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      Aurora Aureum: also known as “the Aureum,” or “the Golden Dawn.” The international organization of mages that work with governments worldwide to teach, lead, and police magic users, since it’s beyond the ability of any local law enforcement group. Initially organized in the early nineteenth century at a time when humanity was discovering that magic was not only real, but of possible use to society.

      

      Dominus: A member of the leadership, or political arm of the Aurora Aureum. They make the decisions for the organization, and are the public face, dealing with PR and outside governments and government entities.

      

      Magister: A member of the teaching arm of the Aurora Aureum. They locate future mages through testing, and then teach them at Aureum-run schools. The schools take most students starting at ages thirteen and fourteen, but often have a few younger students whose powers manifested earlier.

      

      Quaesitor: A member of the law enforcement arm of the Aurora Aureum. They enforce magical laws, and track and arrest both criminal mages, and mundane criminals involved in magical crimes.
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        * * *

      

      Magical Disciplines

      
        	Elementalists: Mages who specialize in any of a huge number of elements or element-related focuses. The traditional options are earth, air, fire, and water, but there are also flora, fauna, weather, and others. As with all magic, only a single specialty can be chosen. Each mage is also known by their specific specialty: e.g., earth mages, forest mages, fire mages.

      

      

      
        	Corporists: Mages who specialize in manipulating the human body. Mages who specialize in internal body magic are masters of their own form. They’re usually in excellent physical shape and live longer than any other mages. Those who specialize in external body magic can manipulate the bodies of others. This kind of magic has enormous potential, and enormous potential for misuse. Powerful internal body mages are carefully regulated, and most go into medicine. Usually referred to simply as body mages.

      

      

      
        	Exanimists: Mages who specialize in the dead. They use the power of decomposition and its side-effects to fuel their magic, and are becoming invaluable to the green movement. A traditional sort of necromancer. Referred to as dead mages.

      

      

      
        	Extinguists: Mages who specialize in the magic of death itself. Not a well-respected specialty, not taught by the Aureum. Referred to as death mages, and usually in hushed tones.

      

      

      
        	Temporalists: Mages who have been cursed with the specialty of time magic. These mages rarely if ever choose their specialty, because the Aureum doesn’t teach time magic—it manifests in its practitioners, often before the age when students are tested. The abilities of a time mage are quite specific, and range from the insanely powerful: “can see everything that has happened or ever will happen in the spot where they stand,” to the nigh useless: “can give you the name of anyone’s mother.” Usually known as time mages, or “those poor saps.”

      

      

      
        	Socialists: Stop calling them this. No seriously, it’s not as funny as you think. Mages who specialize in the energy produced by social situations and the humans therein. Their abilities are usually used to manipulate the emotions of those people. Some mages use this to good effect, putting people at ease and comforting the victims of violence. Some put it to less savory, and sometimes downright unethical use. Powerful social mages aren’t watched as closely as powerful body mages, but the Aureum often keeps an eye on them. Always known as social mages, except by people who think they’re funnier than they are.

      

      

      
        	Arcanists: Largely considered a fairy tale if they’re considered at all, arcanists are mages who can use the generic magic in the ley lines to do almost anything.
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      Gideon in a tuxedo.

      That was what I’d kept telling myself as we went through the whole process of buying the damn things. Going through the measurements and fittings and spending way too much time with a tailor who clearly knew that I was the scum of the earth masquerading as a functional human being would all be worth it, because why?

      Because Gideon in a tuxedo.

      All six and a half feet of him. Those broad shoulders, that wide chest, and the wavy burnished gold hair that would just brush the collar of the thing . . . That was the only endgame I’d had in mind. The only reason I’d agreed to this disaster.

      When Iris first broached the subject of introducing me to her social circle via a black-tie party, I’d laughed. No joke—just straight up laughed out loud.

      Yes, I was Iris McKinley’s grandson. That did not mean I belonged at her fancy society parties. To be the subject of one of them? Well, that was just the stuff of nightmares.

      It had taken me a moment to realize that she was entirely serious.

      My grandmother wanted to have a fancy party to introduce me to all her fancy friends, while we all wore fancy clothes and ate fancy food.

      For the record, she’d been right, and caviar was kind of gross.

      I didn’t know why tobiko on sushi was awesome but little black fish eggs on cheese were gross, but it was a proven fact.

      Yes, fine, an opinion. My opinion, which was the one that mattered most to my eating habits. Gideon’s also occasionally mattered, when he made that disapproving face and muttered about needing to eat vegetables and not just pizza. Fluke’s, too, when I was eating a piece of toast and he gave me the big sad foxy eyes.

      So basically, everyone I loved was good at making me do their bidding. I ate the vegetables Gideon wanted me to, I shared my toast with Fluke, and I agreed to go to this ridiculous party for my grandmother.

      Even Freddy was worried I was going to make an ass of myself, and he liked me enough that he kept flirting with me at every possible turn. He was so worried about my ineptitude that he’d come to the final tuxedo fitting to make sure I knew how to put the damn thing on.

      Was there more than one way?

      I mean, sure, the tie was a pain in the ass, and I was bad at it, but I could do it.

      Gideon disagreed.

      He was only half dressed in the black pants and eye-searing white shirt when he turned to look at me finishing with my tie. His lopsided smirk was all I needed to remind me how much I didn’t want to go to the party.

      I mean, I had a sexy boyfriend. I’d rather have spent every minute of my life hanging out with him, reading or sleeping or even watching the giant TV we’d installed in the bedroom for him. Anything with him, rather than putting on expensive clothes and going to make awkward chitchat with people in my grandmother’s tax bracket.

      But at that exact moment, his sexy smirk wasn’t for me, so much as it was at me. “You just can’t get a handle on that tie, can you?”

      “I handle it fine,” I insisted, pulling out the bow and starting over. “It’s just slippery and annoying.”

      He took one big step over in front of me, gently knocking my hands away and taking the silk strip in his fingers. It didn’t make any damn sense, but those huge hands had more grace in one finger than I had in my whole body.

      Or, okay, it did make sense. It was Gideon, and he was everything I wasn’t. Not in a weird, creepy, jealous-of-my-boyfriend way. More in a “how the hell did I get this lucky?” way.

      In seconds, he’d tied the damn thing in a perfect neat bow. He took a step back to inspect his handiwork, nodded, then looked me over, head to toe and back up.

      Then I really didn’t want to go to the party.

      “We could stay here,” I suggested hopefully. “Just, um, ask Beryl to bring some of the party food down here and hide in the room. Maybe go ahead and take off these suits.”

      He cupped my cheek with his warm, callused palm. “I ain’t even got the thing all the way on yet, and you want me to take it off.”

      “I mean, you could leave yours on. I’m cool with that.” I turned longingly to the bed. We were in the room we always shared when we stayed at my grandmother’s house, and the bed was like a cloud. We could just curl up on it and talk about nothing at all.

      The way I’d spent the week tensing myself into a tight little ball of nerves and terror, I didn’t doubt I would be able to sleep, even at five in the evening.

      Let Iris have her party in her giant ballroom with all her friends who didn’t know me and didn’t want to.

      I could count on one hand the people I knew who would be there. I mean, unless you counted the people who worked for Iris. They were great. I’d have loved to have a party with them. Ken made the best caramel popcorn, and Wayne had amazing taste in movies.

      But no. This wasn’t about my comfort, or people I wanted to be around. This was for Iris. My grandmother had taken me into her life and never asked for anything. Never made demands of me or tried to force me to be someone I wasn’t.

      She’d asked this one thing of me: to let her plan a party for her peers where she could introduce me to them. Me and Gideon both. We were important to her, and they were important to her, and she wanted those worlds to mix.

      Gideon’s arms wrapped around me from behind, grabbing my attention off the bed—or out of my own head—and I turned to look at him over my shoulder. “I know, we’re not doing this for me, we’re doing it for Iris.”

      “Your gran deserves for this to go right.” Leaning in, he kissed the shell of my ear, his breath tickling my skin. “So we’ll do our part to make sure it does. We’re not gonna let your uncle act like a jackass, mind. We’re just not going to be the ones who make it go wrong.”

      Maybe he wasn’t. He knew how to tie a bowtie, and he looked so damn good in a tux that my grandmother’s rich friends would be struck speechless, unable to say a single mocking word about his accent.

      Finally, he pulled back. “You need help with those cufflinks Iris gave you?”

      I scowled at the things. They had been a sweet gift. A family heirloom from her younger brother Andrew, they were little pieces of lattice. I’d have thought them little diamond-studded hashtags, but apparently, they had been made to resemble . . . I dunno, something about railroads. The McKinleys had made their money on railroads back in the day, after all.

      The problem was—“What the heck is the point of them, really?”

      Somehow in the ten seconds I spent fiddling with the damned cufflinks—okay, maybe it had been longer than that—Gideon managed to finish dressing. He turned to face me as he snapped the second of his own cufflinks into place. The look on his face was amused, and not a little patronizing. “They’re just jewelry, sweetheart. Like earrings or a bracelet.”

      “So there’s no reason to have them?” I flipped the square head of the one I’d tucked into my left sleeve, and it just . . . it looked wrong. Like I’d put it in the wrong spot, or—

      Gideon took my hand in his, made a tiny adjustment to my cuff, and suddenly I looked like a grownup wearing a tuxedo, and not a child playing with his great uncle’s jewelry.

      I sighed. “No one is going to believe I’m Iris’s grandson. They’re going to think I’m one of those snakes whose egg got left in a bird nest.”

      The snort Gideon gave at that ruffled my hair. “You don’t have it in you to be sneaky or mean. If you were that snake, you’d’ve died as a baby, determined that if you tried hard enough, you could learn how to fly like your bird momma.”

      And that . . . did sound a disturbing amount like something I would do. I didn’t answer, just held out the second cufflink in my right hand and let him take care of it. Which he did, expertly. “Did you wear a lot of cufflinks in your day?”

      A yes would have made me feel less ridiculous, but I already knew the answer. “Never seen a pair before your damn cousin showed us how to use ’em.”

      As though summoned by mention of himself, there was a knock on the door, followed by my cousin Freddy’s slow, languorous voice. “Need any help dressing?”

      “Asshole,” Gideon mumbled darkly as he almost fumbled the second cufflink, despite the fact that he’d already snapped it into place. “No, we don’t need your damn help.”

      “I’ll even help you, oh big, meaty, and terrifying one,” Freddy offered, as helpful and antagonistic as always.

      In the months since they had met, Gideon and Freddy’s relationship had gone from tense and angry, to . . .  well, it was still sort of tense, and occasionally angry, but mostly, they understood each other.

      Swagger was Freddy’s default setting. He wasn’t actually an arrogant douche like his father, but the imitation of it helped him feel comfortable. Strong. He’d grown up among the people I was about to be exposed to, after all. If they were anything like his father, which I suspected was the case, having a thick armor of snide cynicism and supreme confidence might be necessary simply to navigate life.

      Once Gideon had realized how much insecurity Freddy’s flirty blustering covered up, well . . . he hated him a little less loudly. Most of the time.

      “I don’t need help putting jewelry on,” Gideon called back. “And you’ll be disappointed to know we’re dressed and you can come on in.”

      Freddy did sigh as he opened the door, leaning hard against the frame. His practiced lassitude made him look more like a model than a man who had any reason to be tired, but that was nothing new. “Always trying to take the joy out of my life, eh, beefcake?”

      “Anything I can do to ruin your day,” Gideon agreed lightly, wrapping an arm around my waist to pull me in for a claiming kiss.

      Yeah, so he was better than when they first met, but Freddy’s presence still made him a little more handsy. But Gideon didn’t think he owned me, and Freddy’s flirting was rote rather than pointed, so I just smiled and took things as they were.

      My cousin was a weird guy, but I liked him.

      And Gideon? Well.

      I loved him.

      I leaned into his embrace, giving back as good as I got. I probably shouldn’t make out with him while we were at the actual party, so I needed to get my PDA on while I could. Or I guess not public displays of affection, but it was the same acronym if it was private displays, after all.

      A whine at the door next to Freddy got my attention and reminded me of my other problem with the party.

      Rich people didn’t bring their familiars to their parties, apparently. So there was no bowtie for Fluke, no tiny white cuffs with pointless cufflinks.

      Hm. Tempting. I wondered if they made clothes, or at least costumes, for foxes. But then, if he wasn’t invited to the party, what use would he have for one?

      I ignored the tux and dropped down to one knee, holding out my arms for my familiar. He didn’t hesitate, just threw himself into me, soaking up all the attention I was willing to give.

      “You’re going to get fox hair all over your suit,” Freddy warned, but there was no emotion in his tone. No censure. He was saying it automatically, not because he gave a damn.

      I looked up at him and quirked a brow. “You like Fluke better than, like, ninety percent of the people who are going to be there.”

      “Ninety-nine, at least. It’d be a better party with him. Especially if we could disinvite most of them,” he agreed easily, thrusting a thumb behind him in the direction of the ballroom. “They’re awful and I can’t stand them. But I’ve been putting up with them for decades, and now it’s your turn. Don’t get trapped into dating someone’s unpleasant daughter on your first go, okay?”

