Anything.

      “Shit, Logan, hold it together,” Swift said, suddenly close.

      I forced myself to focus on my surroundings. Chief Bradley was looking at me with concern and irritation. The latter wasn’t all that unusual, but the concern definitely wasn’t an expression I normally saw on his face.

      “I have to get out of here. Now.”

      Swift grabbed me by the arm and pushed me toward the door. “I’ll take care of him.”

      “I don’t want him back here until he has that under control.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      We made it out of the IMIB offices before the magic started to snap around me. The dampening cuffs grew blisteringly hot, burning my wrists as they struggled to contain the mayhem.

      Swift kept a firm grip on my arm as she guided me through the streets toward the Rune Rail. “Keep it together, Blackwell.”

      Bradley saying the case had been taken from us kept playing over and over again in my mind. The anger stoked the fire of the magic raging inside me.

      “Not sure that’s going to happen,” I said through gritted teeth.

      As we approached the entrance to the Rune Rail, the magisters looked up, eyeing us warily. Swift slowed and looked back at me, her expression worried.

      “Stop looking like you want to murder someone and keep walking,” she whispered.

      “I'm trying.” The problem was, part of me did want to murder someone right now. Or bring the Rune Rail down on that magister's head.

      Ten feet from the entrance, Yui appeared. She charged me and I didn’t even try to dodge. I was barely managing to walk.

      As she collided with me, her hair flowed around us like a veil. For a moment, there was nothing but darkness and the flowery scent of her shampoo, then my back hit a wooden floor. We slid and rolled to a stop against a wall.

      She pushed up off of me, her face flushed with exertion and her lips pressed together in irritation. “You idiot. What were you thinking trying to walk into the Rune Rail in your condition? The valkyrie would have turned you to dust.”

      I looked around and realized we were no longer in Moira. We were at Master Hiko’s house. “How the hell did we get here?”

      “I transported us. This guardian thing does come with perks. As does gaining another tail,” Yui said, standing and smoothing out the wrinkles in her yakuta. She hadn’t been wearing that when she tackled me. One day, I really needed to figure out how her magic worked.

      “Wait, where is Swift?” I asked, pushing up to a sitting position and searching the room for her.

      “I left her. I could only take you because it was necessary to keep you from dying. Swift will make her way here just fine, I’m sure.” Yui flipped her hair over her shoulder and headed toward the door. “You should probably go speak to your Master. He felt you arrive.” She snorted, and muttered, “The whole damn city probably felt you arrive with the way you were broadcasting your magical signature.”

      I pulled out my phone and called Swift. This was bad enough without her thinking I was dead or something. She answered immediately.

      “Blackwell?” she snapped, sounding more angry than worried.

      “Yui took me to Master Hiko’s, and no, I don’t know how,” I explained quickly.

      Swift sighed. “Are you still about to lose control?”

      “No, I feel weirdly calm,” I said, frowning. Now that I thought about it, I was actually just really tired. Either the journey had drained my magic, or Yui had done something else she hadn’t mentioned.

      “Stay there. I’m coming to get you,” Swift said.

      “You can come, but I actually need to talk to Master Hiko. He was the one that helped me get control of my magic the first time. I think I need his help once again.”

      “Alright, see you there.”

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket and shook my head, trying to clear the fogginess. Rubbing my aching wrists, I realized the dampening cuffs were gone. I wasn’t sure if Yui had taken them, or if they’d simply been destroyed. It was best not to think about it too hard.

      With a steadying breath, I opened the door to the sitting room and stepped into the hall. No one ambushed me. Master Hiko was probably waiting for me in the garden. During training, he would push me to my breaking point, but when it came to more serious matters, he never pushed.

      I slipped off my shoes then headed toward the garden. The house was quiet but the smell of dinner cooking drifted past me. Sakura was an excellent cook, but she didn’t do it often, preferring to let Master Hiko cook.

      Brisk air washed over me as I stepped outside. The mountains in the distance were snow-capped and soon this area would be as well. The stone pathway chilled my feet as I walked, but it was refreshing after the heat and tension that had come with my magic.

      Master Hiko sat on the same bench as the last time I’d spoken with him. It made me feel like no time had passed. Instead of the renewed anger I expected, grief stirred in my gut. Grief for my parents, for the time I wasted being angry, and for the peace I seemed unable to find.

      “Master Hiko, I’m sorry to drop in without notice,” I said in Japanese, bowing deeply.

      He turned slightly to look at me and returned the bow. “I was surprised but not upset. Your arrival prompted Sakura to cook. I’m beginning to think she prefers your company to mine.”

      “I am very charming,” I said with a smile.

      Master Hiko snorted and waved me forward. “What do you need?”

      “To apologize, and then to ask for your help, once again,” I said as I walked over to stand beside him.

      “And why would the student need to apologize to the master who lied to him?” Master Hiko asked, bitterness leaking into his voice.

      “It turns out I’m a hypocrite.” I sighed and shook my head. “I’m not happy you kept that from me for so long, but you’re right, I would have done something stupid. What’s done is done, and I know now. I don’t want to hate you.”

      Master Hiko nodded in acceptance. “What is it you need help with?”

      “Fate broke my katana.”

      Master Hiko looked up in alarm. “Completely?”

      I nodded. “It isn’t repairable, and Yui said it wouldn’t be a good idea to attempt it. For some reason, Fate wants me to be able to use my mayhem magic, and the magic I absorbed in the fight with the warlock that Yui bound inside of me.”

      He smoothed a hand over his beard, looking out over the garden thoughtfully. I turned my face toward the stars and let him think. This was all a lot to take in, and I still hadn’t completely processed it. Fate obviously had some plan for me, which I didn’t like, and was determined not to accept. So far though, he’d been able to push me into doing what he wanted.

      “I can’t help you,” Master Hiko said, shaking his head.

      “What––”

      He held up his hand cutting me off, then nodded behind us. I turned around, confused.

      Sakura stepped into view and crossed her arms. She wore an outfit of all black with loose pants and a sleeveless shirt that was bound tightly at the waist. “I think it’s time I trained you.”

      That was not what I expected at all. I looked at her in confusion. “You’ve always refused to.”

      She nodded, not denying it at all. “You weren’t ready then, but we have no choice now.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but couldn’t form a response.

      “But first, we will eat,” she said before turning and walking back to the house.
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      Yui and Swift were whispering about something and it was very distracting. I didn’t trust Yui on a good day. There was no way that she and Swift joining forces would be a good thing. I’d be completely doomed.

      My partner had showed up just in time for dinner –– angry with Yui and me, of course. I just took it as a sign she cared these days. Master Hiko had left on some mysterious errand just before Sakura announced it was time for training. Yui and Swift had elected to watch my torture. And distract me.

      A smack against the back of my head brought my attention back to my body. I was going to have a lump the size of a goose egg before the night was over.

      “Focus,” Sakura said sharply. “If that is enough to distract you then you better hope you never end up in another fight.”

      Biting down on my tongue to keep from talking back –– something that would definitely earn me another lump on the head –– I went through the breathing exercises once again. My magic sat in my chest, warming me from the inside out. I inhaled, filling my lungs with air and letting the magic grow inside of me. It expanded into the rest of my body, then on my exhale, it returned to my chest.

      In and out. Slow and smooth. Sakura had told me that self-awareness was the first step to control. Since I was 'out of touch with my emotions and intellect like some kind of cave-man', we were starting with awareness of the physical self. She wanted me to feel how the magic moved inside of me. Breathing exercises were apparently useless without a careful focus on the movement of the magic through the body as they were done.

      "Now, without opening your eyes, look within and see the magic inside of you," Sakura said, her voice soft so as not to startle me.

      My impulse was to ask her what the hell she meant but I was a quick learner, and lesson number one had been to not ask questions she thought I should already know the answer to. With another deep inhale, I tried to tap into that sixth sense that allowed me to feel someone else's magical signature.

      Sakura, who was suppressing all but the barest hint of her magical signature stood behind me, moving slowly to my left. I couldn't sense Yui at all despite her being in the room. Swift, however, was easy to locate. Her magic filled her completely, seeping out every time she moved and leaving little trails of light that I could see in my mind's eye. It was a sort of second sight, one that I rarely bothered to use. It had always seemed mystical and unreliable to me.

      My new mentor's magic rose slightly in what I suspected was irritation at my wandering focus –– though I had no idea how she could tell who or what I was thinking about. With a slow exhale, I turned that second sight on myself.

      Where Swift was bright and hot, I was a void. Absolute darkness curled in my chest until I inhaled and that darkness filled me.

      "Draw out a small piece of that energy and hold it in your hand," Sakura said from somewhere in front of me.

      "Is that safe?" I asked, bracing myself for a whack on the back of the head. I had to ask though.

      "Of course it is safe. As long as you do not lose control."

      Well, that wasn't comforting.

      Keeping my breaths even, I lifted one hand from the ground and held it out in front of me. On an inhale, I let the magic seep out of my skin and pool in my palm. With an exhale, the remaining magic flowed back to my chest.

      Most of it at least. It was slower to move and a vague feeling of anger stirred inside of me. I ground my teeth together as I attempted to hold the magic in my hand.

      "Keep breathing," Sakura said sharply.

      I sucked in a breath, not realizing I'd stopped completely. That made the magic move too fast and the darkness leapt from my hand, racing toward my teacher.

      My eyes snapped open in shock but the magic moved around her rather than colliding with her, and punched a hole in the side of the dojo.

      Sakura raised a brow. "You will fix that later."

      I curled my hand into my chest and bowed my head in acknowledgment. The magic angrily pounded inside of me like a drum. A deep breath calmed it a little, but I couldn't try pulling the magic into my hand again any time soon.

      "I'm starting to think this won't be possible," I said hoarsely.

      "Tch," she scoffed. "What pathetic talk from my student. Don't embarrass yourself by giving up. Did you really think this would be easy? That you could breathe for one evening and then master yourself?"

      I looked up slowly. "Of course not, I just don't feel like I'm making any progress."

      "You have made significant progress. You lost control for a moment just now, but were able to adjust your attack," she said, waving away my concerns.

      "I adjusted it? I thought you deflected it somehow." It had been odd that it had missed without her moving, but I hadn't thought that was my doing. I'd stopped trying to figure out how she did the things she did a century ago.

      "Nonsense. However, this proves you still need to work on your physical awareness. Shut your eyes and continue, focusing this time on a single muscle." She pointed to the area on her hand just below her pointer finger. "Isolate the muscle and move it."

      I wiggled my finger.

      Whack.

      The strike came from behind, but she was clearly in front of me. I rubbed the back of my head with a frown.

      "I moved the muscle, what's the problem?"

      "Move it in isolation. Every muscle in your body responds to your command. Most mages are asleep to their own bodies. They let the body itself rule, reacting with animal-like instincts. You must master absolute control over your body, mind, and spirit –– that place inside you where your magic lies. Once you have done that, you will be able to use your magic, instead of it using you."

      With a sigh, I shut my eyes. It was going to be a long night.
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      I hadn’t thought it was possible, but my brain was sore.

      “Eat up,” Swift said, nudging the rice toward me. “You need energy for your training today. Sakura said she’s going to have me help later.”

      I groaned and tiredly scooped more rice into my bowl before snatching up the last piece of fish. “By help does she mean torment me?”

      “I think that’s a given.” She reached across the table for the little bowl of pickled vegetables, but Yui grabbed it right before she could pick it up. The kitsune ignored her glare and ate the rest in one bite.

      Yui looked up with wide, innocent eyes and met Swift’s angry stare. “What?”

      “You know what, you little thief,” Swift said, practically growling at Yui.

      “Someone is a little hangry, you should eat more,” Yui said with a mischievous grin, nudging a bowl of natto –– sticky, fermented soybeans –– toward her. I don’t know why Sakura even bought that stuff. No one liked it. Even Master Hiko refused to eat it.

      Swift sat back with a huff and dumped more plain rice in her bowl. Her phone buzzed on the table and she checked it, then looked up at me with a frown. “Have you heard from Viktor?”

      “No, why?”

      She sighed and texted someone quickly, not responding to my question until her phone buzzed again. “Lopez says she hasn’t heard from him in two days, and when she went down to the coroner’s office, they said he no longer worked there.”

      “What? Wait...why would Lopez say she hadn’t heard from him in two days?” It couldn’t be...there was no way Viktor was her mysterious date. Viktor just didn’t seem like the romantic type. Though, women did seem to like the tall, dark, and chiseled thing. “Is she dating him?”

      Swift rolled her eyes. “Viktor is potentially missing, Blackwell. Focus on the important part.”

      I noted that was not a denial, but Swift was right. That was the least important thing right now. He’d been positive deleting those case files wouldn’t put him in danger, but it’s possible they had. “Viktor wouldn’t have just quit the IMIB.”

      “I agree. The fact that he has gone silent is disturbing as well. If he was no longer interested, he would have said something to her.” She texted Lopez back quickly then set her phone aside. “We have to do something, the timing on this is suspicious.”

      “We’ll get Bootstrap to look into it. It might be good to call Bradley and ask too. He might know something.” I pulled out my phone and dialed Viktor’s number. If he answered, mystery solved. It was always best to try the easiest route first.

      Instead of ringing, a voice told me the number had been disconnected, and the call ended abruptly.

      “His number has been disconnected,” I said, putting my phone away. “We should go to the bar I met Viktor at and see if they’ve seen him there while Bootstrap is digging up some information for us.”

      “You need to train,” Swift objected.

      I crossed my arms. “This is more important right now. I’ll train this afternoon, and if Sakura has a problem with that, she can....”

      Swift’s eyes drifted slightly behind me.

      “...I’d take that into consideration,” I finished weakly.

      “Is that so?” Sakura asked from just a few inches away. I hadn’t heard her enter the room, much less creep up behind me.

      “Absolutely,” I said as I turned slowly to face the scary old woman.

      She stared me down and it felt like she was looking into my very soul...and had found it wanting. “Wash the dishes, then meet me in the dojo. We’ll start with one thousand handstand push-ups to clear your mind.”

      I groaned but didn’t bother arguing. My arms were going to fall off, and I wasn’t going to have time to worry about Viktor.
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      The murmur of conversation and the smell of fresh bread rolled over me as I walked into the same bar I’d met Viktor in previously. My stomach growled in response. I’d worked harder today than I had in years. Sakura had pushed me to my limits, then broken me and kept going.