      “I have a boyfriend,” I pointed out, looking up at Gideon. “He’s kind of unmissable.”

      One corner of Freddy’s lips quirked up in a little smirk, and I could almost read his mind—trying to decide how obnoxious he could get away with being. I tried to telegraph “do not try him tonight” with my own face and it seemed to work, because he sighed and shrugged. “They’re all about political matches. Getting married to have the right kind of babies. They don’t care if you’re dating beneath yourself at the same time.”

      He made a prissy face as he said the last bit, as though mimicking something specific that had been said to him. Gideon’s eyes narrowed at the implication, but he didn’t say anything, just looked suspicious.

      Of Freddy or the people who awaited us in the ballroom?

      Both, probably.

      “Okay, buddy,” I whispered to Fluke. “I’m really sorry about this, but familiars aren’t invited to the party.”

      I’d explained this to him over and over as we’d prepared for the party. He knew it. I suspected he even understood it, a little. He still whined when I said it, and frankly, if I were capable of making that noise, I probably would have matched it.

      A whole night with a bunch of rich people who thought being with Gideon was “dating beneath myself,” no access to my familiar, and nothing actually entertaining anywhere around. I suspected even Freddy’s bright light would be dimmed when he was stuck among a bunch of people like his father.

      It was going to be a very long evening.
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      To my dismay, the ballroom in my grandmother’s house was brightly lit and contained no dark alcoves where I could hide and avoid people. Or hide and make out with Gideon.

      Have I mentioned yet how good he looked in a tuxedo?

      Because for real.

      So good.

      At least Iris was the first person I saw when Freddy led us in, and it was always good to see her. I was still on the fence about the guy standing next to her—our local dominus, Anson Caldwell-Marsh.

      I’d met him the year before, when my Uncle Roger had tried to use my magic to extort me into staying away from Iris.

      See, I’m an arcane mage. It probably sounds ominous, but all it means is that unlike most mages, I use magic straight from the ley lines, rather than smaller specialized sources. I’m not a fire mage who can only manipulate fire, or a dead mage who can only affect decomposition. I connect to and use the magic of the ley lines—immense rivers of power that flow all over the world.

      And where I live, in Junction, California, three ley lines cross each other. It’s called a convergence, and it’s special because sometimes, when three ley lines love each other very much, something amazing happens inside the rivers of magic, and a consciousness is born.

      A giant magic baby, if you will.

      I’ve only communicated with the convergence once in the months I’ve been learning my magic, and it had been like a naive, terrifyingly powerful kindergartener. So that’s something to look forward to learning more about, and not at all to be terrified of.

      It’s a secret because there’s a group of zealots called the Believers who think anyone who can use arcane magic is evil, the consciousness inside the convergence is a demon, and the fact that we can communicate with it makes arcane mages “witches.”

      And they murder us for, you know, existing.

      Back to the point, Uncle Roger knows about my being an arcane mage. Late last year, just as Iris and I were getting to know each other, Roger threatened to out me unless I stayed away from her.

      My grandmother’s response was to start writing a book about an ancestor of ours and her use of arcane magic, and ask the dominus’s help with the research. She thought if the world learned about arcane magic through someone long dead—whose actions in life had practically earned her sainthood—we could defeat the Believers with just the court of public opinion. And since Winifred McKinley had stopped the aftershocks of a particularly damaging earthquake, people looked back on her kindly.

      As Iris had told me dozens of times over the previous three months, people were afraid of what they didn’t know and understand. If we made them understand arcane magic, surely everything would be fine.

      Right?

      Nah, I wasn’t buying it either. My grandmother was impressively optimistic, and it was one of the only things we didn’t have in common.

      “Sage!” she said, beaming at me. She looked like a movie star on the red carpet in her white satin dress, but I wasn’t sure how to say that without sounding like a total kiss-ass. “You remember the dominus, of course.” She motioned to Anson, and he gave her a look of patient rebuke.

      “I keep telling you, Iris, it’s Anson.” He didn’t hold out a hand to shake, simply reached out and patted me on the shoulder. “And of course Sage remembers me. We’ve been having brunch together once a week for months now. How are you this evening, Sage? Gideon?”

      Gideon gave the man a nod and a simple, “fine, thank you.”

      And me? I froze.

      Naturally.

      Like it was a hard question, or like Anson even expected an answer, I stood there and swallowed hard, and managed to say not a single word.

      “Sage is a little nervous,” Iris explained to him. “He’s never been to one of these things before, and he’s concerned about it.”

      Anson didn’t assure me I had nothing to worry about the way Iris had been doing since she’d started planning the thing. Instead, he gave me a sympathetic nod. “It can be a lot to deal with. Some of the old Junction families act like they’re royalty. Not like Iris here.”

      “The Marshes have been around Junction since the beginning,” Gideon pointed out. He would know. He was a Marsh—probably a great grand uncle to the dominus.

      Gideon and I met, you see, when he’d been dead for over a hundred years. He didn’t remember when he’d died, exactly, but he thought maybe it was sometime in the eighteen-forties or fifties. After that, he’d been a ghost that the convergence kept bringing back from the dead over and over to train new arcane mages.

      Sound horrific?

      Yeah, it was.

      It turns out that when the universe spawns new life, that life doesn’t automatically understand human morality. Still, the convergence had seemed to understand when I explained, and been all too willing to help when I’d brought Gideon back to life for real. We hadn’t discussed the fact that it shouldn’t bring people back as ghosts yet, but I was totally looking forward to having that conversation with the magic baby.

      But now there we were, Gideon standing across from Anson, each with the same gold-flecked deep brown eyes, the same lopsided smile, and the same easy grace as the other. But Anson didn’t know who Gideon was because once again, thanks to the Believers, my personal use of arcane magic, and the convergence in general, were a secret.

      If Anson was going to help grandmother with her book, I thought he might eventually figure it out himself. Gideon was smart, and Anson was the dominus of Junction—a high-ranking member of a worldwide magic organization, sort of the magical mayor of the town. It stood to reason that he’d be at least as smart as Gideon.

      Anson beamed at Gideon for his comment about the Marsh family. “So we have,” he agreed.

      For a second, my heart sped. Did that “we” mean he’d realized that he and Gideon were related? Then he launched into a story about his great aunt Almira, and how she started the first Junction Museum back in aught-six.

      And he was not talking about 2006.

      I let his calming, steady voice wash over me and breathed deep, trying to calm my nerves. I didn’t know him incredibly well yet, and didn’t trust him with my secrets, but he’d been right about one thing—we’d been eating a lot of meals together. Chatting with him was easy. Not at all like I’d imagined the party would be.

      Anson’s stories about ages long past in Junction were warm and comfortable, and I knew just where to nod and where to ask for more information.

      So when halfway through the story of Almira and her museum, he stopped talking and frowned, it was a surprise. His brows were drawn together, lips pulled taut, and jaw clenched.

      For a moment, I thought maybe he’d seen someone he didn’t want to talk to. But no, I wasn’t sure Anson had ever met someone he didn’t want to talk to. He never gave me the slimy feeling one expected from a politician, but he had the charisma of one, and he could chat for hours about nothing.

      I glanced down to find his hand clenched and stark white against the silver handle of his cane and realized: he was in pain.

      I didn’t want to call attention to it, but it seemed to me that maybe sitting down was a good idea. A cursory look around the room gave me quite a few seating options, but there was a set of sofas against one wall that looked like it might be comfortable.

      Pasting on the most nonchalant look I was capable of, I motioned to them. “Sorry to interrupt you, Anson, but I’m parched. Why don’t the two of you go have a seat while Gideon and I go get us all drinks?”

      “Sounds like a fine idea,” Gideon agreed. “What’ll you have, Iris?”

      A moment later they were headed toward the couches, and Gideon and I toward the bar.

      “That was some quick thinking,” he said, resting a hand on the small of my back as we passed a pretty young woman who looked like she was wearing more diamonds than dress. It looked heavy. I hoped she was okay. Gideon gave her one of his sweet smiles and a nod, and I knew if we’d been outside, he’d have reached for a hat to tip in her direction, the big flirt.

      I shrugged. “Anson’s a nice guy. I don’t know what’s up with his leg, but if he doesn’t want to talk about it, there’s no reason to throw it out there.”

      We got to the bar and made our order. Two neat whiskeys for Anson and Gideon, a “white wine spritzer” for Iris, and for me . . .“Um, do you just have, like, juice?”

      The bartender quirked one eyebrow, looking me over like he was trying to assess whether I was underage, but after a moment, he nodded. “Sparkling grape?”

      “Perfect, thanks.” Not that I didn’t drink ever, but in a room with a bunch of super rich people I didn’t know?

      No, I did not drink.

      “Sticking to Grandmother’s side like a good boy?” Freddy asked, popping up at the bar with a martini glass held loosely in one hand.

      I pursed my lips at him, raising one brow in an attempt to convey “no fucking kidding” without actually saying it out loud in the middle of a crowd who would probably all gasp and clutch their pearls at the hint of an f-bomb. And a lot of them were actually wearing pearls.

      “Oh, you’re no fun,” he teased, laying a hand on my shoulder. “You have to at least let me introduce you to a few people who aren’t insufferable.”

      “You know people like that, and they willingly spend time with you?” Gideon asked, taking a glass from the bartender and handing it to me. “That’s your gran’s, don’t drink it.”

      Freddy raised a brow, looking at the drink like he thought maybe it would explode. “What did she ask for? The blood of virgins? Jet fuel?”

      “Just, um, wine something,” I said, shrugging and trying not to spill the drink. “Do you really know nice people here, or are you trying to mess with me?”

      “Of course I do,” he insisted. He looked around for a second, then made a face, scrunching his nose up and baring his teeth like maybe he’d spoken too soon. “Oh wait, there’s—hm.”

      “Hm?”

      “My friend Whitney,” he said, sighing. He held up a hand and motioned to a young man a few yards away, slender and pale, with unruly blond curls and little round glasses. When the man came over, though, he was accompanied by an older guy, and Freddy sighed again. “And his father.”

      I wanted to cringe at the thought of being at a party with one’s father, but I was with my grandmother, so what was I gonna say?

      Whitney’s father bustled over, pushing his way in front of his son. With his red nose, doughy middle, and thinning hair in a wildly terrible combover, he put me in mind of a politician. Like, maybe all of them rolled together into one superpolitician.

      “You must be Iris’s new grandson. I’m Palmer Brandfield,” he said, shoving his hand out so hard and far he almost hit me in the stomach. I barely kept from jumping back and getting Iris’s drink all over me.

      New? What, like I’d sprung from nowhere, fully formed and aged thirty years? What was I, Athena? I moved Iris’s drink to my left hand, then took his in my right and shook it lightly, trying to ignore the clamminess of his palm. Instead of saying any of the things going through my head, I just smiled and said, “Sage.”

      “A pleasure.” He reached back and grabbed Whitney by the shoulder, pulling him forward. “This is my son, Whitney. I think he’s about your age.”

      It was possible, but I was dubious. I’d have placed Whitney in his early twenties, but I chose to take it as a compliment instead of an insult—to either myself or Whitney. I reached out to shake his hand—also clammy, but I suspected for an entirely different reason. The poor kid was a study in discomfort, shoulders hunched and eyes on the floor.

      Was that Freddy’s “type”? He liked socially awkward nerds? No, Freddy was more complicated than that, I thought. And frankly, he seemed to like everyone, especially people who were nice to him. Growing up with a selfish ass for a father tended to make a person seek out approval wherever they could get it.

      Ask me how I know.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Whitney. Freddy says nice things about you.” And okay, he’d only said the one thing ever, that he was a friend, but it was a nice thing.

      Whitney ducked his head and gave a tiny smile. “Freddy’s the best.”

      “I agree,” I said, to a vaguely annoyed humph from Gideon. I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Don’t worry, big guy, I still love you best.”

      Freddy gave a put-upon sigh, pressing a hand to his chest. “Why must you always hurt me so, Sage?” His faux-hurt expression cleared quickly, though, and he turned to Gideon, who had a drink in each hand and a bartender holding a fourth in his direction. “Can I help carry anything?”

      Gideon nodded to the glass in the bartender’s hand, a champagne flute with something red and bubbly in it. “That’s Sage’s.”

      “Well then, that’s easy enough.” Freddy downed the last of his drink and set the glass on the bar. Then he plucked Iris’s drink from my hand, and mine from the bartender, and handed me the latter. “Now I get to be the favored grandson, since I’m bringing her a drink.”

      It was the kind of thing that I suspected had the potential to be a real fight at gatherings like this. Between Freddy and I, though, there was nothing like that. Iris loved us both, and neither of us gave a damn about inheriting her money.

      So I just pretended to turn up my nose at him. “Suck up.”

      “Always, love,” he agreed. Then he turned back to Whitney and his father. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about the polo team, Whit. Do you have a few minutes?”

      Whitney sighed and looked at his father from the corner of his eye, then shook his head. “It’ll have to wait till tomorrow, I’m afraid. You know how polo bores Father.”

      “I do,” Freddy agreed sympathetically as he patted him on the back with his free hand.

      I raised a brow at him as we walked away. “Polo?” I didn’t recall Freddy ever mentioning the sport before, and maybe I was biased, but it sounded a bit stereotypically rich for something my cousin would care about.

      “Oh he doesn’t play. Me either. But sometimes it gets the old man to loosen the shackles for a few minutes, since he doesn’t want to sit around listening to us yammering about horses.” He glanced back over his shoulder at his friend, who was still standing near the bar with his father’s hand clamped on one of his shoulders. “Controlling is the nicest thing I could call Palmer Brandfield.”

      I winced in sympathy. Did any man I knew have a great father?

      Out of nowhere, a man stepped in front of me, his hand coming up to grab my glass by the base and tip it, upending it all over the front of my suit, deep red permeating the white shirt instantly and spreading like . . . like . . . My breath caught in my throat, and my eyes wouldn’t budge from the spreading stain.

      “Well that was gods-awful clumsy of you, nephew dearest,” my uncle Roger’s nasally voice said, snide and nasty as always, from a few feet away, behind the guy who’d tipped my drink onto me. I’d have assumed Roger would have been the one who doused me, but no.

      I finally managed to look up to find a linebacker of a guy in a pristine tuxedo, the garment somehow wide enough to accommodate his broad shoulders, looking down at me like he’d found me on the bottom of his shoe, and he was not best pleased. “This is your nephew, Roger?” he demanded, his voice booming. All the people nearest us went silent. “He’s a mess. You said he was, but I assumed you were exaggerating. And is he out of breath from, what, standing up?”

      The people all around us tittered, and suddenly all I could hear was the blood rushing in my ears. It was like being back in middle school, having the class bully tip your lunch tray everywhere and accuse you of clumsiness, or hit you with your own hand and tell you to stop hitting yourself.

      And all I could do was stand there, covered in blood.

      No. No, not blood. It was juice.

      I was fine.

      Everything was fine.

      But these people were fucking adults. My grandmother’s people. And they thought this was funny?

      “Well?” Roger asked me, with no apparent goal. The follow up made even less sense. “Aren’t you going to apologize to Barrett?”

      There was some whispering next to me as I stood there staring at my uncle in shock, a pleading voice and an angry one that I couldn’t seem to focus on, then the clinking of glasses. Suddenly, Gideon was between Roger and I, nothing in his hands. He snatched the empty glass from me as I stood there blinking, feeling like an ass, but literally unable to make myself act.

      Giving a half-turn, he shoved the empty glass into the enormous man, who took it in a reflexive motion. “You’re the one who decided to harass a man less than half your age, you can clean up the mess.”

      “And you’ll be getting a bill for replacing the suit as well,” Freddy added, but he nudged at Gideon’s back impatiently. “Shall we see if we can’t at least salvage the jacket, Gideon? We’re all done with old men playing childish pranks for the night.”

      “Frederick Alexander McKinley,” Uncle Roger said, his tone outraged, but I didn’t hear any more. Freddy started shoving us all toward the door of the ballroom, muttering about damned grade school bullies.

      By the time my vision cleared, my heart calming to a roar instead of trying to beat its way out of my chest, we were in the hall outside the ballroom, Freddy closing the door with a soft snick behind us. His teeth were bared in a snarl, eyes narrowed to angry slits as he spun to face us, and for a moment, I thought he was angry with me.

      Had it actually been my fault? Had I done something else wrong?

      Of course you did, my ever-helpful brain pointed out. You froze like a deer in headlights and completely failed to do anything.

      Instead of growling at me about my incompetence, Freddy’s expression softened to concern, and he cupped my face in his hands. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course he ain’t okay,” Gideon growled. “I’m gonna string that pig-loving jackass up by his short-and-curlies.”

      “Vivid,” Freddy answered, looking unwillingly impressed. “And as much as I don’t disagree, how about you get Sage out of this soaked suit instead? I’ll tell Grandmother we’re done with the party. And why.”

      “No,” I said, turning to look at him. “Don’t ruin the party for her.”

      He snorted. “Screw that. I’m telling on Dad, and he can fucking live with the consequences of his actions for once.” He lifted the glass with her drink in an imaginary toast, then downed it in one gulp. “Go change. I’ll catch up when I can. I say it’s hot chocolate in the library time.”

      And that, finally, sounded good. I leaned my shoulder hard against Gideon as Freddy disappeared back into the ballroom, trying not to get the soaked bits of my tux on him. “I should go back in.”

      “And wear what?” he asked, shaking his head. “No, sweetheart. You were right to begin with. Putting you in an expensive suit in a room full of assholes was asking for trouble.”

      I sighed, looking down at his still-perfect tuxedo. “But you look so nice in yours.”

      “I’ll wear it another time.”

      I hoped whenever it was, it didn’t involve a crowded party and my damned uncle.
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      I spent the whole time Gideon was helping me out of my juice-soaked clothes convincing myself I should go back to the party. Between the nice food and the open bar, Iris had spent a ridiculous amount of money on the party.

      If the whole thing was for me, and I wasn’t there, that was a waste, right? Yes, Iris had a lot of money, but there was no reason to be wasteful.

      But then I was stripped down to my boxers, looking at the drawer of clothes I kept at my grandmother’s house, and, well, Gideon was right. I had two pairs of black slacks, which were probably okay, but also, a green Henley, and a T-shirt that said “always be yourself, unless you can be a fox, then always be a fox.” Probably not the kind of stuff that would go over well with a crowd of people who regularly wore jewelry worth more than my actual house.

      Frankly, the nicest clothes I had in the drawer were the silk pajamas Iris had given me as a solstice gift.

      Hot chocolate in the library, Freddy had said, and suddenly that sounded like exactly what I wanted, party be damned. Iris would understand.

      I was just buttoning up the pajama shirt when there was a soft knock at the door, followed by Beryl’s voice. “Mr. Frederick said I should come after your suit?” It was a question, like she wondered whether Freddy was messing with her.

      Maybe she didn’t think grown fucking men deliberately spilled drinks on each other like snotty middle-schoolers.

      “Come on in, Miss Beryl,” Gideon answered, even as he pulled out the bow in his tie and slid his jacket off his shoulders. Pity. All that work, and he’d worn the thing for under an hour.

      She poked her head in, and Gideon motioned to where he’d draped my suit over the desk to avoid getting anything plush or upholstered wet. When she caught sight of the giant red stain, she clapped a hand over her mouth for a moment, shaking her head like she was witnessing a murder.

      The rich asshole, in the ballroom, with the grape juice.

      When she pulled her hand away, her jaw was clenched, eyes blazing with anger I’d never seen in the soft-spoken woman.

      “He’s right, Mr. Frederick. That father of his is like a spoiled child.” Then she bit her lip and looked up at us like we’d be offended by the comment.

      “No argument here,” I agreed.

      Gideon nodded, draping his coat back onto its hanger. “You think there’s anything you can do for it, Miss Beryl?”

      She looked dubious but took a deep breath and set her shoulders. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      “It’s not your fault if you can’t, Beryl.” I sat down hard on the edge of the bed as I finished buttoning the pajama shirt. “Honestly, I know he’s a jerk, but I didn’t expect that. Am I being naive to expect adults to act like . . . like adults?”

      Gideon harrumphed, and Beryl just shook her head sadly as she gathered up the pieces of my tuxedo, draping them over her arm. “I suppose at least it got you out of the party at a decent hour. I set Kenneth to making you a little something, and Mr. Frederick said you were all going to the library, right? I can send someone to keep an eye out and make sure none of the guests go near the library.”

      “Yeah, we’re gonna go down there in a few,” I agreed. I thought about telling her not to worry about herding the guests away from the library, but she was right. I didn’t want to see any of those people while I was sitting around in my pajamas in a place that felt safe to me. “Thank you for trying with the suit. I’d probably just make it worse if I tried to fix it.”

      She chuckled at that, attempting to cover a grin, like she totally agreed with me but didn’t want to say it out loud. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” was all she said before she slipped back out into the hall.

      I fell back against the bed. “On a scale of one to actually pulling Roger over her knee and spanking him, how mad do you think Grandma’s gonna be?”

      Gideon gave a snort at that. “Roll your gran’s been on with him lately? He’ll be lucky if she doesn’t disinherit him.”

      “Oh boy. I’d so get the blame for that.”

      “Sweetheart, he blames you when the cook doesn’t make his favorite food. Caring about what Roger McKinley wants is pointless for you.”

      Then Gideon dropped his pants to the floor, and I forgot what we were talking about. How could any man be six and a half feet of golden perfection, and so entirely unaware of it?

      Oh, he was aware of what it did to me. He always flashed his lopsided smile at me when he caught me looking, but he was so damn casual about it. Like only my reaction to his gorgeousness mattered, not his looks themselves.

      Unlike me, Gideon did not change into silk pajamas. He put on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, and he looked like a fucking wet dream in them. As always.

      “You sure you even want to go spend time with your cousin?” he asked, but for once, his tone didn’t indicate any dislike of Freddy—just concern for me. “We could call it a night. Go to bed.”

      I held out my hand to him, and he automatically reached for me, so I used it to pull myself up. “No, it’s fine. I got myself all psyched up to spend time with people, so I might as well spend the time with someone, even if it’s actually someone I like.”

      “Ten bucks says your gran shows in the library,” he answered, wrapping an arm around my shoulders as we headed out.

      I snorted. “That’s a sucker bet.”

      Sure enough, by the time we got down the hall to the library, Iris was there, still in her dress, pacing back and forth and scowling, arms crossed over her chest. Anson was sitting on one end of a loveseat, his leg stretched out in front of him, but angled away from Iris’s path through the room. They both turned when we walked in, and Iris changed direction, heading straight for me and hugging the daylights out of me.

      For the third time that night, I froze.

      I mean, yeah, Iris was my grandmother. And I loved her, and she loved me. But we weren’t really a hugging family. Not even when she helped rescue me from kidnapping cultists. That might have had more to do with the broken ribs than the propriety of hugging, though.

      After a moment, I reached out and hugged her back. It was weird. But nice.

      At least I knew she wasn’t mad at me. Not that I’d been the asshole in the situation, but you never knew how people would react.

      “Are you okay, dear?” she finally asked when she pulled away, looking my pajamas over like they might bear some trace of the juice. “Freddy told me what happened.”

      “I’m fine.” When she pursed her lips and raised a brow at me, I held up both hands in supplication. “Really, I am. I froze at the time, and I still just . . . don’t believe anyone would do something so childish, but I’m fine. I think the tux might be dead, though.”

      Her eyes narrowed at the thought, and she nodded. “Roger will be paying for its replacement, if so. And he most certainly will not be coming to any more parties I throw.”

      “I mean, if I’m not there, I’m sure he’s perfectly charming?” I asked, though I was sure nothing of the kind was true.

      She pursed her lips even harder, but she didn’t bother saying aloud that I was being ridiculous.

      “I say we thank him,” Anson said from his seat. “Those parties are always exhausting. An hour is about all I can handle, and this was a good excuse to leave.”

      “Miserable as it was, you make a good point,” Gideon agreed with him, leading me to the couch that sat kitty-corner from the loveseat and pulling me down with him to snuggle up.

      As though summoned by magic, Fluke came bounding in and hopped straight up into my lap. He did the same as Iris had, looking me over as though expecting to find an injury. And, well, it wouldn’t have been the first time, so what could I say? I just opened my arms wide and let him snuggle into me.

      Frankly, it was a better result than I had expected from the evening. Especially a moment later when Ken and Freddy came in, Ken with a tray of hot chocolate, and Freddy with . . .“Are those butterscotch?”

      “Of course they are,” Freddy agreed. “You know everyone in this house spoils that monster you call a familiar, so non-chocolate brownies it is.”

      I scowled at him, defensive of the brownies and of Fluke, even though I knew he hadn’t meant it as an insult. “I like butterscotch.”

      He rolled his eyes so hard it looked downright painful. “Of course you do. Sometimes I think the world was made for you. Then I remember you’re related to both your father and mine and realize that couldn’t possibly be true.”

      My grandmother tried to stifle a laugh, her shoulders shaking with the effort, but finally stopped her pacing and sat down on the loveseat next to Anson. Freddy set the plate full of butterscotch brownies down on the low table in the middle of the seating area and took a mug of hot chocolate when Ken handed it to him.

      I wanted to protest and tell him to think of his still-pristine white shirt, but he was Freddy; he’d be fine. The man was like Scotchgard in human form. The same for Iris in her white satin.

      I sighed and tried not to feel ridiculous by comparison. It wasn’t like they cared that I was wearing pajamas. And I’d probably get buttery crumbs on them, too, and they still wouldn’t judge.

      “Sorry to take you away from your party,” I told Iris. “I know you wanted tonight to be more . . . I dunno, just more.”

      She waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the ballroom. “If they’re my friends, they understand. And if they aren’t, I don’t want them here anyway.”

      Ken made a face when he finished handing out the hot chocolate, like he was dissatisfied. He looked at me. “You didn’t eat dinner.”