      No one was dancing on the bar this time, but the place was still packed with customers. I couldn't blame them. If this was closer to the IMIB, it would probably be my top lunch choice as well.

      “This is not what I expected from the exterior,” Swift said, looking around curiously.

      I nodded in agreement. “I think they do that to keep the tourists out.”

      We walked up to the bar, taking empty seats near the end. The wood of the stool was smooth from years of use. The bartender was at the other end of the bar helping another patron. The deep timbre of his Russian carried easily over the din of conversation. It was one of the languages I wasn't great at, but I caught the gist of what he was saying. There was a special on pirozhki today; if I was translating correctly at least.

      Bootstrap hadn’t been able to find anything on Viktor in the IMIB records, including his employment records. They’d all vanished. That worried me more than the disappearance itself. I was pretty sure the necromancer wouldn’t go down without one hell of a fight, but anyone could be killed. That was a lesson I’d learned as a teen. I’d have to hope he vanished voluntarily, rather than being forced out.

      "I spent a month in Russia on a case years ago," Swift said, resting her elbows on the bar and perusing a paper menu she'd grabbed from the napkin holder. "Other than the cabbage they put in everything, their food is better than people give them credit for."

      I laughed. "Not a fan of cabbage?"

      She shrugged. "I got sick of it after a while."

      "What were you looking for in Russia?"

      "A magical artifact used in the Mage Wars got lost out there. We thought it was in Siberia but turned out to be in St. Petersburg in an old chapel. It was a wild month," she said with a laugh.

      "How can I help you?" the bartender asked, startling me. I hadn't heard him walk over, which was a feat considering he looked like he was bigger than Viktor. Too many people had been sneaking up on me lately. Unlike Viktor, his bulk wasn’t all muscle.

      "I'll take a kvass to start, and I think I overheard the pirozhki are the special?"

      He nodded.

      “I’ll take two then.”

      "I'll have the same," Swift said with a smile, putting the menu back where she'd found it.

      "Have you seen Viktor around?" I asked. "I came here with him last week."

      The bartender shrugged and folded the rag in half then flipped it over and wiped down the already gleaming wood in front of us. His face remained blank. “We have many customers.”

      Before I could ask another question, he turned away and shouted our order to the kitchen. I'd hoped that since I'd come here with Viktor that he wouldn't view me as an enemy, but I guess I'd been too optimistic. Or Swift's presence was turning him off. She would have killed me if I'd tried to leave her behind again though. It was also risky for me to go anywhere alone right now anyhow while I still couldn't use my magic. I was improving, but not so much that I’d risk blowing up half of Moira if I lost control.

      The bartender brought us our drinks without comment then returned to a discussion with another customer.

      Swift set down her drink with a contented sigh. "I never get tired of kvass."

      "I thought Viktor was trying to get me drunk when he handed me this drink," I said, shaking my head. "It looks like some kind of stout."

      We enjoyed the drinks silently for a bit. With something in it, my stomach stopped trying to eat itself and I relaxed slightly. The blissful scent of food drifting from the kitchen was a special kind of torture though.

      The cook stuck his head out of the kitchen with a brown paper bag, waving down the bartender. He grabbed it and brought it straight to us along with our bill.

      "Here is your order. To go," he said as he set it between us.

      That was a hint to get out if I'd ever heard one. I nodded and chugged down what remained of my kvass before handing over my card. The last thing I wanted to do was get on the bad side of a Russian mage, especially one with food that smelled this good.

      He processed my payment quickly then slid the receipt toward me. As my fingers came into contact with the slip of paper, I felt a tingle of magic. With a nod goodbye, I tucked it into my pocket. I'd look at it once we left the bar.

      "Thank you for your hospitality," Swift said as she picked up our to-go bag.

      The bartender nodded, then crossed his arms and stared at us until we got up and headed toward the door. I felt his eyes on my back until we stepped outside. He definitely wasn't happy with our questions, and I couldn't exactly blame him. Whatever was going on was trouble, and no sane person would want to get involved in this mess.

      As the door swung shut behind us, Swift sighed. "Well, that was a waste."

      "Not completely," I said, pulling the receipt out.

      "What do you mean?"

      I turned the receipt over and peered at the back. It was faint, but a message was written on the back. I rubbed my thumb over it and the letters darkened.

      Do not search for me, I will find you.

      That was ominous.
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      The muscle on the back of my hand twitched, followed by one in my cheek, then one on my back. With deep, even breaths, I continued moving muscles in isolation. Meanwhile, my magic moved through my body as I breathed.

      It had taken me the entire training session yesterday to figure this out. Once I’d gotten it, Sakura had taken it to the next level immediately.

      “Now, try again,” Sakura said as she circled me.

      I inhaled and let the magic flow directly from my chest to the air in front of me. When I exhaled, I didn’t pull it back into me. Mayhem, it turned out, was unruly. It fought me every step of the way. I was starting to get the impression that the magic disliked me, which was ridiculous. Magic was mysterious but it was not sentient.

      Using my second sight to keep an eye on the magic throughout my body and in front of me, I willed the mayhem magic into a sphere. The pure black magic roiled within the shape I’d forced it into. Every few seconds, a small bit of it would lash out like a sun flare, but it stayed a sphere this time. Finally. This must be the tenth try.

      Now came the hard part.

      Swift summoned her mace in a flash behind me. My magic thrummed in response to the perceived threat. I held tight to the sphere, holding my breath for a moment to resist the urge that grew in me to lash out. An irrational anger grew in my gut but I knew it for what it was now and I ignored it.

      There was a brief pause before my partner swung her mace at me. My fingers twitched as I let the sphere go on an exhale. It changed shape, rushing around me like a shadow and blocking her strike. She stepped away for a moment, then attacked again.

      I focused on keeping the rest of my magic under control while the mayhem magic I had released reacted on instinct. Sakura insisted it was my instincts and that I was subconsciously protecting myself. It didn’t feel like that. It felt like the magic was acting on its own, but I was able to keep it from going completely haywire now. Most of the time. I had another hole or three to fix.

      “Enough,” Sakura said.

      Swift released her mace and I slowly opened my eyes, blinking against the sudden brightness.

      “That was much better than last time,” Sakura said, her face suggesting she still wasn’t happy.

      I stood, stretching out limbs sore from sitting. “But?”

      “You are still letting it control you.”

      “I’m keeping it from lashing out,” I replied sullenly.

      Swift coughed to cover a laugh. Her phone rang and she answered it, hurrying from the room.

      Now that we were alone, Sakura sighed and crossed her arms. “Logan, I am not asking you to do this for my own amusement. There is a purpose to this training.”

      I dragged a hand down my face. “I don’t doubt that, but the magic it…” I sighed, searching for the right words. “It’s different from the other magic I can use. It feels separate, and sometimes like it’s alive.”

      “Anything within you is part of you, and can be mastered.” She turned abruptly and walked toward the exit, motioning for me to follow her.

      I jumped up and hurried after her out of the dojo. My legs protested the sudden movement, but it felt good to be up. Meditation exercises were my least favorite thing and we’d been doing them for days. The murder case Bradley had put us on was so low priority it could wait as long as we needed. I was sure to regret thinking this, but doing anything else would be a welcome break.

      She led me through the garden and out the back gate. Their property stretched across the side of the mountain and encompassed a dense forest. I hadn’t been back here in years. Nostalgia washed over me as we walked the old paths that I’d taken thousands of times. Master Hiko used to make me run these paths with a bucket of water balanced on my head. Maybe I didn’t miss it that much.

      We stopped near the base of the mountain near a small creek. A chill wind cut through the air, making me shiver. Sakura seemed unaffected.

      “You have always been stubborn, so I think you might learn best with higher stakes,” Sakura said, a sly smile crossing her lips that made her look twenty years younger...and ten times scarier.

      “What––”

      Shadows surrounded her and she stepped back into...nothing. She was gone.

      I turned in a slow circle, every sense I had telling me I was in danger. The branches creaked as a breeze rippled over the surface of the creek, carrying with it a whisper, “You’re afraid of it.”

      My feet flew out from under me.

      I rolled as I hit the ground and barely kept my magic contained as it reacted violently to the attack. What she said made me angry. Of course I was afraid of it, it was out of control and destructive. Fearing the magic was just common sense, like being afraid of bears or venomous snakes.

      A shuriken zipped through the air. The mayhem magic surged out to block it and I didn’t resist the instinct. She wasn’t going to let me get away without defending myself. Just like Master Hiko had always made me train with a real katana, those were real, sharp shuriken.

      The next attack wasn’t just a shuriken. Green fire blazed around the weapon, following up the attack with an explosion that knocked me back toward the creek despite my shield. I stumbled over a rock and almost fell but managed to maintain my footing.

      All the awareness I’d developed from the breathing exercises was helping though. Just before she launched each attack, I felt something. Some hint of her magic that acted as a warning.

      The hair on my arms raised and I dropped to one knee, avoiding the brunt of the next strike. However, I wasn’t fast enough to dodge the second one. Wind rushed toward me from the opposite direction, lifting me off the ground and throwing me through the air. Right toward a huge pine tree.

      The mayhem magic hit the tree before I did and ate through it. I managed to twist midair and land on my feet. Immediately, I threw up my hands. The black magic flowed from my palms and formed a shield in front of me. Three shuriken thudded into it. Instead of falling away, they began to spin, creating bright sparks as they fought to drill through the mayhem magic.

      I gritted my teeth against the rage threatening to overwhelm me. This wasn’t the time to hold back, but I had to. If I released the mayhem magic, it could destroy this mountain, and both of us.

      The attacks came faster and faster. She was trying to force me to go on the offensive. If I didn’t strike back soon, I wouldn’t be able to. It was already hard to keep up with her pace.

      “This isn’t going to end well!” I shouted, my arms beginning to shake with the effort of holding up the shield and holding onto my magic.

      “Stop being a coward and fight me!” Sakura shouted back, her voice booming through the trees, seeming to come from everywhere all at once.

      The shield cracked, imploding as the shuriken rushed toward me. I managed to deflect one, but the second grazed my shoulder. Searing pain shot through my arm as the sharp weapon cut down to the bone. Magic poured from the wound just in time to block the brunt of the ensuing explosion.

      I hit the ground and rolled straight into the creek. The icy water stole my breath and I flailed for a moment, trying to remember how to breathe. Water in my eyes blurred my vision. The mayhem magic rolled around me, cocooning me in darkness.

      With a groan, I rolled up to my knees. Blood dripped down my arm but there was no time to worry about that. More shuriken thudded into the shield and I knew it would last even less time now that I was hurt. My focus was wavering already.

      I took a deep breath, then leapt to my left, dropping the shield as I did so I could see. A burst of wind hit me right in the chest and knocked me into a tree. My head snapped back into the bark and stars exploded across my vision.

      Sakura held me there, pinned like a bug once again. Debris picked up by the relentless wind battered me. I struggled for a breath as the pressure increased.

      A shuriken flew toward me and I managed to block it with a small shield just before it struck me in the face. It spun, grinding into my magic as it sought its mark. I had seconds before I’d be down one eye.

      At some point in your life, everything comes down to a moment where you either fold, or say fuck it and go all in. There was no way I was going to fold.

      I let the mayhem magic out. It flowed from my body in a river of black magic, pushing back the wind. The shuriken fell to the ground as I grabbed hold of the end of the magic and, with a shout, swung it like a club.

      It crashed through three trees, toppling them in a shower of broken limbs, and smashed into the ground. The earth shook and split open from the force of the blow.

      Sakura emerged from the trees in a flash, charging straight at me. I planted my feet and forced the magic to go toward her. Lifting from the ground, it whipped at her. She leapt over the sweep of magic, spinning in the air like a ballerina. The wind caught her and lifted her even higher.

      Pale blue magic lit up her hands and a thousand shuriken, made of pure magic, shot toward me. I lifted my hand and met them head on with a reckless blast of magic. If she wanted me to stop fearing it, then I would. No matter how bad an idea it probably was.

      The mayhem magic ate through the shuriken like they weren’t even there.

      With nothing to stop it, my magic continued straight to Sakura. It wrapped around her, and for a moment, I wanted to crush her. Destroy this forest. Destroy anyone that thought they could control me.

      Lifting both hands, I wrenched the magic away. It receded enough for me to see her, still hovering above me, encased in a bright blue shield. She was smiling.

      “Finally, we see good progress. Let’s continue.”

      I shifted my stance and took a deep breath. Perhaps I could control this. And perhaps I was a fool to think I was strong enough to take on Sakura, mayhem magic or not...
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      “I brought Bootstrap over,” Swift said, sipping at a cup of tea. “Master Hiko cornered him and is making him fix his computer.”

      I snorted in laughter. Served the kid right. “Why’d you bring him here?”

      She shrugged. “He wanted to talk to you about something, and was getting really antsy about staying at the Manor alone.”

      “And Yamashita?”

      “Still there. She had no interest in leaving. Yui volunteered to stay with her, and let’s be honest, she’s more likely to be able to protect her than Bootstrap anyhow.”

      “I’d say that, but he was surprisingly helpful during the whole...incident,” I said, remembering the way he’d cast those runes that had forced my magic back.

      “True,” Swift agreed with a nod of her head. “That definitely wasn’t what I expected.”

      Bootstrap appeared in the doorway, looking a little out of breath. His hair was standing on end like he’d been tugging at it. “How old is that guy?”

      “Master Hiko?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, whatever his name is.”

      I shrugged. “Old enough to look old. My best guess is around eight-hundred.”

      “Mages just shouldn’t live that long,” Bootstrap muttered, crossing his arms.

      “Did you get the information we needed on Viktor?”

      “I had to call in some uh...back up,” Bootstrap said nervously as he looked around the house with wide eyes. It was odd to see him out of his room, and in clothes other than a dingy bathrobe.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded, my eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      The hacker scratched the back of his neck nervously. “So, I’m pretty sure someone has been trying to track me down again. Just a few things that make me think I’m being watched, and maybe someone has noticed me in certain places.”

      “Bootstrap, get to the point.”