      Like he’d asked it and not me, my stomach gave a loud growl of agreement. Even thoroughly professional Ken had a hard time keeping a straight face at that, but despite the smile and twinkle in his eye, he nodded. “I’ll just have to appropriate a few trays before they go into the ballroom,” he announced and turned to the door. “Crab puffs, I think. And maybe the cheese.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I agreed, even as I snatched up a still-warm, gooey butterscotch brownie. Then I held it out for Fluke and grabbed another for myself.

      Ken headed out to grab more food, and we sat there together, just the six of us—seven when my grandmother’s familiar, Rufus, joined us. The party continued on in the ballroom just down the hall, but I had everyone I needed right there. If only I’d managed to get through the night without my tux being destroyed and without Roger making an ass out of himself, his friend, and me, it would have been perfect.

      “Even if it wasn’t my fault, I’m sorry about the party,” I reiterated.

      “Me too,” Gideon agreed. “I know you wanted to introduce Sage to your friends, and we barely even got started on that.”

      Freddy plunked himself down on the opposite end of the couch from Gideon, grabbing a butterscotch brownie for himself. “I say we count ourselves lucky that the police didn’t have to be summoned. If I were a particularly muscular alpha-male whose boyfriend got bullied a little while ago, I might have broken a jaw or two.”

      “Would you?” Gideon asked, lips quirked up on one side.

      Freddy nodded. “Not me personally, you understand. I’m just saying that if there were any meat-headed boyfriends about, they controlled their tempers fabulously well.”

      “Well if there were any silver-tongued flirty assholes around, they might just have calmly pointed out that jaw breaking would only make things worse.” Gideon offered in return, and the furious whispering behind me during the incident made a lot more sense, in retrospect.

      Freddy offered a grin to us and a morsel from his brownie to Fluke. When he said everyone in the house spoiled Fluke, I supposed, he’d been including himself. “Sounds like a good guy to have around, this silver-tongued genius.”

      “He could be worse, I guess,” Gideon agreed.

      Iris giggled like a schoolchild as she leaned forward to grab brownies for herself and Anson.

      And that was it. Screw the fancy party and booze. This was a microcosm of the perfect life: my familiar, my boyfriend, and my family, sitting together surrounded by books and food. Not even arguing for a change.

      If it weren’t for the whole crazy murder cult probably still plotting my death, it really would have been the perfect life. But like head lice, gophers, and psoriasis, crazy murder cults have a way of popping back up just when you think you’re safe.
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      The next night, back at home, my cleaned tuxedo safely back in the closet where it belonged—Beryl was a miracle-worker, apparently—Gideon, Fluke, and I were sitting in bed. Gideon was watching a twenty-four-hour news channel, Fluke chewing on some toy Iris had given him, and me . . . well, I was sitting there staring at my laptop screen.

      The flash drive my stepfather, Alan, had given me as he died was both a blessing and a curse. I’d been studying it for the better part of six months, and gotten basically nowhere on the believers. Oh, it was full of information—it was thesis level work, and very well done. Just call him Doctor Alan Brahms. But sorting it out and doing something with it? That was an entirely different matter.

      I didn’t know when he had started amassing the information on it, but it was . . . well, encyclopedic was putting it mildly, and perhaps kindly.

      The thing contained over a hundred text files of varying lengths.

      A few were on the short side, like a list of the Believers Alan had personally known, and basic information about them. Ten pages total, less than thirty guys, and a little bio about each one, including information that could be used against them. Included among the names was the now dead Jay Franks, as well as a man I assumed to be the dead quaesitor magnus, Robert Marlett Shaw. The physical descriptions were right, anyway.

      Alan had described Franks as “not good at much, but good at hurting people,” and Shaw as “a shark. No emotion, unless it’s hate.” Even more than a splash of grape juice on a white silk shirt, the words had vividly reminded me of my time in the quaesitors’ murder bunker, so I was pretty sure I had the right idea.

      If I lived forever, I knew I’d never be able to forget the image of the blood spreading through the quaesitor magnus’s crisp white shirt from the two bullet holes in his chest. It didn’t make much sense, that it bothered me. The guy had been planning to murder me, so why did the vivid image of his death still make me shudder and feel sick? It hadn’t even been as horrific and gory as the other two deaths I’d witnessed in that hellhole.

      Maybe the fact that I’d been sitting right there, watching, when it happened. I hadn’t seen the blows that had killed the others, only the bloody aftermath.

      I shook my head, trying to clear the image and focus back on the matter at hand. The flash drive, and the information that was Alan’s legacy. I could bring them down with it, he’d said.

      And if I could, I was damned well going to.

      Missing from the short list of men was any indication of motive, but I was starting to think I would never get that. Never have anyone explain to me why they hated me, these complete strangers.

      Yes, I used an uncommon kind of magic, but it wasn’t evil. If anything, it was more generic than other types. No one could objectively say that arcane magic was evil.

      Objectivity didn’t seem to come into things.

      Gideon leaned over, setting his head against my shoulder and frowning at the laptop screen. “Reading that thingamajig he gave you again?”

      I sighed and nodded, mumbling, “the same thing we do every night, Pinky.”

      In the reflection from the screen, I caught his quirked eyebrow, but he didn’t comment. For a while, he scanned the screen himself. “You made sure these people exist?”

      I nodded, reaching out to the trackpad and scrolling down. “Most of them. Iris has looked, and we’ve found all but two. Oh, and this one died of a heart attack a while back. So we know where . . . twenty-three Believers are, all in California.”

      “You think that’s all there are? In California, at least?”

      And that was the question I asked myself every time I looked at the file. Were they a terrorist cell, broken into little groups so that one traitor, or one person broken by torture, could only betray a tiny number of them? Or were they so arrogant, so used to having their own way, that they didn’t feel a need to hide their numbers at all?

      Twenty-three was bad enough. I didn’t want to think it could be hundreds. Thousands. And on the other side of the problem, if there were only twenty-three of them in California, surely they had noticed the loss of two of their number—hell, three if I included the man who’d betrayed them and given me the information.

      My stepfather.

      And that was another can of worms I didn’t want to open in my brain right then. I hadn’t forgiven him—couldn’t possibly forgive him—but he’d died doing something selfless: helping me escape. The result was a messy set of emotions that I couldn’t begin to untangle. I hated Alan. I loved him. I wished he’d never been born. I was grateful for the information he’d given me on the Believers. I missed him. I was glad he was dead.

      I sighed and leaned into Gideon. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of information on pretty much everything, except the people. This, the hard, factual information on the people who might come for us, it’s thin. And Alan was only out of prison for a few weeks before he died, so he didn’t have much time to update it, did he?”

      “Maybe he was in contact with them while he was in prison?” Gideon reached out to the track pad and pressed it, accidentally moving the cursor to a new spot. He scrunched up his nose and thought a moment, clearly trying to remember how to get the reaction he wanted from the computer, then he swiped two fingers up and scrolled to the page with the quaesitor magnus’s information. “There’s a line here about how the jackass got his promotion in the Aureum three years ago. Which might have been updated later, I guess, since he was one of the people he was working with on the outside.”

      I didn’t comment on how Gideon never mentioned Alan’s name. Not once in our many conversations on the matter. Alan, to him, was eternally a masculine pronoun, never a name. I wasn’t sure if that gave my dead stepfather more power than he deserved, or less.

      “There’s some newer information on a few of them,” I confirmed, “but it’s sporadic, so there’s no way to know how he got it.”

      Gideon sighed and determinedly moved the cursor up to the top corner to close the document. “Okay, that’s enough of that. I get it. A list of names is personal. It feels like it’s big. But you say Iris is looking into them, and there’s only so long you can stare at that and still be learning anything off it. What else is in this thing?” He tapped the tiny silver flash drive still plugged into the side of my computer.

      I’d given Iris a copy of the files and made an extra to hide in the safe at the store, but for some reason I hadn’t transferred the files off the drive and onto my computer. Whether I was afraid of the Believers tainting my innocent computer or still angry at Alan and trying to keep him at arm’s length was—well that was a silly question, I was both. I probably always would be both afraid of the Believers and angry with Alan.

      I opened the folder and let Gideon look at the file names, for all the good that did, then started pointing. “Some of them are entire books on the history of ley lines and arcane magic, like that one and that one. They’re hopelessly biased, but it’s a lot of information if you can stomach picking off the attached vitriol.”

      Gideon brightened at that, lifting his head from my shoulder. “Can you put them on the computer book Iris gave me?”

      “E-reader,” I corrected absently, but gave half a shrug and a nod. “I guess. If you want them. I can’t imagine it would hurt anything for you to have them. Why do you want them, though?”

      “Never know when even biased information can be useful. I mean, obsessed as they are with our magic, maybe they know things we don’t. And just knowing their biases might help.”

      And he had a point, so I shrugged, grabbed the files I knew to be books, and sent them off to his e-reader. Iris had insisted on having the drive scanned for viruses and booby traps and whatever other bad stuff people hid on flash drives, so I wasn’t too worried about it causing trouble. It wasn’t like Gideon was going to share the files around.

      And since we were at it, I supposed I should be contributing as well, so I sent a few of them to my own e-reader.

      I didn’t think the Believers were going to stop existing just because it’d be convenient for me, and that meant we were going to have to face them again sooner or later. I wanted to be ready for them this time, so I had to learn all I could. Even if it was boring, or nightmare inducing, or useless.

      I snapped my laptop shut and grabbed my e-reader from the bedside table. Time to get to work.
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      Two days later found me sitting on the sofa in the middle of the bookstore. It was still named Bradford and Sons, despite the fact that there were no living Bradfords. Beez and I were still the only people working in the place, too, despite our efforts to make it otherwise.

      “The guy seriously thinks we can pay him fifty thousand dollars a year to work twenty hours a week,” Beez said, holding up the application of the guy we’d just interviewed.

      I sighed and let my head fall back against the sofa. “I wish we could pay that much, but then if we hired two part time employees like we’re trying to, we’d be literally making no profit. It seemed like so much money when I saw it on paper, but it goes fast.”

      Beez snorted. “I’m the first person to say retail workers get shafted for pay, but even I think fifty dollars an hour might be a little much, when half my hours here involve sitting around reading. Plus there’s that super low stress boss.”

      I stared at the stack of applications, and frankly, what had started out as an exciting prospect was quickly losing its luster for me. I loved the idea of hiring a few people.  More importantly, I loved the idea of being able to spend more of my life outside the shop. The problem was that people wanted money the shop couldn’t afford, or schedules so specific that they couldn’t help us, or they just had unrealistic expectations about what a part time job at a bookstore could offer.

      I’d have loved to give someone fifty thousand dollars a year to sit around doing nothing for three hours every other Wednesday afternoon, but . . . well, that wasn’t remotely what we needed.

      Beez gave me a hard look, shaking her head. “We agreed, Sage. Twenty hours a week. Twenty dollars an hour. It’s a good offer, and we’re not going to change it for some guy who showed up to the interview with a fresh ketchup stain on his shirt, smelling of tequila.”

      “Ketchup stains happen,” I argued, trying not to think of my own recent adventure with stained shirts. Or other various stains that, unlike that one, had been my fault.

      What? It wasn’t my fault I was a stain magnet, and I wasn’t going to hold the condition against anyone else who suffered from it.

      Beez rolled her eyes. “What, not going to excuse the tequila?”

      “No, that was pretty vile. I don’t know how people drink that stuff.” Frankly, the smell had lingered in the air around the chair he’d slumped into. I’d left the office door open in hopes it would air out a bit before I had to go back in there.

      “Okay, so I think we can agree we’re not hiring someone who shows up drunk to the interview.” She gave a decisive nod and put the application into a second stack. A much bigger stack, of the people that we would definitely not be hiring. The guy who had insisted that “bruh” was a unisex form of greeting whether people liked it or not, the woman who had been allergic to and disgusted by foxes, and . . . well, so many others I’d lost track.

      “How many more interviews?” I asked, staring at the shorter stack of applications that hadn’t yet been eliminated. I wasn’t sure how many more I could put up with. It was only March, and I was starting to feel like we’d been at it for the whole year.

      We’d started accepting applications in . . . February.

      “In this group? Three. But let’s be serious, Sage. It keeps going until we find someone. Maybe three more interviews, maybe thirty.” She leaned back in her chair and put her feet on the table next to the second stack. “I don’t get it. We’re right next to a college campus. There should be thousands of great people willing to take this job. It’s a sweet deal. I’d have killed for a job like this as an undergrad.”

      In unison, we sighed, staring at the papers. The bell jangled over the door to the shop, accompanied by the scent of pad thai. Even better, my gorgeous boyfriend was the one holding the bag of food.

      “I take it from the long faces that the interview was a bust?” he asked, coming over to sit on the sofa next to me. The smell of food also lured my gluttonous familiar out from under the sofa, where he’d hidden from the smell of tequila guy. He hopped up onto the couch between Gideon and me, waiting not-entirely-patiently for his lunch.

      “Yup,” Beez agreed. “We’ve got one on Thursday and two next week, but it’s not looking promising. Literally the best one so far was the one who turned out to have something against foxes.”