      “That information you wanted on Viktor, the coroner, is pretty sensitive stuff. I hit a roadblock while I was looking for it, so I thought it was better if someone else...someone trusted,” he quickly added. “Got it instead. And they did. So this is a good thing!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. This must be what it felt like to have children. “Who did you get to do this?”

      “Guy named Zardoz. He was actually my mentor, taught me everything I know.” Bootstrap pulled out his phone excitedly. “Wanna see his cat? He named him Data and he fell asleep on top of this…” He trailed off upon seeing my expression and put his phone away. “Anyhow. He got the information and said that whoever they have after me is getting close. So that’s, uh...not so good.”

      “Can they track you to the Manor?”

      He shrugged. “Eventually, if I trip up.”

      “You should do as little as possible from now on then, until the risk goes down.”

      He opened his mouth to object, but I cut him off.

      “No arguments. It’s not just you at risk. It’s me and everyone connected to me. If we want to take down the corrupt people in the Mage’s Guild we have to stay out of jail. And alive.”

      Bootstrap sighed, his shoulders drooping. “Whatever you say, boss-man.”

      “What did you find out?” Swift asked impatiently.

      The energy returned to Bootstrap’s expression. “Viktor’s files were deleted temporarily. They’ve been replaced, most likely edited, but we have nothing to compare it to. It also says he turned in his notice two weeks ago now and quit voluntarily. The current address on file is his, but he hasn’t been there in two days as far as we can tell.”

      Swift dragged her hands through her hair. “Did you check his accounts? Surveillance footage?”

      Bootstrap nodded. “He left the coroner’s office, but never made it home, and I have no idea where he disappeared to between those two points. It’s like he never actually left the building. Moira is covered in cameras. There’s no way he avoided them all.”

      “Are they any secret exits out of the IMIB building? Anything that would take him underground?” I asked.

      “Maybe? I went over everything I could think of, but I’ll look again.”

      Master Hiko appeared in the doorway, his cheeks flushed from alcohol. So that’s what he’d been doing while I was training. “It’s doing it again.”

      “Did you click the button I showed you?” Bootstrap asked, taking on the air of the long-suffering.

      “Just come show me again,” Master Hiko said, grabbing him by the shoulder and dragging him from the room.

      “I should bring him over here more often,” I said to Swift with a grin.

      She laughed. “He’d run away.” The smile quickly faded from her face. “Do you think Viktor is dead?”

      “My gut is telling me no, but we can’t rule it out until we know for sure.”

      “I need to tell Lopez what we found.”

      “We can tell her at the office to come back to the Manor this evening. Best not to tell her anything over the phone, and we definitely can’t tell her at the IMIB. Sakura wants me to train for one more morning, but then I have to get back to work. Bradley will have my head if I avoid the office for another day.”

      Swift sighed, staring blankly at the opposite wall. “I feel like we’re missing something. With all of this.”

      “I know. Me too.” The unanswered questions were piling up. The attacks on Moira. The drug ring linked to a conspiracy we still didn’t know the scope of. All of it led back to the Mage’s Guild, but it wasn’t necessarily related. Then there was the chest still sitting in my father’s office. Once I had a handle on my magic, I had to find a way to open it or I’d go crazy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Logically, I knew I wouldn’t lose control of the mayhem magic just sitting here, but I couldn’t help but be a little paranoid. The dampening cuffs were in a pocket in my jacket just in case.

      Our drug ring case had been taken away, along with all our files. Since I was in the office, I was going through the motions of investigating the new case. It looked like it was pretty open and shut. The kind of case they assigned new detectives to keep them busy and let them learn. I hadn’t worked a case like this in twenty years.

      I tapped on the tablet with a sigh, bringing up the main suspect in the case. We’d have to go to Central London to investigate this –– as if my week needed to get any worse.

      Sergeant Zhang, one of the other agents in the department burst through the door, startling me. “We’ve got a problem. Where is Swift?”

      “She went to get lunch with Lopez, why?” As soon as I asked, I had my answer. The unmistakable magical signature of at least three magisters washed over me. They were broadcasting it like a warning, which meant they were here for a reason. “Who are they here for?”

      Zhang hesitated, then leaned in and whispered. “There’s a rumor it’s the Chief.”

      I stood immediately, my hand twitching for my missing katana. “Why would they be here for him?”

      “I don’t know.” Zhang shook his head. “It was Peterson blabbing about it, so I didn’t pay any attention until I saw the magisters downstairs. They’re here in force.”

      We hurried out of my office. Bradley’s door was shut. The rest of the department was standing around nervously, watching the elevators as we all felt the magisters draw closer.

      “Is he in his office?” I asked quietly.

      Zhang nodded. “Went in and closed his door about fifteen minutes ago looking pissed. I think he might have known they were coming too. I heard him talking to someone on the phone a little bit ago, but he’s gone silent now.”

      The elevator dinged and we all watched with sick anticipation as the doors opened. Three magisters exited. The man in the middle wore a badge that indicated his rank as Marshal, just like the magister I’d seen right after the first attack on Moira.

      He wasn’t smiling, but his expression was smug. This was personal for him, for some reason. They walked straight toward the Chief’s office and I found myself moving before I could talk myself out of it. I stopped in front of the door to Bradley’s office and crossed my arms.

      “Agent Blackwell,” the lead magister said, pausing directly in front of me. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I am Marshal William Atticus.”

      He extended his hand, but I ignored it, my eyes never leaving his face. “What do you need? We don’t get magisters in the IMIB offices very often.”

      His mouth twisted in mock pity. “I’m afraid we are here for an unfortunate reason. I have to ask you to step aside.”

      “I’m not going to be able to do that.” The mayhem magic churned in my chest. It was ready, and hopefully I’d be able to maintain control of it if this came to blows. I didn’t want to destroy the office along with the magisters.

      Atticus’ face turned sour, his lips pinching together. “Agent Blackwell, you have no right––”

      Bradley’s door opened behind me. “Stand aside, Blackwell.”

      I turned slightly. “Sir, I won’t––”

      “That’s an order.” He held my gaze with a serious expression, nodding once to confirm that was what he wanted.

      This was the last thing I wanted to do, but I understood his reasoning. Even if we managed to get him out of here, we’d both be fugitives. He had a family, and if he cooperated, a chance of making it through this. As much as I hated it, not everything could be solved with a fight. Sure, we could win the battle. But a war was brewing, and we needed to be better prepared.

      I stepped aside and the magisters swarmed in, slapping dampening cuffs on the Chief’s wrists. Bradley looked straight ahead, not showing the slightest hint of fear or hesitation. I’d never seen someone get arrested with such dignity.

      Atticus led him toward the elevator with a firm grip on his arm, his eyes sweeping the room as if he dared anyone else to object.

      Before they reached the elevators, the doors slid open, revealing Swift, Lopez, and IMIB Director Harland. None of the trio looked happy, but I’d never seen such an angry expression on the Director’s face. I’d also never seen her in the IMIB offices before.

      Lopez grabbed Swift’s arm, holding her back from the group. She leaned in, whispering something in my partner’s ear that calmed her slightly.

      Atticus glanced at Swift with an ugly smirk. I suspected he knew her.

      The Director didn’t look at Bradley, but she did look at the Marshal with enough venom I was surprised he didn’t drop dead. “Atticus, what is the meaning of this?”

      The sniveling man inclined his head toward the Director with a sickly smile. “The Lord High Chancellor signed the warrant for this man’s arrest personally.”

      “Why was I not informed of this ahead of time?” she demanded, her eyes cold as they bored into him.

      “Discretion was of the utmost importance in this situation due to the status of the individual the warrant was issued for,” Atticus replied, inclining his head once more. “The information was released on a need-to-know basis only.”

      Director Harland approached Bradley, ignoring Atticus’ weak excuse. “I will have this sorted out by the end of the day, Amos.”

      The Chief nodded once. “I appreciate that, Director.”

      With one last hateful glance at Atticus, the Director stepped aside. The entire office watched silently as they loaded onto the elevator. Bradley continued looking straight ahead as the doors closed.

      Swift looked back at me, the fury I felt reflected in her eyes.
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      The sky was decorated in a riot of reds and pinks as the sun set. Lopez had returned to the Manor with us after Bradley’s arrest. Between that and Viktor’s disappearance, we were all on edge.

      “The runehacker hasn’t been able to find anything definitive, so there’s still hope Viktor is alive,” Swift said, finishing her explanation of what we’d learned about the coroner’s disappearance.

      “If he’s alive, I will kill him myself when I find him. Why wouldn’t he come to me for help if he was in danger?” Lopez threw her hands in the air, pacing the length of the parlor.

      “Just a thought,” I said cautiously. “He might have been concerned about putting you in danger along with him?”

      Lopez bared her teeth at me. “Do I look like I’m worried about a little danger? I’m a fucking IMIB agent.”

      I raised my hands in surrender. “I’m not saying it was the right choice, just offering up a thought. He also said in the note not to search for him, and that he'd find us.”

      “You have no way of knowing that note was even from him,” Lopez said with a growl. “That could have been from the fucking line cook trying to get you to leave and stop looking for Viktor.”

      “What if it was him though? There must be a reason he would ask us to stop.”

      “Would you stop looking for Swift because of some stupid note?” Lopez demanded, crossing her arms.

      “That's different,” I muttered, not liking where this conversation was going. “Besides, I'm not suggesting we actually stop looking, just that it's likely he is alive.”

      “Does he know where you live?” Swift interjected, giving me an annoyed look.

      Lopez nodded. “He's been over a few times.”

      Bootstrap raced into the room, interrupting our conversation. He was hugging his laptop to his chest like a security blanket. “There's someone approaching the Manor from the back of the property, and I'm detecting a shit ton of dark magic. I think they've found me. The Mage's Guild. They're here, oh my god. Should I run? Please don't let them kill me.”

      “Slow down,” I said, my hand automatically going to the katana that used to hang at my hip. “How many are there?”

      Lopez leaned in toward Swift and whispered, “Is he always this high strung?”

      She nodded. “Always.”

      “Just one that I can see. For now.” He plopped his laptop on the desk and pulled up the video surveillance of the abandoned gardens behind the house. A lone figure dressed in the black robes of a magister walked along the overgrown pathway. A hood obscured their face.

      “If they were sending a team in, we wouldn't know until they stormed the Manor,” Swift said skeptically. She leaned in to take a closer look at the screen. “What are they carrying?”

      I took a second look and noticed the bag she was referring to. It had been obscured by the robes at first glance.

      “Probably tools to torture me with,” Bootstrap muttered.

      Swift rolled her eyes. “They don't need tools for that. Stop being dramatic. I'll go see who this is.”

      Lopez immediately moved to follow her. She had been tense since she got here, and looked ready to throw down. I felt a little sorry for the magister, or whoever that was.

      “I'm coming with you.” I turned to Bootstrap.” Stay here and do not panic.”

      “Is everything alright?” Yamashita asked from the doorway. “I heard someone scream a few moments ago.”

      “That was a yell. A manly shout. It was not a scream,” Bootstrap said, frowning at Yamashita.

      She raised a brow. “If you say so.”

      “Mind waiting with the baby to make sure he doesn't die?” I asked as we walked out.

      Yamashita snorted. “There's a reason I never had children, but I can watch him.”

      “You all suck! I hope you know that!” Bootstrap shouted as the door swung shut behind us.

      I jogged to catch up with Lopez and Swift. “Do you think it's a legitimate threat?”

      “I'm going to assume they are until proven otherwise,” Swift said, her magic waking up and sparking around her.

      Ever since I'd begun the training with Sakura, I'd become more sensitive to magic in general. I could sense a mage’s magical signature with little effort even if it was suppressed. Now that she was pulling on her magic with intent, it felt like walking next to a magical heat lamp. Lopez’s magic felt very strange. It was more contained, pulsing through her limbs like a heartbeat.

      We half jogged through the Manor to reach the back entrance ahead of the mysterious magister. My nerves increased the closer we got. Despite my dismissal of Bootstrap's panic, I didn't like unannounced visitors. And I liked them even less when they were magisters.

      The Manor had a few exits that led into the garden. I led the group to the largest one; a set of double doors that opened onto a large porch that overlooked the sloping gardens. It had a great view of the overgrown backyard.

      We could see the figure from where we stood, and they made no move to hide themselves or slow down. Now that I could see them in person it was obvious it wasn't a woman.

      A growl rumbled out of Lopez's chest and she took a step forward, her nose twitching.

      “Careful, we need to see what they want first,” Swift said, edging toward her.

      “He better want to get down on his knees and apologize,” Lopez said angrily.

      “What?” I asked in confusion.

      The man stopped in front of us and threw back his hood. Behind the blood streaked across his face, I recognized him.

      “Where the hell have you been, Viktor?” Lopez demanded, advancing on him.

      Viktor frowned. “Did you get my note?”

      “We got the one you left at that bar,” I said cautiously, a little worried by the hostility in Lopez’s expression. It felt a little like we were intruding on their fight, and I did not want to get in the middle of that.

      “Then you should have known I would find you, like I said I would.” The necromancer looked truly baffled. To be fair, he had done what he’d said.

      “Why did you leave Blackwell a note and not me?” Lopez asked through gritted teeth.

      Viktor’s brows pinched even further together. “I knew you would turn to him for help, and so left a note I knew he would find. It was important you were not connected to all this.”

      Lopez’s hands curled into fists. “Why? Because you have some stupid idea about protecting me?”

      “No, because the Mage’s Guild still trusts you, unlike Blackwell and Swift. You will be a valuable resource in the coming months.” Viktor’s expression had grown wary, as if he were finally catching on that Lopez was mad at him. “Perhaps we should speak alone in a few minutes. I need to show the others this first.” He lifted the bag. “It would be better to do this inside.”

      “Right this way,” I said, waving him inside with a fearful glance at Swift. She looked equally uncomfortable.
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      Viktor set the black, leather bag on the kitchen table with a thud. It was heavier than it looked. “I had to retrieve this before I came here.”

      As he opened the bag, a shout emanated from it. We all flinched, but Bootstrap let out a high-pitched squeal and toppled backward out of his chair.

      “What the hell is that?” Bootstrap demanded from the floor.

      Lopez covered her nose. As the sickly scent of formaldehyde hit me, I was glad I didn’t have her keen sense of smell.

      Viktor reached in and lifted out a vaguely familiar head by its hair. The neck had been cleanly cut with no tearing of the skin at all. “This is Henry Patterson.”

      The head wiggled in his grip, teeth snapping at Viktor. “Put me down! I don’t want any part of this!”

      My stomach rolled at the sight in front of me. This was beyond disturbing. “What...why is it talking?”

      Viktor sighed and pulled out a familiar oval, white orb. “Because of this.”

      Swift hurried over, looking as queasy as I felt. “That’s exactly what we found on Adam Johnson before he exploded.”

      “I discovered this is used while raising a person from the dead. As long as the undead have it nearby, they will appear alive, and will not decay. It appears the creator built in a fail-safe where they can remotely end the spell if the person they gave it to betrays them.” Viktor shook his head. “It is a perversion of necromancy.”

      “And they don’t need the whole body?” Lopez asked, eyeing the still writhing head with distaste.

      “No, only the head is necessary. In this particular situation, it makes him easier to control.” Viktor set down the white orb and picked up a black orb of the same shape with a number carved onto the back. “This is the remote for the orb. With it, I can force him to answer questions despite not being the one to raise him.”

      “How exactly did you find out about all of this?” Swift asked.

      “I was transferred to the project, and against my better judgment, found the task too distasteful to complete. The arrest of Chief Bradley was also a step too far.” Viktor put Patterson’s head back in the bag and he quieted down. “I have submitted to the evils of the organization I work for for too long. The sabotage I have continued behind the scenes is no longer enough.”

      “Whose blood is that?” I asked.

      “My guard’s, as are these robes,” he said, gesturing at this outfit. “It was necessary in order to get this out. I destroyed his head so that they will not be able to interrogate him.”

      “Is the Mage’s Guild directly controlling this drug ring and these zombies?” Swift asked.

      “Not quite, they still keep the organization separate. However, the highest-ranking members are all part of the IMIB and the Mage’s Guild,” Viktor said.

      Swift shook her head, looking drained. “Do you know why they arrested Chief Bradley?”

      “Only rumors. It appears to be a move against the Director rather than against the Chief himself. She has angered the Lord High Chancellor recently,” Viktor said, glancing suspiciously at Swift.

      Anger clouded her face. “Just go ahead and say it, Viktor. I know you don’t trust me.”

      Lopez looked up in surprise. “What are you talking about?”

      “He thinks because the Chancellor is my father that I agree with what my parents have done, and that I would choose family over what is right,” Swift spat out.

      Viktor’s face hardened. “I have seen it time and time again. Walking away from your family, especially one as powerful as your own, does not happen.”

      “Yet I’ve done it.” Swift crossed her arms. “They’ve disowned me, and I intend on bringing them down, along with anyone else in the Mage’s Guild who is corrupt.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Lopez said, walking up next to Viktor and putting her hand on his arm. “I can hear a lie.”

      “I’ve seen her commitment firsthand,” I added. I needed Viktor to trust her. We wouldn’t have a chance of making this work if our allies were fighting among themselves.

      After a long moment, Viktor nodded. “Then I will extend you the same trust I have given to Lopez and Blackwell.” He held out his hand to Swift, who shook it firmly.

      The tension in my shoulders relaxed slightly. This wouldn’t solve anything, but it was a start.

      Swift turned back to the bag. “We need to tell Yamashita that we have Patterson. Well, at least part of him.”

      “I agree.”

      Viktor frowned. “Who is Yamashita?”

      “She and Patterson were two mages that studied Moira after it was first discovered. We had just visited Yamashita when we discovered Patterson’s dead body, actually. She fled after our visit and was targeted by assassins,” I explained.

      “Were they trying to kill her or take her head?” Lopez asked.

      “Probably the latter,” Swift said.

      “I’ll go get her.”

      Bootstrap hurried after me, apparently eager to leave the room. “That is the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I snorted. “I honestly can’t disagree.”

      “So, do you want me to look up all the info on Bradley’s arrest? I can probably dig up––”

      “No, not yet,” I said, cutting him off before he could get started rambling. “You’ve already been worried about them getting too close. They’ll be waiting for you to try. We need to trust the Director for right now. What you can do, however, is keep a very close eye on Bradley’s family. All of them.”

      Bootstrap nodded. “Got it, boss. I’ll do that while you handle the...talking head situation.” With a shudder, he jogged up the stairs ahead of me.

      I walked to Yamashita’s room and knocked on her door.

      She opened it a few seconds later, frowning when she saw my face. “What’s happened?”

      “When Henry Patterson was killed, he was decapitated,” I said.

      Her face paled. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “A necromancer only needs one thing to raise the undead, and that is the head.” I sighed, scratching the back of my head. I hated delivering this kind of news. “It’s a long story, but one of the IMIB coroners retrieved his head from the people that killed him, and has brought him here.”

      Yamashita clenched her jaw tightly together and looked away, composing herself. “And they have…he’s...been raised?”

      I nodded. “He has, to a greater extent than most zombies. He is able to talk freely. They were interrogating him.” Her face paled and I quickly added, “Not in a painful way. The necromancers were able to control him through magic, forcing him to answer questions.”

      “That is disgusting,” Yamashita said, pressing a trembling hand to her mouth.

      “Yes, it is.”

      She stared at the floor for a moment, then looked up at me. “You want me to talk to him, don’t you?”

      “Only if you are up for it. It’s a hard thing to see, and it will only be harder since you know him.”

      Yamashita took a deep breath, but nodded. “I’ll try.”
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      Swift, Viktor, and Lopez were waiting silently for us in the kitchen, all staring at the bag like the head might jump out if they looked away.

      Yamashita paused at the threshold. “Is he...in there?”

      I nodded. “Yes, in the bag.”

      A muffled noise came from the bag and she flinched. Patterson must have recognized her voice, or was simply complaining about his location.

      “You must remember,” Viktor said, drawing her attention, “that your friend is dead. The physical body retains the memories of the deceased, but it is an echo of who they were. He does not feel real emotions, and he cannot be truly harmed.”

      I wondered if that was entirely true with the new magic their necromancers had created, but for Yamashita’s sake, it was best if she believed it.

      “If you need to leave at any point you can. My hope is that he’ll be more willing to help us if he understands you are on our side, and that we need his help. Was I correct in assuming you were friends?” I asked.

      Yamashita nodded, her eyes still glued to the bag on the table. “We were. Very close. Until we left the Mage’s Guild, of course, then we hardly spoke. He was paranoid. Apparently not paranoid enough though.”

      Viktor reached in and pulled Patterson out with two hands, not grabbing him by the hair this time. He set the wriggling head on a kitchen towel they must have laid out for this reason. It was getting burned after this.

      “Let me go––” Patterson stopped, his eyes locked on Yamashita. “Why are you here?”

      “These people saved my life,” Yamashita said quietly. I had to hand it to her, she was coping with this shock very well. None of the emotions that had showed on her face when I’d told her were there now.

      Patterson wobbled slightly, his eyes flicking around the room in suspicion. “I saw this necromancer kill one of them before he took me, but that doesn’t mean we can trust them.”

      “Fiat absque dolo,” Yamashita said quietly in Latin.

      That roughly translated to ‘let there be no lies’, and must have been some kind of code between them because Patterson sighed and asked, “What do you want to know?”

      “Are you aware of the attacks on Moira?” I asked.

      He snorted. “Of course I am.”

      “Do you know who, or what, is behind it?”

      “Not important,” he snapped. His chin hit the towel he sat on causing the decapitated head to list to the side. “Moira is a deathtrap, and everyone needs to get the hell out of there, but the Lord High Chancellor would never let that happen.”

      “Why not?” Swift asked.

      “Because he can’t get that damned box out of there, and without it, he is nothing,” Patterson said, trying to shake his head and almost tipping over.

      Viktor caught the head and adjusted him, then bunched the towel up under Patterson’s chin so that he was better supported. I forced the bile back down my throat. We had to find a better way to handle him after this conversation. The whole thing was disturbing.

      Yamashita frowned. “The Chancellor is using Pandora’s box for himself? That’s insane, no one would be able to withstand taking in that amount of magic.”

      “He found a way. I saw him with my own eyes the day I told you we had to leave. The only reason I wasn’t killed sooner is because he didn’t know I saw that,” Patterson said angrily.

      “Why are you saying Moira is a deathtrap?” Lopez asked. “Other than these attacks, no one has ever been hurt there.”

      I realized we hadn’t explained the situation with the gods to either of them yet. It was past time to fill them in. “This is going to be a lot to take in, but I need you to just trust me on this.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lopez asked, eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “Gods exist, and they’re meddling somehow. I don’t know why now, or how many there are. Swift and I have only spoken to one. He calls himself Fate and he told us a war is coming. I think this is the first strike.”

      Viktor glanced at Lopez and she nodded. “He’s telling the truth. Or at least thinks he is.”

      “I can accept this for now,” Viktor said with a shrug.

      “And Moira is a deathtrap because these gods are fighting over it?” she asked, looking between Yamashita and myself.

      “Yes,” Yamashita said. “Fighting over Moira perhaps, and over Pandora’s Box, which is kept there. It powers the city, among other things I cannot speak of.” She tugged her shirt down, showing them the geas tattooed on her.

      “Alright, accepting that there are gods, people might be more willing to leave Moira after these attacks,” Lopez said tiredly. “The Rune Rail has been almost empty since the first one.”

      “Pah, people are idiots. They’ll forget about it soon enough and return to their supposed oasis. Ignorant sheep, all of them,” Patterson scoffed.

      “Do you know anything about the necromancer that raised you?” Viktor asked, drawing Patterson’s attention.

      “No, the bastard raised me, then handed that bloody device to someone else. I never got their name, only questions I can’t remember,” Patterson said, his head wobbling once again. The cut had been clean, but not perfectly level.

      Viktor frowned. “That’s interesting. I wouldn’t have expected the device to affect your memory.”

      “Who did you see there? Anyone you did recognize?” Swift asked.

      My phone rang. I glanced at the caller id and saw Billy’s name. Answering it quickly, I headed toward the door so they could continue without me.

      “Billy?”

      “We have a problem,” Billy said breathlessly. A crash drowned out the next thing he said and I froze.

      “What the hell is going on? Where are you?”

      “Rune Rentals. There is some kind of attack going on, but not just here. There’s more than one this time,” he shouted over the background noise. “The Rune Rail is down I think. The whole thing.”

      “Go to the IMIB. Get away from the Rune Rail. Do not stop to help anyone,” I said urgently.

      The screaming in the background nearly drowned out his reply. “I don’t know if I––”

      “Billy?” There was no response. I pulled my phone away from my ear and saw that the call had dropped. I tried to call him back but it immediately went to voicemail.

      “What’s going on?” Swift asked.

      “The call dropped, but there is another attack on Moira. Worse this time. Billy said the Rune Rail isn’t working, none of them.” I dragged my hands through my hair. “Shit.”

      Bootstrap came barreling into the kitchen. “Something bad is happening in Moira.”

      “Can you get us any footage of what’s happening? Has the IMIB been hit?” Swift asked.

      He shook his head. “The cameras all cut at once, then every connection I have to Moira cut as well. Every single connection. I don’t think I can emphasize enough how fucking bad that is. It’s...everything. It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Where is the nearest Rune Rail terminal?” Lopez asked, grabbing her jacket and pulling it on. “We have to go see if we can get in.”

      “We have to start the emergency protocol as well,” Swift said.

      The emergency protocol involved alerting every IMIB agent to the crisis. Local governments and the prosaic police would go on alert as well. However, the only way to do that that I knew of was in Moira itself.

      “We better hope the Rune Rail is still usable so we can activate it,” I said, pulling on my own jacket. “We can start that on our way to the Rune Rail terminal here. If it is still working, it may not be for much longer.”

      Just before we got outside, Yui appeared near the front door and pulled me aside.

      “Hurry up, Blackwell. We don’t have time for this,” Swift said impatiently.

      “I’ll meet you at the car. Just give me a moment.” I turned back to Yui, who looked frustrated. “What?”

      “I...can’t help you tonight,” she said haltingly.

      “Why?”

      She sighed and looked away. “I just can’t. Try not to get yourself killed.”

      “That’s always the goal.”

      She smirked, but her brow was still creased with frustration. “If you don’t see me for a couple of weeks, don’t fret too much.”

      Before I had a chance to ask any more questions, she stepped back into the shadows and...disappeared.
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      Graffiti marred the outer wall of the London Rune Rail terminal. I parked in a no-parking zone and jumped out of the car, not even bothering to turn it off. Swift was right behind me as I jogged toward the entrance.

      Lopez’s car slid to a halt next to mine and the others followed us down into the terminal, which was surprisingly empty. Something in the air felt wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Do you feel that?” Swift whispered.

      I nodded, picking up my pace. The stairs let out into the ticketing area, which was all automated. I swiped my card and waved our group through quickly. The platform was one short flight of stairs away.

      We full out sprinted, none of us needing to suggest haste. My heart dropped as it came into view. This couldn’t be possible. The portals the Rune Rail cars came in and out of were gone. There was no trace of them, and no sign of damage, but they weren’t there.

      “It’s too late,” Viktor said solemnly.

      “Like hell it is,” I ground out. “We can’t just leave all those people trapped in Moira. We have to find another way in.”

      “There has to be another way in.” Lopez froze, horror creeping across her face. “Danner was still at work. I won’t leave my partner there without trying to help him.”

      “Bradley would still be in custody at the Mage’s Guild,” Swift added. “And Billy. You said he was at the Rune Rentals still.”

      The mayhem magic shifted inside of me, eager to destroy something as anger settled in my chest. I took a deep breath and everything went quiet. I knew it was Fate again even without turning around.

      “What do you want now?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “It’s time. I hope you are ready,” Fate said, his voice strangely quiet.

      I turned to face the god. He stood before me in Billy’s form, however his face held none of my friend’s innocence. “Considering you broke my katana, I’d hardly call myself ready.”

      “This is only the beginning, Blackwell. Do not hold back, or you will not be able to win.” He lifted his hand and I was immediately back with the others.

      Swift was looking straight at me. “It was him again, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded, belatedly realizing my fists were clenched so tightly my fingers ached. “He offered no help, as usual. He just said he hoped I was ready and warned me not to hold back.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lopez asked.

      “Fate gave me a...vision, I guess. He shows up every so often to do that.”