      Fluke hung his head and gave an apologetic little whine.

      Beez waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be silly, Fluke. We’d never hire someone who didn’t like you. I’m just saying every single one has been a terrible fit is all.”

      Gideon handed me a carton of noodles and a set of chopsticks, then set a paper plate on the low coffee table in front of us, dumping what looked like a pile of sauced chicken onto it. Fluke hopped down and sniffed at it, looking much happier than at any other point in the afternoon. Trust my man to get Fluke something healthier for him than a pile of noodles.

      He handed over a soup container for Beez, then pulled out a container for himself that smelled suspiciously like green curry, and we all set to our meals with gusto.

      For a guy who’d grown up in a time and place not known for diverse meals and heavy spices, Gideon was into it. The guy seemed to want to try every single kind of food, and the only thing he’d actively disliked so far had been shrimp toast. Which, well, I supposed was an acquired taste.

      “I could help out,” he offered after a while. “I don’t know a lot about books, and you’d have to teach me how to use the”—he waved at the tablet we used for point-of-sale transactions, not even having a word he liked for it—“whatever, but it’s not that tough, is it?”

      Beez sighed, her shoulders slumping, and she just barely avoided doing a faceplant into her soup. “The point of this is to give you and Sage more time together, big guy. Hours when neither of you have to be here. Like maybe three whole days a week you can spend together.”

      Gideon shrugged and gave her a blithe smile. “We can be together here. I don’t mind.”

      And he didn’t. Gideon would have happily spent all day every day at the store with me, if he could have brought his familiar. Unfortunately, horses didn’t go great with bookstores.

      If I were determined to find someone to work in the shop, I could spend my own money above and beyond the store’s income. But if Beez and I were going to be partners, we needed to find a way to make the store work within its own budget. Two part-time employees had seemed like the ideal answer, but we had yet to find even one person I’d willingly hand a store key to.

      “Mal doesn’t need a job, do they?” I asked Beez through a bite of noodles, but she shook her head. No surprise there. I didn’t even know what Mal did for a living, but they had always known what they were doing with their life. Unlikely that at nearly thirty, they would be as unfocused as I was.

      Good thing for me my evil father had inadvertently left me a lot of money. And every time I so much as thought that, I had to stifle laughter. What a bizarre turn of events. It was almost TV melodrama worthy. Throw in the magic, and it was ready to be made into a show where I’d be played by a guy five years younger than me with great abs.

      Fortunately for me, my life wasn’t usually like that. It was downright calm most of the time.

      After lunch, Beez drove Gideon home to spend the afternoon with his familiar, Marron, so it was just me and Fluke, sitting on the sofa in the store, reading. I couldn’t imagine a better job, even if I was reading propaganda books all about how I was evil.

      So why were Beez and I struggling to find someone else who wanted part of it? I mean, it wasn’t like I actually was evil. I even put the toilet seat down.

      But it was my life, so there was no way the peace was going to last, was there?

      Soon enough, the cultists would be back, or a ghost would pop up to harass me, or . . . well, the universe would come up with something. I didn’t need to help give it ideas.
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      As I’d always hoped, without an active threat from the Believers, and Uncle Roger not dropping by the store to make threats, my life was awesomely quiet. No murder, no break-ins, no constant worry.

      Okay, maybe that part wouldn’t have made a great TV show.

      But who wanted to live in a TV show, when they could have blissful peace and quiet instead?

      So that night, after finishing a horrifying book about old-timey Believers and how they’d rooted out a witch infestation in Massachusetts by murdering a bunch of innocent people, which they hoped included the witch, I went to bed with my gorgeous boyfriend.

      Not to say I slept great, after that kind of bedtime reading.

      Okay, so I stared at the ceiling, thinking about what it must have been like as an arcane mage, watching madmen murder their way through an entire town, trying to find one person. Well, I assumed it was one person. Maybe all the murder victims were witches, but my experience said not that many people could tap ley lines.

      If it had been me, I wondered, would I have confessed?

      No, more likely I’d have freaking left town. It wasn’t like magic was addictive. I’d be sad if I didn’t have a ley line to tap, because magic was awesome, but if it was my life or my magic, I figured I could survive without it.

      But then . . . the actual arcane mage leaving town wouldn’t have stopped the Believers from slaughtering their way through dozens of innocents, would it?

      I shuddered, leaning into Gideon where he was snoring away next to me. All the horrifying bedtime reading in the world wasn’t going to keep him awake, the asshole.

      Me, I was freaking buzzing. It was like I’d downed a whole pot of coffee. Like I was full of all this pent-up energy, and needed to just—

      Shake.

      But that wasn’t me shaking. It was everything else.

      The deep rumbling killed any attempt at sleep. It sounded like it was coming from everywhere. Like an earthquake. I scowled and pushed my blanket aside.

      Seriously? A damned earthquake was the last thing we needed.

      On the other side of the bed, Gideon sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Goddammit.”

      A slinky shadow came inching down the hallway, sticking close to the wall, letting out a low whine as he went.

      I patted the bed in front of me. “Come on, Fluke. It’s just an earthquake. It’ll be over in a minute.”

      Yeah, I know.

      You’re supposed to get up and find a doorway or something. I’d like to lie and say that my blasé attitude was all because I’d warded the house against earthquakes—and I had—but honestly, it was pretty much the attitude a guy tended to have, growing up in Southern California.

      Clearly, Fluke was not as used to them, because he threw himself into my chest, shaking in terror.

      Before I had a chance to assure him everything was fine, my breath caught, and the reverberations of the earthquake hit me hard. Except . . . not. This wasn’t an earthquake. The ground had stopped shaking.

      Now, it was everything else that quaked.

      It was inside me, like before, when I’d been nearly vibrating, but now it was in surround sound, coming from every direction.

      “What the hell is that?” Gideon asked, wrapping his arms around us both from behind.

      Fluke whined again, wriggling, even more panicked.

      The night had gone silent—the kind of silence you get in a power outage, when not even so much as the refrigerator is running—but the buzzing in my veins was almost a sound in itself. A presence.

      Both Fluke and I jerked back into Gideon when the magic slammed into me.

      It was like the year before, when I’d been trying too hard to get a handful of magic from the ley lines, and had invariably ended up smacking myself with it, but this was to a magnitude even I had never managed.

      When it hit, I was instantly filled with an irrational, child-like terror that made me curl back into Gideon, letting out my own low whine of fear. But there was no source, no villain, nothing coming for me. The quake was over.

      It took me a moment, and a few shallow breaths, to realize that the fear wasn’t my own.

      It was the convergence.

      I’d spoken to it only the once, felt its fear and anger at my attackers, and its joy at the idea of bringing Gideon back from the dead. This was so much different because it didn’t make any sense.

      When it had been angry with Lina, as overwhelming as the sensation had been, it had been attached to something. There had been a reason for the anger in my mind. Now, I was just terrified of nothing at all.

      I wondered if it was how the Believers constantly felt, scared of nothing. It was awful.

      While I held Fluke against me, petting and shushing him, I tried to reach out to the presence inside me. Hey there. Are you okay?

      No!

      Ask a silly question, I guessed. The voice of the convergence was loud in my head, much louder than it had been the previous time I’d spoken to it. It almost made me start vibrating again, but that wouldn’t help. I needed to find out what was going on.

      What’s wrong? What happened?

      The center shook.

      I blinked, frowning, staring off into space. The center shook? That could mean a thousand things. Surely the convergence hadn’t been frightened of the earthquake. It had to have been through thousands of them over its lifetime.

      “Sage?” Gideon whispered in my ear, sounding almost as scared as the convergence. “You okay, baby?”

      I reached out and took his hand in my own, squeezing it tight, trying to reassure while also focusing on the magical baby in my head. I don’t understand. What does that mean, the center shook? Not the earthquake?

      I got a sense of frustration at that, at how slippery and difficult words were, what blunt, ineffectual tools they made for communication.

      Then, everything went dark.

      Just before I had the chance to panic, I felt it with me again—the convergence. A calm presence in my mind and all around me. I was floating in soothing, warm water.

      No, not water. Magic.

      Life.

      Home.

      The earth around me rumbled, as it was sometimes wont to do, but I paid it little heed. The ground grumbling and complaining over the position it had chosen wasn’t my problem. If it was so unhappy, it should learn to flow, as we had.

      But then, there was a pinprick of light. Of cold. Of pain.

      What was that?

      The pinprick didn’t simply stay or fade, though. No, it shook, just as the convergence had told me. Like a splinter backed by dynamite, the feeling of it rocked through my very core, through all three of my ley lines, my home, knocking floes of magic temporarily off course and making the walls sway alarmingly.

      The center shook, the voice said again, and this time, I understood.

      Well, I understood what it meant. I still didn’t have the first clue what had happened.

      I took a deep breath, my eyes flying open to my bedroom once again. I was reclined against a nest of all the pillows in the room, Gideon and Fluke looming over me worriedly.

      “The center shook.”

      “What?” Gideon asked, eyes narrowed in confusion.

      Fluke cocked his head quizzically, and I took a moment to appreciate the convergence’s annoyance with the difficulties of spoken language. Feelings were, indeed, much easier to communicate in. “Something happened to the convergence. There was a, a . . .  it was like a splinter, shoved into the walls of the ley lines. And then the whole convergence shook.”

      Gideon turned and leaned against the pillow nest, snuggling up next to me. “Maybe the earthquake broke something? Disturbed the ley lines?”

      I ran back through the event in my mind, as the convergence had shown me, but I was already shaking my head. “I don’t think so.”

      The earthquake had been nothing to the convergence. Like me, it had clearly been through more than its fair share of them, and thought nothing of the phenomenon. Heck, maybe even less than me.

      But then there was the pinprick. It had broken through just as the earthquake had ended, so maybe it was related. Maybe the earthquake had done something to the walls of the convergence. Maybe . . . 

      Maybe I needed to see it for myself.

      See? The convergence asked, its voice back to the small, curious thing it had been the first time I spoke to it, no longer in ear-blasting surround sound. Well, I supposed it wouldn’t hurt my ears when it was speaking directly into my brain, since that didn’t actually have anything to do with sound waves.

      Whatever, there were more important things to worry about.

      Yes, see, I agreed with the convergence. I need to see where it happened, not inside the magic, but outside. On my side.

      Oh, it answered, then it was quiet for a moment. No doubt it was as confused about places in my world as I was about its world in general. It wasn’t like it could direct me to the local park or some random college building by name. It probably didn’t even know what a college was.

      “We’re trying to figure out how to get there,” I told Gideon, my voice more than a little raspy. I hoped I hadn’t been shouting while semi-coherent, but at least if I had, the soundproofing wards had taken care of it, so only Gideon and Fluke had been forced to deal with it. “Maybe if we can see where it happened on our side, we’ll be able to figure out what happened.”

      Gideon nodded, but he didn’t answer, just held me tighter. Fluke curled up on my stomach, the heaviest weighted fox blanket ever, but I didn’t say anything or shove him off. Maybe he needed the comfort of knowing that even if I’d passed out or, well, whatever it had looked like to him and Gideon, I was fine. And maybe I needed that too.

      That was when I felt the first tug.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to tell anyone about it, because the second it tugged, Fluke’s head popped up, ears swiveling around curiously.

      “The hell was that?” Gideon asked.

      I sat back up, and this time I did poke Fluke to get off me. “The convergence. Maybe it’s figured out how to show us where the shaking happened. I don’t know how I was going to figure it out, so I freaking hope so.”

      Gideon lifted a brow in my direction. “We walking? Cause it’s the middle of the night, and Junction ain’t tiny.”

      And, well, fair point.

      I yawned, stretching my arms overhead until my back gave a satisfying little pop. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to wait till morning.”

      “You wanna ride Marron?”

      I most definitely did not want to ride Marron. No offense to him, he was a great familiar, but Marron was, well, he was huge. Gideon was the most powerful thing I wanted between my legs, not a ton of horseflesh. We’d tried riding once, and my thighs had been sore for days.

      Of course, the sex afterward had been great. Apparently, Gideon was a fan of me bonding with his familiar. A big one.

      And since Marron was now a licensed familiar, the usual laws about horseback riding within city limits didn’t apply to him.

      It would be the fastest way to get wherever we were going. It would also give Gideon a chance to spend some time with Marron, reassure him in the way I’d already been able to reassure Fluke that everything was fine.

      I sighed. If I’d been more awake, I might have tried to hide my hesitance from Gideon, but he had to know how I felt about riding. I’d whined a lot about my sore ass. I’d never been one to take pain lying down.

      Okay no, that wasn’t true. I totally took it lying down, preferably with multiple aspirin.

      I just wasn’t quiet about it.

      “Okay,” I grumbled. “Riding it is. You’re not allowed to let Marron kill me.”

      Gideon laughed at that, bright and loud. “If Marron wanted to kill you, he’d’ve done it by now, sweetheart. I think you’re safe. But you do need to change into something sturdier than those sweatpants.”

      So I changed clothes. I didn’t even grumble about it.

      Much.
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      Fluke, naturally, did not mind wandering through town next to Gideon and me on a horse.