      Lopez raised a brow. “Are you the chosen one or something?”

      I snorted. “Nothing that exciting. Just another unwillingly drafted soldier.”

      “If you’re determined to get in, then what now?” Viktor asked.

      “I have an idea,” Swift said, her face set in determination.

      “What is it?”

      “That rune, I think...I think it can help us.”

      This wasn’t something any of us had ever dealt with before. It was beyond a disaster. If there was ever a time to use a rune we didn’t fully understand, I suppose this was it. “Alright, back to the Manor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The others waited outside the room at a safe distance as Swift drew the rune on the floor. It was one of the few sections left intact after I’d lost control here. The whole wing would have to be torn down soon, which made it the perfect place to use potentially dangerous magic.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked nervously, my magic crackling at my fingertips in anticipation of having to cast a shield.

      “Of course not, but my gut is telling me this is some kind of summoning spell, and that if the valkyrie gave it to you she meant no harm. It’s a calculated risk.” Her finger hovered over the final piece. She took a deep breath, then added the last stroke of the rune.

      Her magic rushed into it, filling the lines of the rune like molten steel. A whirlwind of pink exploded into a flash of light.

      All the air in the room was sucked toward the intricate rune on the floor. My feet slid as it pulled me in as well, as if gravity had shifted to that point. The walls groaned under the strain and dust fell from the ceiling as it began to crack.

      With a crack of thunder and a flash of blinding light, everything exploded outward.

      The smell of ozone filled the air as lightning streaked through the room. It hit the far wall and blasted a hole in it, sending chunks of marble and wood splinters raining down on the floor below.

      The quaking increased as the air swirled into a dust storm over the rune.

      “Are you sure it’s supposed to do this?” I shouted over the roar of magic and wind that tore at my clothes.

      “Just give it a minute!” Swift shouted back. Her face was set in determination and she didn't look the least bit concerned despite the destruction happening around us.

      “What are we waiting for? The ceiling to cave in?”

      Another long crack formed in the ceiling and I took a step back. We'd been buried under the rubble of a building once before, and I wasn't looking for a repeat.

      “Hopefully it works before that happens,” Swift said eyeing the new crack nervously.

      Lightning crackled within the churning air over the rune, then surged outward. On reflex, I threw my hands up to cover my face. My magic rushed around me and Swift, shielding us from…nothing.

      The destruction had stopped.

      I pulled the mayhem magic back slowly and the opaque magic flowed away, revealing the last thing I expected to see. A valkyrie stood over the rune, sword and shield in hand, her bright white wings fully extended behind her. Her eyes were lit from within as though she was filled with lightning. She was the same valkyrie I’d seen twice before now. Once when she retrieved her sister’s body, and the second time when we went back to the Rune Rail to try to get answers.

      “I expected to be summoned much sooner,” the valkyrie said disdainfully. “Was the meaning of the rune not clear?”

      “Uh, no, it wasn’t,” I said, still tense in case she attacked. We wouldn’t have much of a chance against her but I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. Our last conversation hadn’t exactly ended well.

      A frown tugged at her lips and she lowered her sword. “I am not here to call you to Valhalla, you may relax.”

      I glanced at Swift –– who looked just as tense as I felt –– and she nodded. We both pulled our magic back.

      “I’m sure you’re aware that the Rune Rail has been stopped somehow,” Swift said.

      The valkyrie nodded. “It is all but destroyed. There is not much time if you are seeking to save the lives of your people, and Moira itself.”

      “Can you take us there?” Swift asked.

      “Yes.”

      After our last conversation, I was surprised by the easy yes. “Why are you helping us now? Last time we spoke, you said you’d kill me if I tried to talk to you again.”

      The valkyrie stiffened at the reminder. “I was under orders not to share information. It was necessary to scare you off before you were killed to silence you.”

      “So, you always wanted to help?” Swift asked, skeptical as ever.

      “We are called to protect Moira and its inhabitants. I believe some of my sisters have strayed from that cause.”

      It appeared even the valkyrie could be corrupted. That was even more terrifying than learning about the corruption of the Mage’s Guild.

      I turned to find the rest of our group –– minus Bootstrap who better still be watching Bradley’s family like I asked –– filing into the room. They all looked varying degrees of shocked, except for Viktor who observed the sight before him stoically.

      “How is this possible?” Lopez asked reverently, staring at the valkyrie with wide eyes.

      “There is no time for explanations,” the valkyrie said with a frown. “My absence will be noticed. Please come within this circle if you intend to enter Moira and join the fight.” She pointed at the blackened ring on the ground. I recognized it from the attacks but hadn’t realized it was a byproduct of a summoning.

      “What is your name?” Swift asked as we stepped into the circle the valkyrie had indicated.

      The valkyrie hesitated, as though she might not answer the questions, then said, “Alruna.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Swift said, inclining her head slightly.

      The valkyrie returned her nod, then looked over our group. “We go into danger that none of you are equipped to handle. If any of you wish to stay behind, you will not be considered a coward.”

      Yamashita, who hadn’t approached since the valkyrie appeared, hovered by the door for a moment before turning and leaving the room.

      No one else made a move to leave, so Alruna nodded and began tracing the most intricate and beautiful rune I’d ever seen in the air. Her fingers moved even faster than Bootstrap’s, linking line after line. She layered the magic in a way I’d never seen done before.

      “Our enemy fights with magic and with fear. Stay as far away as you can. You can be the most help by helping to evacuate Moira. One of my sisters will reopen the Rune Rail when your people are gathered together,” Alruna explained quickly. She paused and looked at us one last time. “This will be uncomfortable, try not to panic.”

      Before we had a chance to overthink that, she added the last stroke of the rune, and the world faded away in a wash of lightning.

      Electricity raced over my skin. A riot of colors raced past us, blurring together faster than my mind could process. I couldn’t see the others. The magic I felt around me felt like the wave of magic that passed over me every time I took the Rune Rail, only amplified by a thousand. It was suffocating and disorienting to be wrapped in it. However, there was nothing I could do but ride it out.

      With a crack, the colors gave way to the backdrop of a city on fire. Smoke burned my throat and eyes as we were thrust into the heart of Moira. The street we were on was empty other than a few people that appeared dead. Every window was shattered as far as I could see, the broken glass glittering as it reflected the flames.

      Three valkyrie who were talking a few feet ahead of us turned around, startled by our appearance. Anger passed over the face of the tallest of them as she looked our group over.

      “What have you done?” the taller valkyrie demanded, advancing on her sister.

      “What is right,” Alruna snapped back. “They can help.”

      “How? These monsters have killed our sisters. What can these children do?” The valkyrie thrust her sword at us and I took a step back, my magic almost getting away from me even though it wasn’t an attack.

      A keening wail cut through the air. It made my ears ache and my legs almost gave out as fear filled me. And not just fear. Terror. I wanted to run but I couldn’t move. Someone dropped to the ground next to me, but I held my ground, forcing myself to keep breathing. The mayhem magic swelled up inside of me, forcing the fear back and replacing it with anger.

      Abruptly, the horrible sound stopped.

      I took a gasping breath, my lungs finally unfrozen. “What the hell was that?”

      The taller valkyrie looked at me appraisingly, and I realized everyone but me had collapsed to the ground, their hands pressed over their ears. Even Swift. Their faces were pale and they were trembling.

      “Fear.”
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      The valkyrie that I assumed was the leader turned back to Alruna. “Their deaths are on your head.”

      Alruna simply nodded in acceptance. The three valkyrie then leapt into the air, spreading their wings and soaring over the city in the direction the terrible wail had come from.

      Lopez struggled to her feet, her face still pale. “I have to find Danner. If he’s still alive, he’s probably about to start a fight he can’t handle.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Viktor immediately volunteered, brushing his hand along her back in a rare gesture of affection.

      “We need to find Pandora’s box,” Swift said. Her voice was shaky and her face was paler than normal, but she looked determined.

      “Pandora’s box is not here,” Alruna said, confused.

      “That’s just what we call it. She’s referring to the item that powers the Rune Rail,” I explained.

      “I see. That is what the creature seeks, so it will be dangerous.”

      “Why does it want it?” Swift asked.

      “It is powerful, and meant for a god. Many were angered that Fate gave it to the mages,” Alruna said, shaking her head. “We need to move. It is not safe to linger too long in one place.”

      “We’re going to the IMIB first,” Lopez said, pointing to the west. “Where should we meet you if we find Danner?”

      “No clue.” I turned to Alruna. “Did you say the valkyrie could restart the Rune Rail once the survivors are found?”

      She nodded. “Take anyone you can find to the first level of the Rune Rail, if it is safe.”

      “We’ll do that. Good luck,” Lopez said, nodding at us.

      I returned her nod. “Stay safe.”

      “She will not be harmed,” Viktor said before turning and walking in the direction she’d indicated. Lopez jogged after him.

      “Do we have time to look for Billy?” Swift asked as she summoned her mace. It was slightly larger than usual this time and I could sense the magic she had filled it with. A hit from that would kill the average person.

      “No, not if you wish to save Moira itself,” Alruna said, looking to the sky. “If the creature takes the thing you call Pandora’s Box, the shield that protects Moira will fail, and everyone still here will perish.”

      Fire erupted in the distance followed by the crack of thunder. Lightning gathered in the sky, striking three times.

      “My sisters are holding it back. We have to go now if you wish to join the fight.”

      I nodded. “No time like the present.”

      “I cannot carry you and fly, so we will have to run.” With that, she took off. We sprinted after her. Swift pulled ahead, pacing the valkyrie, while I trailed a few feet behind them.

      As we ran, the destruction only got worse. Whatever creature or creatures had done this, they hadn’t held back this time. There had to be more than one. The valkyrie seemed overwhelmed when they had been able to fight them off quickly before. After two failed attempts, whoever was behind this must have reassessed and sent in a stronger force this time.

      Alruna didn’t lead us in the direction I expected. Instead of taking us to the highest level of Moira, we made our way to the middle level. Most of the Mage’s Guild’s holdings were on the top level, but there was one satellite office here. It was a large, boxy building that, officially, housed nothing more than records and a few clerks. It was innocuous and I’d never given it much thought.

      As we approached, the front door opened and an unfortunately familiar magister walked out, limping slightly. He stopped a few feet from the entrance, appraising us. “What an interesting group.”

      “Atticus,” Swift said coldly. “Are you hiding in there while your fellow magisters fight?”

      He grinned at her, unaffected by her thinly veiled insult. “I am here for the same reason you are, I imagine. To protect the sacred heart of Moira. The creature is coming here, the valkyrie cannot hold it off forever, no matter how...dedicated,” he said, his eyes flicking toward Alruna with interest.

      Another wail split the air, much closer this time. Fear rolled through me in a rush, making my heart clench in my chest. I whipped around in the direction of the cry, my magic swirling around me uselessly. Alruna had moved between the sound and Swift, grabbing my partner by the shoulder and dragging her back up to her feet. The valkyrie’s touch seemed to offer some kind of protection because Swift stopped trembling immediately.

      I wasn’t sure why the fear didn’t affect me as strongly as her, but I suspected it was the mayhem magic. It shouldn’t have been able to protect me from fear like that. It shouldn’t be able to do half the things it did.

      The only person that seemed truly unaffected was Atticus. He leaned toward the awful sound with a sick smile on his face.

      Just like last time, the wail ended abruptly. Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating this level of the city for an instant. Silhouetted against the backdrop was a creature almost too large to comprehend. It was bigger than the phoenix we’d faced with monstrous wings that stretched two city blocks. From this distance, I couldn’t tell what it was, only that it was big, and it could fly.

      Fire poured from its mouth as it reared back, swiping a clawed arm at a valkyrie that flew too close. The flames battered the shields the valkyrie had cast in an attempt to prevent the city from worse damage. A black swarm of smaller creatures flew around it, attacking the valkyrie in groups and forcing them to land.

      The beast launched itself into the air, shrinking down as it soared over the buildings. The valkyrie attempted to chase it, but the smaller monsters blocked their path, creating an impassable wall.

      The creature shot toward us, and with it came a wave of fear. It pressed down on me like a physical weight. I took an involuntary step back as everything went dark.

      Then, all I could see were the flames.
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      The house shook around me as I ran downstairs wearing nothing but a pair of sleep pants. The shriek of the wards spurred me to go faster. We were under attack. They’d promised the fighting wouldn’t make it this far but they must have been wrong.

      Fear made my hands shake but I was ready to fight no matter what they thought. I could help, and prove to them the chaotic magic I was born with was useful. If I helped tonight, they might even let me join in the real fighting, out on the front lines.

      The sounds of fighting grew louder as I raced through the house, heading toward the west wing. My feet slipped on the marble floor as the house shook again. Thunder cracked outside as if someone had summoned a storm.

      I ran around a corner and the doors to the banquet hall loomed ahead of me. They were open and magic flashed inside, cracking through the air like lightning in streaks of red and orange.

      Terror raced through me and I almost turned around and ran, but I couldn’t leave them behind. I had to help my parents. On shaking legs, I ran to the doors but stopped a few feet away. I couldn’t see inside because of the smoke, but I could see who was laying right in front of me, just inches from the threshold.

      My mother wasn’t moving. Her eyes were wide open and a trickle of blood dripped from her slack mouth. I stared at her, expecting her to sit up and run after me. She couldn’t be dead. She was invincible.

      A loud crash startled me and flames rolled out of the doorway. I dropped to my knees, wrapping my arms around my head as the heat rushed over me, stinging my skin. My father shouted as if he were in pain and I tried to run into the room but a hand closed around my arm. It was Master Hiko.

      “You have to help him!” I shouted in panic.

      “I can’t, I can only help you,” my teacher said, yanking me backward and throwing me over his shoulder.

      He turned and ran. I struggled against his grip, reaching out toward my mother. Not her body. I couldn’t call it that. It was her. She had to still be alive, but she wasn’t moving. My father was still screaming.

      Anger rushed through me and a voice whispered in the darkness.

      Fight it.

      Fight...it….

      Goosebumps prickled along my skin as I stood in the strangely cold hallway. A window was open, but Sakura would never leave a window like that in the middle of winter. Snow had blown in and piled up against the delicate shoji divider. I took a step and my bare feet hit a cold trickle of melted snow.