      I mean, he didn’t have to ride the horse, so of course he didn’t mind. He just had to avoid getting caught underfoot, and given his relationship with Marron, that wasn’t too difficult.

      The horse absolutely babied him.

      When both had to fit through the same space, Marron stood back and let Fluke through first. When Fluke started sniffing at a dog that growled at him, Marron nosed him out of the way and stepped in between.

      Shut up.

      It was not the same as my relationship with Gideon.

      It was, on the other hand, utterly adorable.

      As we rode through the streets of Junction, I yawned and leaned back into Gideon, my eyelids getting irritatingly heavy. Finally, now, my body was ready to sleep, when I couldn’t.

      “It’s too early for the coffee places to be open, or I’d suggest we get you some.” Gideon said when he nudged me awake for the second time. Or maybe the third. “I could take you home, and me and Marron could keep looking?”

      I shook my head. Then my whole body, to try to wake myself up. “No, I’m fine. I’m sure you could find it, but the convergence talks to me. If it needs to say something, I need to be there.”

      Behind me, Gideon grinned. “You don’t say?”

      “What?” The sharp edge of my own voice was enough to wake me up a little.

      “Oh, nothing,” he said, all faux nonchalance, leaning forward to whisper in my ear. “I just seem to remember a whole lot of worry about being a class two mage who couldn’t do anything. Little different from the man who knows we’re better off with him in the lead.”

      And that was fair. It was hard to complain at him for speaking the truth.

      Okay, no, not really, I was just too tired to bother. I flipped my wrist to check the time. Three in the morning.

      You appear to be awake, the cheerful message appeared on my watch face. Would you like to turn off sleep mode?

      Fuck my entire life.

      I ignored it and nestled back against Gideon.

      That was when the tugging, which had been steadily pulling us in a single direction, veered off to the right. Down a dark alley.

      Sweet, I loved those.

      I mean, Fluke and I had met in a dark alley, technically, so I shouldn’t complain too much. But that didn’t change that no one ever wanted to wander into a dark alley.

      Gideon lifted a hand and snapped his fingers, and for a second my mind was fooled into thinking he had a lighter in his hand. When I really looked, though, it was just a flame, hovering over his thumb, throwing light into the alley.

      Very cool. That was something I’d have to try.

      Now that I was looking, I could see the sharp black lines of magic shaped into fire, reaching up between his thumb and index finger. It was a talent I’d picked up over the last six months of practice, the ability to see the lines magic formed when people were using it. It was especially easy for me to see Gideon’s magic, the same kind as my own, but the longer I worked at it, the more kinds of magic I’d proven able to see. The golden glow of Iris’s earth magic was clear to me now, as were all kinds of elemental gifts.

      Ironically, social magic was the only one that was still hazy most of the time. I figured my brain just didn’t want to see it after spending fifteen years trying and failing to be a social mage.

      The spot the convergence was tugging us toward was sort of anticlimactic.

      We got about halfway down the alley, and the tugging was suddenly behind us, so we turned around again.

      There was nothing interesting or unique about the alley we were in. It was just an alley. There was a dumpster about five feet back, which we’d passed before having to turn around. It smelled about like one would expect for an alley that was thankfully not behind a club or restaurant.

      With Gideon’s help, I slid down off Marron. Then I spent a minute hopping around in a circle because my right foot had fallen asleep because I sucked at riding and had gotten into a bad position.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” I muttered, trying to shake out the pins and needles in my leg. Marron leaned over toward me, nosing apologetically at my arm, his big brown eyes blinking in the low light of Gideon’s magic.

      Brown eyes. Between Gideon, Fluke, and Marron, soft, sad brown eyes were going to be the death of me.

      Still.

      I leaned back against him, bumping my face into his neck. “Not your fault, red. I just really suck at riding you.”

      “That makes one of us,” Gideon said, amusement evident in his tone, so I turned a glare on him.

      “Are you mocking my riding skills?”

      “Never,” he denied, holding up the hand that didn’t have a flame in it. “I was just saying you’re pretty good at riding things other than horses.”

      “Oh no you did not.” I went to belatedly cover Marron’s ears, and found the horse giving me a long-suffering look. “He does this to you a lot, doesn’t he? All these rude sexual innuendos?”

      Marron let out a soft snort, and that felt like a yes to me.

      I pointed a finger at Gideon. “You’re a bad man. You shouldn’t use your poor familiar as a sex joke.”

      Gideon’s amusement wasn’t the least bit dampened by my fake irritation, but it was short lived.

      Nothing dramatic happened in that moment, but standing there in an alley in the middle of Junction at three in the morning, looking at Gideon, I remembered why we were there.

      Because the center shook.

      I turned and started looking around. There had to be some outward sign of what had happened, didn’t there? The convergence didn’t just have earthquakes—magicquakes?—for no reason and get so scared that it came to see me in the middle of the night. I wasn’t really cut out to be a father, comforting the convergence after a nightmare, but I could sure as hell check the closet for monsters.

      There were newspapers scattered around the alley, like a wind had blown through. Or like it was an alley and people weren’t too careful with their garbage.

      After a moment, Fluke started scratching at one of them, trying to push it out of the way, so Gideon and I went to join him.

      I balled up the sheet of newspaper and tossed it toward the dumpster. Beneath where it had been, there was a crack in the asphalt.

      Almost three feet long, tapering to tiny fissures at each end, the crack was more than an inch wide at the center. And right there, in the middle, was the dull shine of a single square of metal, smooth and flush with the crack, like it had been flattened on the top.

      Cautiously, I reached out and gave it a poke. Nothing. Just plain, cold metal. Not even unnaturally cold. So I reached back out and wrapped my fingers around it.

      It slid out of the crack with some difficulty, as though it had been jammed hard inside.

      It had perhaps once been a cylinder, like a very big nail, or maybe a spike. Four inches long and made of shiny steel, it was smooth on one end, like someone had used a tool to pound it into the crack. Or maybe even used it to make the crack.

      On the opposite end, it was melted, merged with little bits of the very asphalt it had destroyed.

      I sat down, staring at first the asphalt and then the piece of metal, flummoxed before I’d even started. Surely a steel spike couldn’t have caused the convergence such a scare? Couldn’t have caused it actual pain?

      Still, I shook off my disbelief and decided to start from scratch. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and went through my old exercises to touch the convergence properly. Gently.

      I’d gotten a lot better at it over the six months I’d been learning, but I wasn’t going to let my clumsiness hurt the convergence any more than it already had been that night.

      When I opened my eyes again, everything became quite clear.

      The hole in the asphalt wasn’t just a hole in the asphalt. It was a fracture in the ley lines. It was ham-handed and violent, breaking the lines open instead of finessing them or using the magic naturally, as Gideon and I did. The metaphysical damage was healing—slowly, but enough that I could see it knitting together at the edges—but magic was still seeping out of it and into the air, like water from a cracked fish tank.

      The metal spike held the remnants of magic as well, but not the magic of the ley lines. It wasn’t simply magic at all, naturally flowing through the world. It was twisted, intentionally shaped into something.

      It wasn’t just a specific kind of magic one would find in an object, like earth magic in a rock or fire magic in a burned stick. It was an artifact, made by human hands, with human-manipulated power. The threads of magic—and they were earth magic unless I was greatly mistaken—were twisted into a shape within the object. They were also quickly disintegrating as I watched, their purpose spent.

      Spent punching a hole in the convergence.

      I tried to memorize the knots they’d been tied into, for all the good it might do. Maybe Iris would recognize the configuration if I could draw it for her. Could she see the threads of her own magic? I’d never been able to see social magic when I’d been a practicing social mage, but maybe that had been because I sucked at social magic.

      Yes, maybe Iris would be able to give us some idea of what the thing had been intended for. Surely it hadn’t been created for the purpose of punching holes in ley lines.

      That sounded like a terrible idea, even outside the perspective of a mage who used those ley lines for his magic. Even if I hadn’t realized that there was an innocent creature who made its home there in the convergence. Could it survive outside the magic, or was that like asking a fish to survive outside of water?

      I looked up at Gideon. His expression told me he had already figured it out too—it was the expression he had worn when we found out people were trying to kill me. And then again when they were trying to kidnap me. He knew that someone was trying to hurt someone he cared about. This time it wasn’t me, though.

      This time someone had attacked the convergence itself.

      I held up the spike between us. “We’ll take this to Grandma. Did you get a good look at the magic in it?”

      His brows drew together. “What magic in it?”

      “Well it’s mostly gone now, but there.” I pointed to the crumbling remains of the enchantment the object had held. “I’m pretty sure it was earth magic. It’s—it was—an artifact.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that seeing the lines of magic might be another peripheral ability, like seeing ghosts, and that Gideon wouldn’t be able to do it. It had come on with my increasing skill at manipulating magic, so I’d assumed it was a sign that I was getting my abilities under control. It had made sense in my mind that every arcane mage could do it.

      Maybe not.

      He stared at it a moment longer, then shook his head. “I didn’t see, but I’m sure you’re right. Talking to Iris is a good idea.” He leaned down and took the melted thing out of my hands, inspecting it for a moment. Then he shook his head. “Pretty sure those things were intended to bring the land together, not tear it apart.”

      I shot up. “You know what it is?”

      “Not the magic version,” he assured, handing it back to me and wrapping his hands around mine. “It’s—or I guess, it used to be, a railroad spike.”

      A railroad spike as a weapon to damage ley lines? That didn’t make any sense at all. Of course, at three in the morning, on literally no sleep, nothing was inclined to make sense, was it?

      I sighed, shook my head, and turned to Gideon. “I think we’ve seen what there is to see here. We should go home and try to get a little more rest. We have lunch with Iris today anyway, so we’ll ask her then.”

      He hopped back onto Marron’s back, and I followed with a heavy sigh. Marron turned his head to give me his huge-eyed sympathetic look, so I felt terrible for dreading getting on his back again. I really needed to learn to ride better, for Marron’s sake, if nothing else.

      Meanwhile, my bratty little familiar sat there waiting for us to mount up, tongue lolling out and eyes closed in a little foxy laugh, no doubt at my expense. I glared at him. “You think riding a horse is so easy, you try it sometime.”

      He gave a little shrug in response, then hopped up and jogged alongside Marron toward home.

      As soon as we got home, I was going to crash and sleep until Wayne arrived to take us to my grandmother’s house. Okay, no, as soon as we got home and I drew a picture of what I could remember of the magic inside the railroad spike, I was going to crash and sleep until Wayne arrived.

      Maybe I’d even sleep on the drive to Grandma’s place.

      I had the feeling I was going to need that sleep, as we tried to figure out what the hell was going on.
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      By the time I woke in the proper light of day, all remaining traces of magic were gone from the mutilated railroad spike. All we had was a melted bit of metal, a drawing by me—and Gideon might have been right about my tendency to underestimate myself, but no one was ever going to call me an artistic genius—and a story that was no easier to put into words than it had been the night before.

      I sat in the back of Iris’s car, turning the spike over in my hands. It was such a tiny thing to have caused such a big problem.

      “We should check that alley again,” I told Gideon absently while I stared at the thing. “Make sure it’s healed.”

      Gideon wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into him. “We should.”

      I turned to find him watching me with concerned eyes. “What? Don’t look at me like that. I’m fine. For once, I’m not the one under attack.” Really, it would have been more comfortable and familiar if I had been the target, and how screwed up was that?

      Slowly, Gideon reached over and plucked the spike from my fidgeting fingers. “I know you’re worried. I am too. But we can handle this, whatever it is.”

      That was a lot of faith in us, but . . . he wasn’t wrong. We’d been through a lot in the six months we’d been together. Whatever was going on, we would find a way to handle this. We were pretty good at finding ways to deal with impossible problems.

      I didn’t protest when he stuffed the spike in his pocket—where he’d also put the folded paper of my drawing.

      “I spent the morning reading that book your gran gave us on ley lines,” he said after a long silence. “Wasn’t a whole lot helpful, but some people think there used to be a convergence under Memphis.”

      I turned to look at him, an eyebrow lifted. “How? There’s, like, one ley line that even touches Tennessee.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “In Egypt, sweetheart.”

      “Oh. I, um, I don’t think I’ve ever paid attention to the ley lines there. Can’t say I’ve ever planned a trip there.” Honestly, I’d never planned to go anywhere farther than Vegas, even on vacation. Until the year before, it hadn’t been in the budget. Now, it wasn’t in the schedule. I had a store to run. I couldn’t start globetrotting without someone to run the store.

      Who was I kidding? Egypt sounded fascinating, but I preferred to watch documentaries than go places in person. Traveling was never going to be my thing. I didn’t even have a passport.

      I shook off the distraction and turned back to Gideon. “But there’s not one there now?”

      He shook his head. “No. You can see where there might have been, once, but one line ends a few hundred miles short of it, and the others go around. Almost like they’re avoiding the spot.”

      Huh. It wasn’t the strangest thing I’d ever heard. Probably not even the strangest in the last week alone.

      Iris was waiting for us on the front steps, looking more nervous than I’d seen her in a while. It was our first lunch together since the night of the party, and no doubt she was still concerned about my reaction to what had happened.

      I took a moment to consider how I felt. It had sucked. Ruined the night, for sure. Been embarrassing. But really, all I’d lost had been the one night. It wasn’t like I was the one in my grandmother’s doghouse, or any permanent damage had been done.

      That wasn’t to say I had forgiven Roger. I couldn’t see a single reason to forgive Roger anything. But I didn’t have to have anything to do with the asshole. He wasn’t my father, or my son, or anyone who mattered in my life.

      He hadn’t threatened to out me again, so the biggest danger he posed to me was more bullying, and I wasn’t a twelve-year-old stuck in class with his bully. I was an adult who didn’t have to ever be in the same room with the man.

      I climbed out of the car, smiling at Iris, and folded her into a tight hug. “How are you, Grandma?”

      She practically melted into me, returning the hug with fervor. “Better with you here. Roger won’t be coming for Sunday brunch for a while.”

      “Told him he’s got to apologize, did ya?” Gideon asked, his voice oozing with smug satisfaction as he came up behind me and wrapped an arm around my waist.

      She turned and hugged him without hesitation. No doubt her society friends would be scandalized with all the hugging we’d been doing lately. “I did. And told him he’ll have to replace the damaged suit as well.”

      “Beryl managed to get the juice out, though—”

      She held up a hand, cutting off my protest. “It doesn’t matter. He needs to understand that actions have consequences, and if I didn’t teach him that lesson well enough when he was a boy, I can try it now.”

      If there was one thing in the world I didn’t need, it was two tuxedos, but I wasn’t going to question my grandmother doing her best to be a good mother. Even if I thought it was way too late for Roger.

      Fortunately for everyone, Gideon remembered the subject we needed to be talking about, and he pulled the abused spike and drawing out of his pocket. “You felt the earthquake last night?”

      Iris’s lips pursed tightly, as though the very question irritated her. “I did.” She turned and strode back into the house, motioning for us to follow her. “I don’t know what happened, but it wasn’t natural. The earth was . . . distressed.”

      “Huh,” Gideon answered, but then gave a back-and-forth almost-nod. “That does make sense.”

      “It does?” I blinked, trying to look between him and Iris’s retreating back without tripping over my own feet. He held up the paper and spike, and suddenly, it did make sense.

      The spike had contained earth magic.

      We followed Iris into the dining room, and she closed the doors behind her, motioning us over to the table. It wasn’t until the three of us were seated, hunched over one corner of the ridiculously long mahogany table, that she spoke again. “It woke me up because there was a surge of earth magic right before the quake.” She glanced over at the door to the kitchen, to make sure Ken wasn’t coming in yet, then back to us. “I don’t know everything. I don’t have the Aureum’s records on every mage. But I’ve never met another earth mage strong enough to do that.”

      “You could have, though?” Gideon sounded fascinated—distracted—so I pulled the paper out of his hand, unfolding it and setting it in front of Iris.

      “I know I’m no artist, but does that mean anything to you?”

      Iris turned the drawing around and over in her hands, clearly trying to make it make sense, but finally shook her head.

      Gideon set the spike down in front of her. “It’s the magic Sage saw in this before it broke apart last night.”

      “It’s—it was—an artifact. And it was earth magic, all twisted up, knotted into place inside of this.” I tapped the melted spike in front of her, and she stared at it.

      Hesitantly, she picked it up, then recoiled, dropping it on the tabletop, leaving a deep scratch in the previously perfect glossy surface. Her expression looked like she’d accidentally petted a spider. “There’s no earth magic in it now. There’s . . . nothing. It’s completely empty of magic.”

      Gideon picked it back up, staring at it in interest as I rubbed my fingers over the scratch in the tabletop, cringing.

      “You mean it doesn’t even have ambient magic, like any old chunk of metal?” Gideon asked, staring at it as though he’d suddenly be able to see the magic—or lack thereof.

      But it did seem as though seeing magic—and seeing kinds of magic other than the ley lines I manipulated—seemed to be something unusual, just as I’d thought, like the ability to see ghosts. Heck, maybe it was the same ability, but now that I was learning how to use magic, I was able to do it better.

      Iris nodded. “I couldn’t manipulate it. It’s like silver, but it’s not grounding the magic, it’s just . . . null. Like it doesn’t exist. It shouldn’t exist.”

      Gideon stuffed the thing back in his pocket as Ken came in with food, and he and Iris went to discussing the paper. I wasn’t shocked that Iris didn’t know much about making artifacts or the magical patterns it required. It wasn’t a common ability, and true artifacts were few and far between.

      Meanwhile, everything was coming together in my mind. The earth magic that had been in the artifact had been broken, drained away, when the thing had been used to crack open the convergence. Someone had deliberately used it.

      But had they known what it was? What the convergence was? Or had it been an experiment, testing out a magical artifact of unknown ability?

      “At least it’s used up,” I finally said, breaking into their conversation about the creation of artifacts. “I mean, the magic is broken and gone, so no one can do it again. Artifacts are rare, so it’s not like there’s a box of them lying around.”

      Gideon put a hand over his pocket, frowning, and I had the urge to cover my ears and hum as loud as possible. Because ignoring problems had always worked so well for me in the past.

      He sighed, shook his head, and finally looked back at me, clearly having to talk himself into speaking his mind. “We don’t know.  There’s no way to know. I’ve never made artifacts, and I don’t know how much energy it takes. I don’t know much about railroads either. But if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that people didn’t make one railroad spike. There are tracks all across the country. There’s probably millions of ’em.”

      “But they’re not all magical,” I shot back, trying not to imagine millions of the damn things when a single one had shaken the very center of the convergence.

      “No,” he agreed. “But if you’re gonna make one artifact, you put the magic in something unique, don’t you? Something distinctive. Something pretty. Art.”

      And if you were going to make a thousand of them, you put the magic in something you had thousands of. I shuddered. The logic was flawless, if horrifying. I only hoped he was wrong, and someone had made the thing as a one-off just to prove they could do it.

      “I have a few books on artifacts,” Iris said, her voice almost a whisper. “But modern magic is so new. There are so few artificers. Most artifacts were made millennia ago.”

      The creation of artifacts was an art lost in the dark ages, when humanity had denied magic, or claimed that only the evil were practitioners. The last people to successfully create effective artifacts had been the ancient Romans. There had only been a handful of civilizations who had managed it over the years, and there were no records, except the initial forays of modern humanity over the last two hundred years.

      Gideon held up the spike once more. “It’s possible this is ancient, but I don’t think so.”

      Iris shook her head, but her eyes caught on the spike like she didn’t want to let it out of her sight. Like it was dangerous. “No, it doesn’t seem likely.”
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      Shockingly, researching something that doesn’t exist isn’t easy to do. We spent the afternoon scouring Iris’s library for books on the creation of artifacts, and came up with very little.

      She had a book about the known functional artifacts from the ancient world, and nothing in it remotely resembled our railroad spike. As Gideon had said, they were all beautiful objects, many of them outright pieces of art. Certainly all were more impressive than a little piece of metal.

      There were half a dozen theory books about how artifacts were thought to be created, but very little fact.

      And that was it.

      I searched the internet at large, and the university library’s website. Iris looked through catalogues from recent or upcoming auctions of rare books.

      But we couldn’t find something that didn’t exist.

      That night, sitting in bed, I was going back through the giant book of ancient artifacts while Fluke glared at it, since its bulk wasn’t letting him climb into my lap.

      Gideon had given up research for the evening, sitting next to me with his e-reader, petting Fluke absentmindedly.

      I was reading about an artifact from Ancient Greece that was practically a calculator. It was interesting, but essentially useless for my purposes.

      That was when Fluke sat up, staring at Gideon. Gideon, whose hand on his head had gone very still.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      He turned to look at me, and I couldn’t hold back the shiver at the look in his eye. The fear. Slowly, he shook his head. “No. No, I don’t think it is.”

      “What are you reading?”

      “Since every damn bad thing always comes back to these Believer assholes, I decided to look through the books you sent me from them.” He tapped the screen of his book, then frowned when it advanced the page and tapped the other side, to turn back to where it had been. “I was skimming for anything about hurting a convergence, since they hate ’em so much.”

      While that was precisely what had happened with the spike, someone putting a literal hole in the convergence, the idea gave me a chill.

      Of course it couldn’t have been plain old curiosity or an experiment. It always had to be someone with bad intentions, trying to hurt someone. And yes, the convergence counted as someone. There was a sentient being in there, and it had been terrified. Probably still was.

      “It says here there used to be a convergence on an island in Massachusetts,” he said, leaning over and putting the book in front of me.

      While not all the effects were ideal, the manuscript said, they had been successful in their quest to destroy the place where the ley lines converged. They couldn’t be sure if it had killed the “demons,” but at the very least, they had managed to stop the witches communing with them. They closed by saying they would have to give consideration to whether it was a good idea to try it again.

      It took me a moment to parse the zealot-ese and decide what they meant. They had destroyed a convergence, somehow, and hoped that they’d managed to murder the consciousness in it. Either way, no ley lines meant no arcane mages touching ley lines. And of course, that was a success, for them. Probable murder of an innocent creature, and the assurance that arcane mages couldn’t use magic. And something about the result of it had made them hesitant to try it again.

      I kept staring at the words for a long time.

      “You think this has something to do with the spikes?” My voice came out a rough whisper. It was horrifying enough to think about, someone smugly murdering a convergence, but if it was related to this, to here and now—I shuddered again, looking away from the damning gray and black screen.

      Gideon flipped the e-reader off and set it on his nightstand, then took the giant tome off my lap and set it aside as well, before pulling me tight against him. “I don’t know. But that’s twice now I’ve found something like it. And we both know if these people could, they’d destroy every convergence.”

      I leaned into his embrace, sighing. “Sometimes I get the feeling they would destroy all magic if they could get away with it.”

      Fluke whined, pushing himself against both of us, so I reached out and tugged him into my arms.

      “Some of them are mages,” Gideon pointed out, though it sounded rote, like he was playing at devil’s advocate but not really feeling it. “Be weird if they hated all magic.”

      “Some of them,” I echoed in agreement. “But at its heart, arcane magic is just plain old boring magic. They’re looking for a magical scapegoat for their nonmagical problems. It could as easily be all magic—it’s just that they couldn’t hope to convince people to stop using magic altogether. People tried that and failed, back in your day.”

      He rubbed at his eyes, like he was suddenly exhausted. “It might’ve just been a one-time thing, the thing with the spike. An accident. Somebody found an artifact and tried it out to see what it did.” He didn’t sound like he believed it, but I couldn’t blame him for hoping.

      Somehow I didn’t think we were going to be that lucky. Either way, we needed to know more. If nothing else, the spike had pointed out that we needed to find a way to protect the convergence from people.

      Even if the person who had used the spike wasn’t a Believer, or ill-intentioned at all, the research was saying it was not only possible to hurt a convergence, but the Believers had done it in the past.

      “Not all the effects were ideal,” the Believers’ book had said. And then that they weren’t sure they would do it again. I wondered how horrible it had to have been for them to admit that much, instead of just throwing a party and doing it again and again until there were no ley lines left in the world.

      These were people who cut witches open and watched them bleed to death without a hint of conscience. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know exactly what they were capable of when the chips were down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for coming,” Beez said, her voice too bright and loud, as the shop door opened and gave its happy jingle. It had to be the guy for today’s interview, but her tone sounded like she was already trying to usher him out.

      I’d been behind the front counter, digging through a box of next week’s new releases, and stood to find Beez just on the other side of the counter, a fixed smile on her face as she stared at the man in the shop doorway.

      Oh come on.

      There was no way just the sight of the guy was—

      I glanced over at him, blinked, and then laughed. He was wearing a black T-shirt that said “love never dies” with two skeletons on it having sex.

      “James, right?” she asked, her voice two octaves higher than usual. He nodded, stepping forward to shake her hand, and then mine, a casual smile on his face. Beez’s expression didn’t even change as she continued, “Come on back.”

      She held out a hand in the direction of the office, and he headed past her. When I started out from behind the counter, following, she put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve got this one. Call Gideon. Tell him to bring me tacos.”

      Then she rolled her shoulders like a fighter headed for the ring and followed the guy to the office.

      I almost stopped her. I mean, sure, the shirt wasn’t what I’d have worn to a job interview, but it wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever seen. It didn’t have any ketchup stains that I saw. The faint scent of weed trailed after him too, but well, he was a college student in California, so of course it did. That was also not a deal-breaker for me, as long as he could work with the store’s no-smoking policy.

      Still, Beez wasn’t the kind of person who judged someone for no reason.

      Usually.

      I whipped out my phone and dialed Gideon. He’d been planning to spend the morning with Marron exploring the property boundaries, and then come by after the interview with lunch, as he had on Tuesday.

      Yeah, the research on what had happened with the convergence was important, but it was also sort of at a dead end, wasn’t it? We’d searched the rest of the Believer documents on my computer, looking for references to destroying convergences, and found nothing. Not a single other reference to it in the dozens of documents Alan had given me. Odd, considering how thrilled they should have been at the possibility of “killing demons.”