      I walked as quietly as I could down the hall, every sense telling me there was danger ahead. The door to the sitting room was open and strangely bent as if there had been a fight.

      As I drew close, a strange, metallic smell filled my nose. My heart thudded in my chest and I broke into a run, hurtling through the door in a panic.

      Hiroji stood in front of the windows, his hands and white katana covered in blood. His eyes were dull and glassy.

      “What have you done?” I choked out.

      “I did what I was ordered to do.” He pointed to the left.

      I turned slowly, my heart pounding in my chest. The couch blocked my view so I walked slowly toward it. My toes hit something wet. It was warm, unlike the melted snow.

      My breath caught in my throat as I saw them. They’d been cut in half, blood and gore spilling out on the floors we’d scrubbed every day as part of our training. Master Hiko’s face was frozen in surprise and pain.

      It felt like a punch when Hiroji’s katana drove through me. I looked down in surprise at the blood-stained blade sticking out of my stomach.

      “Wh...why…” I gasped, pain and confusion warring for dominance.

      “You were never my brother,” he whispered, driving the sword farther through me.

      You are more pathetic than I realized...

      A flash of light startled me and I stumbled backward. I couldn’t breathe and my heart was hammering in my chest so fast I thought it might explode. The fear pressed in around me, crawling along my skin.

      Use the anger to your advantage…

      Darkness swept over me and all conscious thought faded away.

      I stood in front of Fate. His hand was wrapped around Swift’s throat and he held her off the ground, her feet kicking futilely as her face turned blue.

      “She has to die, Blackwell, it’s her destiny,” Fate said, grinning at me as he tightened his grip. She clawed at his hands, choking and spluttering.

      I couldn’t move.

      He really is an asshole, isn’t he?

      Anger rose up in me again and the vision twisted, blurring in front of my eyes.

      This wasn’t real.

      Ah, you finally realize the obvious. Congratulations.

      I blinked and found myself laying on the ground encased in a semi-opaque shield. A fight raged above me but I couldn’t see anything but streaks of light. The unnatural fear the strange monster had brought with it still crawled along my skin. Every instinct I had was telling me to run or hide, but I pushed all that away and took a deep breath. Sakura had taught me how to face the fear. The scrape of concrete under my fingers grounded me.

      A flaming chunk of metal slammed into the shield and I flinched away, almost rolling into Swift, who lay prone on the ground beside me. She twitched and groaned, still caught in a nightmare.

      I grabbed her shoulders and flipped her over, shaking her hard to try to wake her up. Magic sparked in her eyes as they rolled back in her head. I slapped her once, hard, and she jerked, her eyes focusing on me for the first time.

      “What…” Her voice was hoarse and weak.

      “Fight it, Lexi. It’s not real. I need you to get up.”

      I glanced around us, horrified by the amount of damage done while I’d been unconscious. My lungs burned from the smoke and I couldn’t see more than twenty feet in any direction right now.

      Another wail rent the air and a wave of sheer terror rolled over us. My vision wavered for a moment but anger rose up in me, drowning out the fear. Swift’s eyes simply rolled back in her head again and she went limp.

      I laid her back down gently and slipped out of the safety of the shield. The fight hadn’t stopped when we’d been incapacitated and I wouldn’t let Alruna fight alone.

      As soon as I stepped out of the shield, a small, black creature rushed toward me. Sharp claws glinted in the light of the fires raging all around us. I jumped to the side, letting the mayhem magic lash out from my hand like a whip. I cut the creature in half as it darted recklessly after me. It didn’t bleed as it fell to the ground in two pieces.

      Up close I was able to identify the creatures as wyverns. Like unicorns, they could be summoned. Also like unicorns, they were vicious little assholes that liked to eat anyone they saw. They had the head of a snake and wings attached to a stocky body covered in sharp ridges. There were hundreds of them flying overhead. A group of valkyries in the distance were surrounded by the things. Every time they struck one down, two more took its place.

      Atticus was nowhere to be seen, so he’d either been eaten or he’d run away.

      I had no more time to think before two more of the wyverns charged me. Ducking under their swooping strikes, I led them away from the shield that still protected Swift. My magic seemed to have created that on its own. I could feel the tug on my magic that sustained it, but it was bearable.

      My feet slipped on the glass and rubble that littered the ground. I knew the level of Moira that I was in, but the glass towers I should have seen had been toppled. The extent of the destruction had made it unrecognizable.

      Intensely missing my katana, I was forced to fight off the wyverns with quick blasts of mayhem magic. I was used to a blade in my hand and felt naked without it. One of the little bastards darted in from behind, its claws dragging across my shoulder. The cut was just deep enough to sting. A tendril of mayhem magic whipped out from my palm, cutting it in half.

      A battle-cry cut through the air and Alruna descended from the sky in a blaze of white. Lightning raced from her outstretched arms, striking three of the pests at once. They crashed into an already damaged building and tumbled out of sight.

      Flames blocked out the fake sky above me. It was blackened and cracked, damaged by the fighting. The heat from the raging fire made the skin of my face burn. I raced toward Alruna but slid to a stop as a hulking black creature slammed into the side of the building Pandora’s Box was held in, shaking the ground with the impact.

      Its body was covered in obsidian scales that seemed to drink in the light, making the area around it darker. The wings were ridged with sharp spikes, matching the ones that ran down its back to the massive, writhing tail.

      The creature’s head was all wrong. It had no eyes and while the body was shaped like a dragon, the head was that of a bull. Horns protruded from the sides of the head where the eyes should have been. One had broken off halfway down leaving a jagged, sharp edge.

      It tore at the walls with long, sharp claws, ripping away chunks of concrete. Alruna dove down from above, her wings folded tight against her body. Lightning arced from her sword, striking the creature in the back. It shrieked in pain and swept its tail up toward her, missing by inches as she twisted midair to avoid the strike. She blocked a hit from its wing with her shield but the blow sent her tumbling back.

      Without my katana, I felt useless, but I wouldn’t stand by doing nothing. All that training had been to take control of my magic. I hadn’t wanted to test it this soon, but life hadn’t waited to be convenient lately. I lifted my arms, letting the mayhem magic flow from my chest with a slow exhale. There was no need to worry about collateral damage in the midst of all this destruction. All that mattered was killing this abomination.

      That’s the spirit, a voice rasped inside my head. It was deep and strange, nothing like my own internal monologue.

      And now I was hearing voices. Great.

      The creature’s massive head turned to me. Smoke curled from the nostrils as it sniffed in my direction. I wasn’t sure if it was completely blind, despite the lack of eyes.

      It shifted its weight, leaning toward me. I took a tentative step to the side and its head followed my movement curiously. The side of the building began to crumble under its bulk as it adjusted its footing, muscles bunching under the thick scales. The creature’s movements were almost feline. I pulled hard on the magic inside of me, wishing now that I’d managed to unbind the power I’d taken from the warlock.

      The creature leaped toward me, green fire bellowing from its jaws. I immediately summoned a shield and braced myself.

      Alruna charged in from the left with a piercing battle-cry, her sword and shield glowing brightly against the darkness. Her left leg was streaked from blood still dripping from beneath her armor. She must have been injured while I was out of it. The creature ignored her completely, its full attention and anger focused on me.

      The flames collided with my half-formed shield, rolling up and over it. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the creature’s massive tail swinging toward me. My shield had held off the flames, but it wouldn’t hold up to that. I sprinted out of the way. A black cloud followed me, surging toward the spiked ball on the end of the tail.

      The magic was moving without my direction. This was more than just my instincts taking over. The mayhem magic was making a choice. Something shifted inside of me at the realization and I heard the same dark laugh I’d heard after my katana had been broken.

      Isn’t this fun?

      The mayhem magic collided with the creature’s tail and halted the swing. At the same time, Alruna slid under the beast with her sword stretched overhead. The glowing blade sang as it skidded across the hard scales, throwing sparks in every direction.

      With an enraged roar, the creature launched itself upward. The hard thrust of the wings kicked up ash and debris making it almost impossible to see.

      It’s impressive she’s even still alive.

      “Shut up,” I muttered, not sure how to deal with the voice in my head that had shown up at the least convenient time. “Does this thing have any weaknesses?” I shouted as I stood and faced the creature.

      Alruna spun in place, hitting the creature with the flat of her shield then driving her sword into its side. It skimmed along the scales, unable to pierce it. “No.”

      It has one.

      “And what is that?” I asked quietly, hoping the valkyrie couldn’t hear me talking to my imaginary friend.

      Me.

      “What the hell does that mean? What are you?”

      The mayhem magic stirred and flowed out in front of me. The opaque cloud hovered there for a moment and I felt the strangest sensation that it was…looking at me.

      “That’s impossible.”

      I heard the laugh again. Maybe you’re just crazy. But I suggest giving it a try.

      There was no time to debate my sanity with my own magic.

      Before I could overthink it, I lifted my hands, gathering a ball of mayhem magic between my palms. Rather than making it as large as I could, I packed as much power as I could quickly muster into the sphere. It crackled with dark energy and the thing inside of me cackled with glee.

      Let’s play.

      “Distract it!” I shouted.

      Alruna didn’t hesitate. Lightning leapt from her sword in three quick strikes, all hitting the creature’s face. The electricity scattered over the scales and white light raced down the length of its body. No damage was done but it roared its displeasure.

      I charged in, launching the sphere ahead of me like a baseball. It rushed through the air and hit the creature near the flank. The black magic exploded, for a moment blending into the scales. The angry roar became a wail as the creature flung itself backward, writhing in pain. The obsidian scales melted wherever my magic had touched it, turning to black dust.

      Alruna looked back in shock. “What was that?”

      “Mayhem magic.” I began forming another sphere, ready to pick this thing apart when a chorus of angry shrieks split the air.

      A swarm of the same small creatures that were keeping the other valkyries busy flew toward us.

      “I’ll hold them off!” Alruna shouted, flying toward them with lightning already leaping from her sword.

      I turned back to the creature. It lowered its bullish head and charged.
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      Exhaustion was creeping up on me. I'd struck it a half dozen times, but it wasn't slowing down or tiring. It was only getting angrier. The missing scales were growing back on the first place I'd struck it. If I was going to take this thing down, I had to do more than pick at it. I needed to do a lot of damage very fast.

      “Black...well.”

      I looked over my shoulder as Swift crawled out of the shield I’d left her in, berserker magic sparking all around her. She was close to going into a rage again. Her veins glowed under her skin and her eyes were solid pink.

      With effort, she pushed herself upright. “Are we winning?”

      I snorted. I knew she’d come out of it eventually. She was too stubborn to let sheer terror hold her back. “I wouldn’t say that, but we haven’t lost yet.”

      “Whoever kills it gets bragging rights.” She pushed her shoulders back and stretched out her hand. Her mace formed in a rush of wind. The head of the weapon was twice its normal size with a sharp spear jutting out of the end of the handle.

      “And loser buys lunch,” I added with a grin.

      She nodded with a feral smile and charged in. I followed her, summoning another sphere.

      “Now!” I shouted, launching it into the air. Grabbing the handle of the mace with two hands, she stopped and swung it. Pink met black as she hit the sphere like a ball and sent it soaring toward the creature’s head. It exploded near the base of the broken horn, shearing it off and knocking its head back.

      All around us, the fight raged on. Lightning streaked through the sky every few minutes, illuminating the damage. A horn sounded in the distance as some kind of rallying call. I hoped it wasn’t a call for retreat at least.

      Swift slid under a swipe of the front claw, thrusting up with the handle of her mace. The spear hit the creature’s side but couldn’t penetrate the scales.

      The beast reared up, its claws scoring deep gouges in the concrete as it did so. It leapt forward, moving faster than a beast that size should be capable of and charged me. I threw up a shield and I ran straight toward it. This thing was pissing me off and I was tired of playing tag with it.

      The mayhem magic surged ahead of me, forming a wedge-shaped shield. We collided with a boom loud enough to shake the ground. The creature pushed against me with a roar. My feet began to slide back and my arms shook with the effort of maintaining this amount of magic.

      Swift charged in from the left, bringing her mace down on the creature’s neck. Her blow knocked it off center and I was able to push forward. My magic rushed forward and pushed it back into the building, pinning it. It struggled against the weight of my magic, tail lashing wildly.

      Alruna flew dangerously close to it. Distracted by the wyverns, she didn’t see it in time to move. The tail struck her shield arm and lifted her off the ground. One of the spikes pierced her fully, jutting out of her back coated in blood. Her sword tumbled from her hand as the creature slammed her back into the crumbling wall and she disappeared in a cloud of dust.

      When she didn’t emerge, I twisted my magic and it spread out over the beast like a net. It roared as the net tightened, tearing and biting at everything it could reach to free itself. Flames shot out of its mouth which I barely managed to avoid as I raced toward the place she’d fallen. Swift beat me there. She lifted the chunks of concrete that had fallen on the valkyrie and threw them to the side, taking out one of the wyverns that was diving toward them.

      Sliding to a stop, I dragged Alruna out of the crevice she was wedged in. Her pale face was covered in dust, turning the blood into a thick, red paste. She gasped for air, but blood bubbled up through her lips.

      “Shit, try a healing spell––”

      “No,” Alruna said, interrupting me. She reached up and grabbed Swift’s arm. “Take my armor and shield. Fight. You cannot help me.”

      Swift’s eyes widened. “I can’t just leave you here to die.”

      “Valhalla beckons me. You cannot stop it.” She fumbled with the strap of her chest piece, determined to give it to Swift. “This armor will protect you from Fear, and from other things. You must take it before it’s too late.”

      “Go, Blackwell. I’ll help her as much as I can,” Swift said, pushing me away. “You’re the only one able to damage it right now.”

      I hesitated but she was right. I wasn’t a healer and the creature would free itself soon. And as much as I didn’t want to admit it, Alruna was dying and without a proper healer we couldn’t stop that.

      It’s getting loose.

      There was a loud crack and I looked back in horror. The side of the building had caved in and the creature was ripping away the last of the magic I had bound it in.

      Nothing I had done so far had slowed it down for more than a minute. These blasts weren’t doing anything. My fingers itched to hold a sword again. I froze and looked down at my hand. I had created the spheres, packing them full of my magic so they could do more damage.

      Now you’re thinking.

      I held out my hand, letting the world fade away for a moment and focusing on only the magic. The dark magic flowed out from my palm. A handle formed first. There was no design, just a solid handle that looked like it had been carved out of obsidian.

      As my hand closed around it, the mayhem magic surged around me, wrapping me in darkness. The wind rushed around me like a tornado, picking up debris and small pieces of rubble. I felt the magic shift in me and I pushed it into the handle. Like twitching a single muscle, pushing the magic into a new shape was a matter of focus.

      A new kind of strength filled me. The exhaustion faded, replaced by the destructive power of the magic I’d always carried. When I opened my eyes. the storm had ceased. I faced the monster, Fear itself, with a sword in hand.

      This was nothing like my katana. It was twice as long and at least a hand’s breadth wide the whole way down. The end was squared off, but still glinted with a sharp edge as I lifted it. The blade thrummed with the magic I had poured into it. I slashed it through the air, testing the weight, and a smile spread across my face. This felt right.

      The creature jumped into the air, wings unfurling with a loud snap, and flew toward me. I charged in as well, kicking off the ground with a surge of magic that launched me above it. It twisted mid-air as I dropped down toward it.

      I swung the massive sword at its foreleg. This time the magic didn’t just damage its scales, it sliced clean through the leg. The creature wailed in pain and launched itself higher. Viscous blood rained from the stump.

      My feet hit the top of the last standing building and I slid a few feet, almost toppling over the edge. I ran for the other corner, wanting this fight as far away from Swift and Alruna as possible. Fear shrieked in rage and another wave of fear rolled over me. It took little effort to shake it off now.

      Isn’t this more fun?

      “I wouldn’t call it fun,” I muttered as I launched myself off the roof of the building. Instead of falling like I’d intended, mayhem magic burst from my back, forming bat-like wings that propelled me up into the air. I flailed for a half-second before they caught me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Just leveling the playing field. Don’t fight it.

      I could move the wings, but they seemed to act on instinct, twisting and retracting as I moved to the left and the right. Fear, seeming to have recovered from the loss of its foot and bellowed as it raced toward me. It was flanked by hundreds of the obnoxious little wyverns. They flowed around him like a dark cloud, blotting out the sky.

      “How do you feel about gravity?” I asked the voice in my head.

      The voice chuckled. Oh, that is devious.

      I traced a rune in the air but didn’t stay still. This spell needed to be bigger than I’d ever attempted before, which meant I needed multiple runes. The wings propelled me through the air faster than I’d expected. I glanced down and the blur of the destruction below made me dizzy, so I forced my gaze back up.

      Fear was closing in but I needed to get behind it to make this work. I completed the second rune then raced to the next position. There was a howl behind me and I flipped around just in time to see a half dozen of the wyverns flying toward me.

      Without waiting for them to catch up, I darted in, swinging my sword with a shout. Mayhem magic flowed from the sword toward them in an arc. Two managed to dodge, but the rest were cut in half. I charged the other two, making short work of them. They were easy to kill but I needed a better way to take care of them when I fought Fear. They made up for their weakness in sheer numbers.

      A pillar of light shot up from the ground behind me and I whipped around in shock. Swift stood in the center of it, head thrown back, as the strange light surrounded her. She had put on the valkyrie’s blood-stained armor. As I watched, the hole in the armor where Alruna had been wounded closed up, healed by the light somehow.

      Fear’s wail brought my attention back to the creature. I just needed one more rune, but with it closing in fast, it would be impossible to do without help.

      “Swift! Distract it!” I shouted, launching myself higher in the air.

      She stepped out of the light and summoned her mace. Her veins stood out on her skin, crackling with magic as the mace formed. She had skipped straight to berserker rage. This was going to be fun.

      She got a running start, then leaped toward the massive creature. Lightning arced from her feet as she soared through the air. Fear turned its head at the last moment and reared up. Her first blow hit its back leg, knocking it back.

      I turned my attention back to my task. We needed to get this thing back on the ground. The wyverns swarmed after me. I pushed myself to fly faster and reached the final point I needed. I drew the rune as quickly as I could. They closed in as I traced the final stroke.

      For a hundred meters in a perfect sphere, gravity doubled. Normally, it would end gravity first, but I had reversed the rune to give myself an advantage. I dropped twenty feet before my wings adjusted and caught me, but Fear was driven to the ground due to its massive size. With a roar, it crashed into a building, crushing it into rubble. The creature thrashed, flames shooting from its mouth as it struggled against the unnatural pressure.

      My muscles strained as I shot toward it, counting out the seconds in my head. Five. Four. Three...I lifted the sword overhead and swung down toward the beast. Its tail hit me in the back, sending me tumbling through the air. If it hadn’t been for the wings, I would have been skewered like Alruna.

      My wings flared out, stopping me in place as the increased gravity released, disappearing completely. Being able to fly made this part so much easier. Fear rolled, using its claws to keep itself on the ground and snarled at me. It clearly didn’t want to risk flying again which would only make this easier for me.

      Swift was hovering above the building that housed Pandora’s Box, drifting slowly upward. Her new armor glowed with power. The lingering effects from Fear’s nightmares seemed to have completely dissipated now that she wore it. The smaller creatures seemed to have fixated on her. She swung her mace in a broad arc, smashing through several of them with one blow and launching herself backward. No gravity meant no friction. Hit something hard enough and you’d fly in the opposite direction until something stopped you.

      Fear charged at me, his bulk making the ground shake. I darted upward then dove toward him, knowing I had only four seconds before gravity increased again. It would be three times the pressure of normal gravity this time. I’d never gone through more than three cycles of this spell before, but I had a feeling it would take more than that to finish this fight.

      I slashed downward, aiming for Fear’s head, but it dodged the strike, moving faster than I’d expected. Twisting into a dive, the tip of the sword skimmed along the back of his head, slicing its flesh open. Fear pushed upward unexpectedly and slammed into me. I rolled along its back, almost losing my grip on my sword.

      Getting my feet back under me, I rolled off the side and kicked off, sending myself racing back toward the ground. There were two seconds until gravity returned and I did not want to be this high up when it happened.

      Ten feet from the ground, the crushing weight of three-times gravity slammed me into the concrete. My wings flared out, softening the impact just enough that I landed on my feet. Fear hit the ground a few yards away. The impact rattled my teeth.

      I ran toward it, my magic the only thing keeping me upright, and slid under a swipe of his tail as I raced toward its head. I really needed to cut that thing off.

      A blast of magic from the top of the building lit Swift up in a blaze of pink, but the wyverns swarmed her, blocking her from sight. She toppled from the corner of the building. Fear twisted its long body and charged me, head down. I was forced to block the thrust of his remaining horn. I couldn’t get to her and fight this thing at the same time.

      She can take care of herself. Focus.

      I planted my feet and pushed back, magic giving me unnatural strength. This must be how Swift felt all the time with the berserker magic pumping through her veins. Fear bore down, almost forcing me to take a step back. My wings morphed behind me, digging into the ground to help me push back.

      Two...One…

      Gravity vanished and my feet slowly lifted from the ground. Fear pushed in hard, but I was anchored with my magic. It twisted its head suddenly and the edge of the horn caught me in the chest, knocking all the air from my lungs.

      I flew back, unimpeded by gravity. My magic reached out and dug into the ground, forcing me to stop, but Fear was charging in recklessly. I braced my sword against my waist and flung myself forward with a shout.

      Lightning flashed all around us as we shot toward each other, neither of us able to dodge now. Time seemed to slow as Fear’s claws stretched toward me. With a push from my wings, I skimmed over them and plunged my sword straight into its skull. Its entire body shook from the impact.

      Terror unlike anything I’d felt before, even when I’d been trapped in the nightmares, exploded outward in a visible wave. I gritted my teeth and clung to the sword, twisting it ruthlessly. The mayhem magic surrounded me like a shield but nothing could stop the fear pouring out of the monster completely.

      I pushed more magic into the sword, forcing it to expand inside the creature’s skull. If needed, I would rip this thing apart from the inside out. Fear writhed underneath me but it couldn’t shake me off.

      End it.

      With a shout, I pushed myself off its head and ripped the sword free. Blood sprayed from the wound. I lifted my sword overhead and swung down hard as gravity returned, now six times greater than normal. The edge hit Fear head on and split its head and neck in half. The creature fell to the ground with a boom like thunder.

      I landed in the midst of the gore, my shoulders hunched from the weight pressing down on me. I canceled the gravity rune quickly, and turned to find Swift. There was no time to celebrate this victory until I knew my partner was alive.

      You’re so sentimental.

      “Shut up,” I muttered as I raced toward the building Swift had fallen from. The wyverns that had been swarming us had vanished, as if they’d been tied to Fear somehow. I’d never heard of a monster summoning other monsters, but anything was possible apparently.

      The destruction our fight had caused was too much to process as I ran toward Swift. This entire level of Moira had been laid to waste. A group of valkyrie flew overhead, finally freed from the creatures that had held them back. They didn’t pay me any attention as they flew toward Fear’s corpse.

      As I neared the building, Swift stumbled around the corner. She was hurt and barely able to walk. Blood streaked the armor she’d taken from Alruna. “Is it dead?” she asked hoarsely.

      I nodded. “I cut its head in half. It better be. You owe me lunch, and I’m definitely going to demand something good this time.”

      She looked at me in confusion. “Why do you have...wings?”

      With a deep breath, I pulled the magic back inside of me. “Long story.”

      You have no idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled Swift’s arm tighter around my shoulders to keep her upright as we walked through the empty halls. They’d left no guards, or they’d run in fear. I couldn’t blame them. The only thing that had made me capable of overcoming Fear had been my mayhem magic.

      “Do we have a plan?” Swift asked, her face twisted in pain from her injuries.

      “No,” I said, trying to adjust my grip on her so my fingers weren’t digging into the wound on her side so badly. “I don’t even know if Yamashita is right about trying to destroy this thing, but I want to see it, and make sure it’s safe.”

      The hallway ended with a door that stood open, as if in invitation. We limped toward it. The only thing keeping me upright was anger and sheer stubbornness. Swift still wore the valkyrie’s damaged armor. It felt cold under my hands.

      “I can’t believe we survived that,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Don’t say that, you’re going to jinx us.”

      As we passed through the door, I came to an abrupt stop. Swift inhaled sharply, transfixed by the same thing that had frozen my steps.

      Magic has many different feels. The sharp heat of fire, the feather soft touch of shadow, and the bright spark of a berserker’s rage. This was beyond all that. It was pure. There was no smell to it, no taste, and no color. It was like water flowing all around us. Invisible but undeniable.

      The thing Yamashita had called Pandora’s box sat on a pedestal in the otherwise empty room. To call it a box was to oversimplify it, but it was hard to do anything else. Light bent at strange angles to give the illusion of a shape but I wasn’t sure it would feel the same if I touched it.

      Lines of runes were engraved into the floor itself and they pulsed with the strange energy that emanated from the box. The lines of runes led to the walls as if they were siphoning magic away. This must be how they used it to power the Rune Rail and other things in Moira.

      Atticus stood in front of Pandora’s Box, entranced by the dance of light that twisted in on itself in an endless loop. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Beautiful and dangerous,” Swift said, leaning against her mace to stay upright.

      He tore his eyes away to look at us and grinned. “I believe you can say that about all magic.”

      Swift glared at Atticus, the berserker rage still alight in her eyes. “So good of you to help during the fight.”

      Atticus waved away her comment. “I sacrificed the glory of battle to ensure this stayed protected. I’m sure you understand. Orders are orders, after all.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      There were footsteps behind us and we shifted to see both the new intruder and Atticus at the same time. Lord Chancellor Swift walked in, followed by a valkyrie I didn’t recognize with a severe expression on her face. The Chancellor said something to her quietly. She nodded, then left.

      I wasn’t sure if he’d been here during the entire conflict or if the valkyrie had brought him here once it was safe, like Alruna had brought us. It was obvious now the valkyrie worked for him in some manner. That must have been why Alruna had to go to so much effort to keep her interactions with us secret.

      The weight of magic in the room increased as Swift’s father walked toward us. His gaze was on Pandora’s Box, ignoring his daughter’s injuries, and my presence.

      “Any issues, Atticus?” The Chancellor asked.

      Atticus inclined his head. “The fight never entered the building.”

      The Chancellor came to a stop directly in front of the magical item. He inspected it silently before turning to face us. “Whatever you know, or think you know, you will keep to yourself. That is an order.”

      Atticus watched from beside him like a vulture, ready to pounce if we disagreed. He’d looked the same way when he’d been arresting Chief Bradley. It was starting to seem like a personal grudge.

      “We don’t take orders from the Mage’s Guild,” I said as calmly as I could manage.

      He smirked at me. “You will.”

      Much like Fate, the Chancellor seemed to think he could control me. I was sick of it. I looked into his deep, red eyes and was tempted. Maybe I could get a lucky strike in. Maybe I could destroy him here and now.

      Swift swayed slightly, her breathing labored.

      I turned away from Lord Chancellor Swift. This wasn’t the moment to fight him. It would only put my partner in danger, and there was no guarantee I would win, not with the amount of power he had at his fingertips. I had to unlock the power I’d taken from the warlock if I wanted to even have a chance.

      “Let’s find the others and see if there are any survivors,” I said quietly to Swift.

      She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and nodded, looking as pissed as I felt. And just as defeated.
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      Swift limped ahead of me toward Danner, who was singed from head to toe but still standing. A few people stared at her armor. Despite the damage it had taken, it was still eye-catching.

      The survivors were huddled around the edges of the top level of the Rune Rail. Apparently some were still trapped on the upper levels of Moira, refusing to pass through the area where most of the fighting had occurred. It would take time to evacuate the city.

      A shout caught my attention and I spotted Billy with a team of medics carrying in stretchers with wounded. He was covered in blood and looked fairly beat up, but he was giving out orders to the various people helping and walking. I relaxed slightly. One less person to worry about. I should have known he’d make it through this and end up helping out. He was more resilient than I gave him credit for.

      Lopez waved me over to the side where she stood alone, also looking a little singed. I jogged over, glad to see she was alright. There was no sign of Viktor.

      “Where’s your...boyfriend?” I asked, looking around.

      “No clue, but I think we can agree that’s for the best right now,” she said with a sigh. “There is something else you should know though.”

      “What’s that?”

      She shook her head in frustration. “Director Harland was killed in the attack.”

      My jaw dropped in shock. I hadn’t known the Director well, but she had obviously been protecting Chief Bradley. The first thought that flitted through my mind was that this attack had been used to cover up her assassination somehow.

      You don’t say…

      I shook my head, not wanting to believe it.

      “Are you okay?” Lopez asked.

      “Yeah, I just...was Bradley injured?”

      “Not as far as I know. The Mage’s Guild offices are on the top level and the fighting didn’t reach that area.” Moira had many levels to the city and the fight happened on one of the middle levels that was mainly populated with businesses, rather than housing.

      I dragged my hands down my face. “I need to go tell Swift.”

      Lopez nodded as I hurried toward my partner. Lord Chancellor Swift entered the room as I walked toward her, drawing the attention of the magisters. He strode in like he was the hero of the hour. Their savior. He was nothing more than a power-hungry coward as far as I was concerned. How many people had died today while he hid somewhere?

      My phone buzzed with a message. I was surprised it hadn’t been damaged in the fight, but the screen was still intact.

      
        
        
        Y gone. With the head. Also RR working again.

      

        

      

      I immediately called Bootstrap.

      “Yo.”

      “What do you mean Y is gone?” I demanded.

      I heard him shuffling around in the background of the call. “So, the wards are meant to alert you to intruders, and keep out people with bad intent. They don’t really stop people from leaving…”

      “And you weren’t watching her?”

      “I was watching the other people you asked me to keep an eye on! Next thing I know, she’s gone with the head!” Bootstrap protested loudly.

      “Find her. Now.”

      “Already working on it,” he muttered.

      I hung up the phone without a goodbye. It wasn’t really Bootstrap’s fault she’d run. After everything, I didn’t think she was a flight risk. Patterson must have changed something, though I had no idea what.

      Swift met my eyes as I approached and I braced myself to give her all the bad news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I had showered off the grime I’d been covered in from the fight. Injuries that I didn’t even remember getting had been healed before we’d left Moira. I should have felt refreshed and victorious. Instead, the weight of things that still had to be done made my steps heavy.

      Swift was sitting in the library, a dark silhouette framed by a tall window. The valkyrie’s armor sat on the floor beside her –– now cleaned of blood but still damaged. It was snowing outside. She was reading a book in front of the small fireplace that was just big enough to warm the two armchairs set in front of it. A fire was crackling merrily giving the whole scene a homey feel that was out of place after the day’s events.

      She looked up as I approached, setting the book aside. “Any news on Yamashita?”

      I shook my head. “None. She vanished into thin air. Bootstrap thinks she had help.”

      “Ah.” She stared at me for a moment. “Why do you look like you need to tell me something, and don’t want to?”

      “Do I really look like that?”

      She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes. Now, what is it?”

      “Why the pink hair?” I asked abruptly, wanting to avoid this whole conversation.

      “What? Why are you asking me that?” Swift’s expression of determination had switched to confusion, her brows knitted together.

      “I’ve just always wondered. You’re all about following the rules, but you have pink hair and wear a flashy trench coat. So, why?”

      She shifted uneasily and ran her hand through her hair, considering the question. “I suppose it’s my own little rebellion. I dyed it right before my eighteenth birthday, the day my mom had arranged an interview for me that I hadn’t wanted. I still got the job, thanks to my name, but it made everyone turn their heads and finally...see me. They paid attention, and they saw that I wasn’t my mother’s mini-me. The duster is just because I like it.”

      “Oh, that actually makes sense.” I rubbed my hand along my jaw.

      “What were you going to say before? Don’t think I’m going to let you get away with distracting me.”

      I sighed and plopped down in the leather armchair across from her. “I should have told you sooner, so let’s just get that part out of the way. I’m sorry.”

      She sighed. “If you’re apologizing willingly, I know it’s bad.” Pinning me down with a glare, she waited. A log popped in the fire beside us and I wished I could be taking a nap, or reading a book, or anything but having this conversation.

      “Fate showed up one more time right after the warlock case. The night we had Lopez and Danner over for dinner at my Tokyo apartment.”

      Her face darkened. “Yes, you told me about this after Fate broke your katana?”

      I nodded. “But I didn’t tell you everything.”

      She took a deep breath and curled her hand into a fist as though she was restraining herself from an outburst. “What else did he tell you?”

      “He showed me a vision of you dead, and claimed that you’re doomed. That at some point I’ll have to choose between saving you and saving hundreds, maybe even thousands of lives.” I dragged my hand roughly down my face. I didn’t like saying it out loud.

      “That’s not even a choice. You’d do what you needed to for the greater good. Don’t you ever save my life if you could save someone else’s.” She didn’t even hesitate. That was who Lexi was, through and through. She was a hero. She would do whatever it took to protect people and barely thought about herself. I admired it, and hated it.

      “You make it sound so easy. I’d rather not have to make the choice at all. I don’t buy into this destiny and fate bullshit.”

      She shrugged. “Me neither, but if that’s all you failed to tell me, then as annoyed as I am, it’s not that bad.”

      I winced. “About that…”

      “Logan, just spit it out.”

      “Your parents killed mine the day the Mage Wars ended,” I blurted out, wishing I could take back the words as soon as what I’d said registered on her face.

      Her eyes widened and all the color fled. She opened her mouth to say something, then shut it and looked away, staring into the fire. Her hands shook slightly where they were curled into fists on the armrests.

      The statement hung between us, sucking all the air out of the room. I wished I could take it back. It wasn’t her fault, and it shouldn’t be her burden.

      “You wouldn’t say that if you didn’t know for sure.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement.

      “No, I wouldn’t,” I agreed, for lack of anything better to say.

      She went quiet again. I could see the thoughts racing around in her mind. Her lips were pressed into a thin line and tension radiated from every inch of her body.

      “I’m sorr––”

      “Don’t ever apologize for what your parents did. Not to me.” I said, cutting her off. This wasn’t something I could live with her feeling guilt over. “You were not involved and didn’t know.”

      She shook her head, pressing a trembling hand to her mouth. “I hate them.” After taking a deep breath, she finally turned her gaze to me. “We’re going to make them pay for this and everything else they’ve done. I promise.”

      “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Logan Blackwell’s and Lexi Swift’s story continues in HONORLESS. Sign up to the newsletter to get the short story OFF DUTY.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for reading!

      

      

      

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

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

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

      Review VALHALLA BECKONS

      Thank you :)
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        * * *

      

      P.S. Amazon has changed the way they notify readers about new books from authors. As a result the best way to stay up to-date with my works is to follow me on FB.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan Blackwell – Logan Blackwell is a long-time agent at the International Magical Investigations Bureau. He is a Mayhem Mage, cursed with a rare and chaotic magic. Blackwell likes to do things his way, and is particular about his cars, suits, and food.

      

      Lexi Swift – An eccentric Berserker Mage, and new IMIB agent. She transferred from the Magical Artifacts division and is now Logan Blackwell's partner. She wears a blood red trench coat, knee high leather boots, and has short pink hair. As a Berserker Mage, she is a formidable fighter, and a little bit crazy.

      

      Chief Bradley – Chief of the Homicide and Robberies Division of the IMIB. A stocky and wide man known for his loud rants and keen intellect. It is suspected the tank is named after him.

      

      Sgt. Lopez – Sergeant with the IMIB, Homicide and Robberies Division. A short woman with dark-brown hair and eyes the same color, and a round face that makes her look approachable. However, she is a determined and intelligent officer that doesn't let anyone push her around.

      

      Viktor – Coroner at the IMIB and a necromancer. He can raise anything from the dead as long as the head is still intact. The Russian man has an imposing presence, a chiseled jaw, and is suspected to have wrestled a bear...and won.

      

      Sgt. Danner – Sergeant with the IMIB, Homicide and Robberies Division. Looks unkempt, and lives by the motto: If it ain't my problem, it ain't my problem.

      

      Master Hiko – An old Japanese mage and master of battoujutsu. He took Blackwell in after his parent's death and trained him, teaching him control, and giving him the katana that holds back the mayhem magic. He has a long braided beard which he often tucks into his belt.

      

      Sakura – An old Japanese woman, and ninja. She also helped raised Blackwell after his parent's death, though she refused to train him citing that he was "too full of chaos to ever learn the way of the ninja". She is scary accurate with shuriken, and often appears and disappears with no warning.

      

      Billy – An employee at Rune Rental in Moira. Billy is in his early twenties, a little bit timid, but loyal to Blackwell. He is always trying to get Blackwell a better car after he inevitably destroys his current ride.

      

      Professor Gresham – Owner of Gresham Rare Books. He has unruly white hair, bushy eyebrows, and thick glasses. Professor Gresham has known Lexi Swift since she was a child and is very fond of her.

      

      Hiroji – A member of the yakuza under his father, and former best friend and childhood companion to Blackwell. Hiroji has dark black hair, a piercing gaze, and a good poker face. He carries a katana, however unlike Blackwell's, it is not used to focus his magic.

      

      Alberto Bianchi – A vampire, and son of Martina Bianchi. Claims to not be part of the mob, but is revealed in Stolen Trinkets to be very deeply involved. Appears to be in his early thirties, despite being about eighty years old. A goatee hides a weak chin and ages him a little.

      

      Sgt. Patrice Jackson – An old mage who guards the records room, commonly known as "The Cave". She is sweet as Southern apple pie if treated right, and vicious as a water moccasin if pissed off. She is rumored to keep the remains of a stupid individual that attempted to force their way into the records room in a jar in her drawer.

      

      Peterson – A clumsy detective that is incapable of watching where he's going or keeping his coffee in a cup. Also an unhelpful coward that no one likes.

      

      Juan Carlos – On the surface, he’s an importer. In reality, he’s a smuggler. The IMIB hasn’t been able to get any solid evidence on him, but his reputation is well-known. He smuggled Costa in and out of Mexico, and is now on the run.

      

      Lady Swift – Lexi Swift’s mother. She runs the Swift family investments and is the civilian ambassador between mages and other races. Behind the scenes, she was more like a prim and proper British Yakuza.

      

      Lord High Chancellor Swift – Lexi Swift’s father. He is a powerful mage who holds the second most influential place in the Mage’s Guild. Ruthless, power hungry, and not to be trifled with.

      

      Mrs. Schmidt – Samuel Costa’s former coworker. She now works in Moira.

      

      Sarah – Victim of the unicorn attack on New York City, and Billy’s new girlfriend.

      

      Bootstrap – Runehacker, computer hacker, and informant for Blackwell. He is snarky, charges too much, and has a problem with authority.

      

      Matilda – Chief Bradley’s granddaughter.

      

      Alyssa – Chief Bradley’s daughter.

      

      Sgt. Zhang – IMIB agent that works in Moira alongside Blackwell and Swift.

      

      Fate – A God, allegedly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Places & Foreign Words

          

        

      

    

    
      Magical Revolution – Much like the Industrial Revolution, this merging of supernatural magic and human technology changed the world and spurred both races to new and exciting innovations.

      

      Moira – A multi level city accessible only to supernaturals. The lower levels house the Rune Rail system, and the upper levels are filled with shopping, apartments, and supernatural governing bodies. No one knows how Moira was built, or where it is, other than the mages that created it.

      

      Rune Rail – A train system that travels through a inter-dimensional portals, taking supernaturals in and out of the city of Moira.

      

      The Edge – Moira is not surrounded by a wall, instead, when you reach the borders of the strange city it simply...ends. The Edge is the place where it dissipates into a strange, murky darkness. A force field prevents anyone from falling off.

      

      Kichijoji – A neighborhood in northern Tokyo, Japan.
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        * * *

      

      Prosaic – The term used to describe human, or non-magical, people in the series.

      

      Runehacker – A mage with the ability to alter, disrupt, or destroy a magical rune. This ability is rumored to be a myth.

      

      Arigatou gouzaimasu – Thank you in Japanese. This is the first form of thank you when speaking to someone in a higher social class than you in Japan.

      

      Arigatou Gozaimashita (ありがとうございました) – Thank you in Japanese, specifically for something that has happened in the past.

      

      Battoujutsu – The art of drawing the sword. The training is for combat effectiveness through distancing, timing, and targeting. It is not practiced as a sport.

      

      Hadaka no tsukiai – means ‘naked communion’ or ‘naked friendship’. It’s a term used to refer to the conversation and experience had while bathing in an onsen naked with friends or coworkers.

      

      Izakaya – A type of Japanese bar with inexpensive food and drinks. It is often frequented by salarymen after a long day at work.

      

      Kara-age – Japanese fried chicken. A popular dish at izakayas.

      

      Kanpai – The Japanese word for "Cheers!" in a drinking toast.

      

      Makoto ni Moushiwake Gozaimasen Deshita – A very formal and archaic way of apologizing that would be most commonly used by a samurai.

      

      Onna-bugeisha – Female, Japanese warrior that fought alongside samurai.

      

      Salarymen – A term that refers to Japanese businessmen that work for corporations. They often work extremely long hours, followed by drinking with colleagues and clients.

      

      Tzompantli – A skull rack, generally made of wood, intended for the public display of skulls in Mesoamerican civilizations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The True Chaos Mages

      

      

      

      A big thank you to my ART (Advanced Reader Team) AKA Berserker Reader Team. They helped turn a good book into a great one.

      
        
        Chris Christman II, David Botell, David Myers, Denise King, Karen Hollyhead, Larry Diaz Tushman, Laura Cadger Rogers, Penny Campbell-Myhill, Rob Hill, Samantha Rooney, Stacey Stein, Tami Cowles, Terri Adkisson, Thomas Ryan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow Me

      

      

      

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

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

      
        
        Facebook Group:

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

        Newsletter:

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

        Goodreads:

        http://goodreads.com/alex_steele

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

      We hope you enjoy reading the stories as much as we enjoyed writing them.
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            More books by Stephanie Foxe

          

        

      

    

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

      

      

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

      

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

      

      Unprepared and unwanted.

      

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

      

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

      

      With everything to lose, the brand new pack must learn to work together before it’s too late.
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        The Witch’s Bite Series is a complete series by Stephanie that follows Olivia Carter –

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

      

      
        
        www.AlexSteele.net

        www.StephanieFoxe.com
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