      “The interview can’t be over already,” Gideon said when he picked up the phone. “It’s two minutes after. Tell me you didn’t just send them away.”

      “Nope, Beez is doing the interview right now. She requested that you bring tacos. I think something’s up, but I wasn’t going to jump in the middle when she gave me that look.” I yawned and leaned back over to the box of books, looking without really seeing them. “So unless you’ve already grabbed food . . . ”

      “Naw, I was just getting ready to head over. I can go to the Mexican place on Nightingale. It’s practically on the way.”

      Grabbing a pile of some random thriller, I came back up, setting them on the counter. “Sounds perfect to me. So like, a hundred tacos.” I leaned back down, and when I came up with another stack of books, I was face to face with my cousin.

      Ever so manfully, I shrieked and practically tossed the books at him. My phone landed on the counter between us, and Freddy caught the books, setting them down next to the others, one perfect eyebrow lifted in my direction.

      On the counter, my phone squawked. “Sage? The hell’s going on? You okay?”

      I snatched up the phone, taking a deep breath and holding it a second before responding. “I’m fine. Just startled.”

      “Startled by what?” The concern in Gideon’s voice did not go away. It was hard to blame him, since we’d known each other less than a year, and no fewer than four people had tried to kill me in that time.

      Still, telling him Freddy had startled me wouldn’t help his opinion of my cousin. Though . . .  would anything? “It’s nothing, I just need to pay more attention to the door and not hide behind the counter.”

      Freddy made an apologetic face, his lower lip sticking out, so I rolled my eyes at him and mouthed, “tacos?” His face lit up.

      “Could you bring extra tacos?”

      “More than a hundred?” Gideon asked, the tension in his voice slipping back to mild amusement.

      I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see it. “I mean, they’re pretty great tacos. Plus four people and a Fluke.”

      “Four, huh? I wish I thought you were feeding the interview person. Fine, I’ll feed your cousin. I’ll see you in half an hour.”

      He hung up, and I cocked my head, staring at my phone. “How did he know I meant you?”

      Freddy snorted. “If it had been anyone else, you’d have just told him who you were talking about, not beat around the bush.”

      Fair enough.

      I shrugged, stuffed the phone in my pocket, and went back to pulling stacks out of my box of books. “So what’s up? Did you need a book?”

      He looked around, a dubious expression on his face. “Like all sensible, modern people, I buy my books online.”

      “Heathen.”

      “Happily so.” He gave me his model perfect smile as he reached out to straighten my piles of books, then, taking a closer look, switched two of them around, organizing the stacks I’d made. “And I was in town, drove by the shop, and thought I’d stop and invite you to lunch. And there you were, ordering tacos for me like manna from heaven.”

      The front door opened to admit an exhausted-looking college student, her hair piled up in a bun held together by a pen. When Freddy turned his bright smile on her, she melted, because, well, it was Freddy.

      “This is the place with the cheap copies of Ulysses, right?” she asked him. Or asked me while staring at him, and I couldn’t blame her. He was like the pretty version of me.

      I pointed at a shelf near the front of the shop. “Used college reading requirements are right over there.”

      Freddy’s grin widened, and he held out a hand. “Why don’t I help you find it?”

      I blinked after him, shaking my head. Exhausted, semi-conscious college students? My cousin was a great guy, but he really would flirt with anything that moved, it seemed.

      I went back to my new releases, stacking them together as Freddy chatted with the girl. By the time she made it over to check out, she had five books in her hands, various things from my used stock.

      Freddy grinned at me and plopped himself onto one of the green chairs in the middle of the shop as I rang the girl up and sent her off. Fluke, almost as much of a shameless flirt as Freddy, hopped off the sofa and went over to demand ear scritches from my indulgent cousin.

      “Did you actually just upsell a girl who was lucky to be awake?” I asked after the door closed behind her.

      He gave a nonchalant shrug. “She’s a lit major with a paper due before spring break next week. She saw reason in the fact that there are books she ought to have around, so she won’t have to make these last-minute trips.”

      While it never would have occurred to me that Freddy would know what books a literature major should have around, he probably wasn’t wrong. I sat down hard on the old burgundy sofa near him, letting out a long breath as Fluke hopped up next to me. “Fair enough.” I glanced toward the office door, where Beez was still in her interview, and shot Freddy a look. “You don’t want a part-time job, do you?”

      He quirked that perfect brow.

      “You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to find someone trustworthy to work a few days a week.”

      Freddy looked too damn amused, but before he had a chance to mock my problems, the office door opened with force and Beez’s strained voice came drifting out. “Okay, James, thank you so much for coming by today. We’ll be calling people back this weekend, so if it’s a yes, you’ll hear from us before Monday.”

      James didn’t say anything, just grinned at Beez as he left, nodding to Freddy and me as he walked by.

      Again, I waited until the shop door closed to look over at her. “We aren’t even going to finish our scheduled interviews until next week. We’re definitely not calling anyone back this weekend.”

      “We’re not calling James back at all, so it doesn’t matter.” She marched toward the office, James’s application in hand, and a moment later I heard the shredder start.

      “I think she’s not a fan,” Freddy observed, turning his head to watch her go.

      She came back out of the office a moment later, wiping her hands together as though washing herself of poor James altogether. “James can continue to work his other job,” she informed us loftily. “It’ll get him where he’s going.”

      “Other job?” I asked, almost afraid to know.

      “He tried to sell me ecstasy at a club last month,” she said, then threw herself into a chair. I stared at her, and next to me, Freddy choked on his own spit.

      Fortunately for all of us, Gideon broke the tension a few minutes later when he arrived with an enormous bag of tacos. Even while stuffing his mouth with tacos, Freddy managed to look suave. Also, he had to choke back a laugh every time he glanced at Beez, who was still fuming at what I assumed was an assumption that James had intended to sell drugs out of the bookstore. And I mean, it would have been a good cover, probably.

      Gideon took a look at Beez, and didn’t even ask about the interview.

      By the time the giant bag of tacos was running low, most of us were sitting back, hands to stomachs, sighing contentedly.

      Freddy glanced around the shop. “This place is warded, right?”

      “ ’Course,” Gideon agreed, and his tone wasn’t even sharp or irritated. I made a mental note: tacos to soothe the angry beast.

      For a moment, Freddy continued to look around the shop, as though something might change, then he looked back at me. “Grandmother told me about what happened. How the two of you must be worried about the, ah”—he waved his hand in a little circle that looked like he was trying to direct traffic.

      Beez scowled. “Why are we worried about the ‘ah’?”

      I sighed and let my head fall against the back of the couch. “Long story. Short version, someone punched a hole in the ley lines of the convergence the night before last. We found where and sort of how, but we don’t know why or if they’ll do it again.”

      “It’ll surprise exactly none of you that father dearest is a big fan of Great Uncle Jonathon.” Freddy slid forward in his chair, elbows resting on his knees and hands clasped between them. He met my eye, looking more serious than I’d ever seen him. “The thing is, Father’s got quite the collection of Jonathon’s work.”

      “Great Uncle Jonathon,” Beez interrupted, eyes narrowed in thought and lips pursed suspiciously. “That’s the weirdo McKinley who wrote the book about how convergence magic was evil and wrong, right?”

      “The one and only,” I agreed, but turned immediately back to my cousin. “You think this had something to do with Jonathon, Freddy?”

      That would figure, that I was so focused on the people who’d tried to kill me that I’d missed a threat closer to home. Surely not Roger, though . . . he was an ass, but mostly a complacent one. Right?

      Freddy cocked his head one way, then the other, repeatedly. “It’s hard to say. But Grandmother told me someone used a railroad spike made into an artifact to attack the convergence. So it was hard not to make the connection, since Great Uncle Jonathon’s father was the one who got the family into railroads.” He sighed, closing his eyes. “And I’ve been reading his journals, the ones Father and Grandmother own, since November.”

      When he went quiet, Gideon prompted, “And?”

      “And we don’t have them all, but one of them, where he was ranting about his evil sister and her dark powers, said that he had an idea about how to stop her from using the magic without hurting her. Stop her for good.”

      “Shit,” Gideon said, and in that moment, I thought he spoke for all of us.

      We were all quiet for a while, digesting the new and terrible news, but I sighed and tried to drive us forward. “But the journal didn’t say what the plan was? How he was going to do it?”

      Freddy shook his head. “To be fair, it cut off soon after the comment, since that was near the end of a journal. The little bugger liked the look of his own handwriting, so he wrote a lot. Father has a dozen of his journals, and they don’t even cover a total of a year of his life. I imagine there are hundreds more from his lifetime.”

      “Sweet. So all we need to do is track down the theoretical journal—one out of hundreds—of some douchebag who’s been dead for over a hundred years. All in a day’s work.” Beez leaned forward and snatched up another taco.

      Fluke rolled his head to stare at the motion, staring at the food like he was jealous, but he didn’t jump up and beg for more. Even he had a limit on how many tacos he could fox down at once.

      “You’d think someone would have kept them together,” Freddy said with a sigh. “But the ones we have aren’t even all from the same year. Who knows where they might have ended up?”

      That was when inspiration struck. I sat straight up. “Didn’t Anson say his great aunt started the first ever Junction Museum? Maybe they would have some.”

      Freddy cocked his head, considering. “Likely. Maybe Anson himself is an even better resource, though. The man knows everything there is to know about Junction’s history, if anyone knows it.”

      It was an excellent point. Anson had written multiple books about Junction’s magical history, and collected objects related to the history of the city. For the first time, I thought maybe there was a rational reason for making all those connections with rich people that Iris wanted me to have. If anyone could help us find the journal, or maybe just the information, it would be Anson.

      Of course, we’d met Anson because Iris thought making an ally of the local dominus was a good idea. I didn’t think she’d expected to find him as charming as she did, or spend so much time with him, but it was funny how things worked out sometimes.

      “Then I guess we’ve got a conversation already set for brunch this weekend, don’t we?”

      Freddy chortled. “Oh, he’ll love it. And since Father won’t even be invited, maybe it’ll be a fun meal.”
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      Sunday brunch was usually fun, in fact. Maybe Anson wasn’t one of the few people in my circle of trust, but he was the next best thing. Mostly, it was hard for me to imagine that any great grand-nephew of Gideon’s would be a bad guy—which was silly, once you thought about how Roger was Iris’s actual son. Or, I supposed, the opposite was true as well, given the fact that I was my father’s son in blood only.

      Still, Anson was a kind, easygoing person, and it was hard to imagine him being a zealot Believer.

      Which was to say, I’d still breathed a sigh of relief when I hadn’t seen his name on Alan’s list. I’d learned the hard way that sometimes you shouldn’t trust anyone, not even those closest to you.

      “We should be careful,” Gideon was telling me as we got out of the car at Iris’s house. “I know you like him, and I do too, but there’s no way to know how he’ll react if he figures things out.”

      I suspected he was reminding himself as much as me, since he had to instinctively want to trust a man who was related to him, but it was impossible to argue the point, so I didn’t bother.

      Fluke slid out of the car and rushed over to greet Iris’s familiar, Rufus, the two of them giving little barks and circling around each other. It was sickeningly adorable, and I wished things were as simple for us as them. Neither gave a damn that they were different, they simply liked each other. After a moment, Rufus turned and raced inside, Fluke following along, practically hopping with excess energy. He really loved visiting the old bulldog.

      But then, I bounded up the front steps and pulled my grandmother into an impromptu hug, so maybe things were that simple sometimes.

      “Oh,” she said, surprise in her voice. I’d learned over the six months I’d known her that people in my grandmother’s tax bracket didn’t hug much. Or touch at all. At least not the ones I’d met. “Is everything okay?”

      “It is.” I shot her a smile as Gideon arrived and I leaned back into him. “I was just happy to see you.”

      As she always did when I was affectionate, Iris gave this tiny, pleased smile. It wasn’t quite like her usual smile; it was smaller and easier to overlook, but also, it felt to me like the best one. The one that meant she was really, truly happy, not just smiling because it was called for.

      “Come on in.” She waved us toward the dining room. “I already took Anson in to sit down. I’m not sure what happened, but his leg seems to be bothering him more than it usually does.”

      Gideon cleared his throat, glancing around before speaking. “Not to pry, but have you got any idea what happened to it?”

      She considered for a moment before shaking her head. “No, I can’t say that I do. I think it happened on one of his trips to Europe. He used to travel often, when he was younger.”

      Gideon nodded in acknowledgement of the answer and didn’t ask anything else. I kind of wanted to bump his shoulder and razz him for being a big softie, all worried about his family, even if Anson didn’t know who he was. But we were talking about the man being hurt, so I kept quiet.

      Pain or no, Anson beamed at us as we came in. “Morning, Sage, Gideon. How are you?”

      We fell into the usual easy banter after that, about the weather and some charity event Iris was helping to plan, and it was comfortable. Odd to think that I was comfortable there, but it was a fact.

      When Ken came in and started setting plates down, I frowned, glancing over at the door. “No Freddy?”

      Iris pursed her lips, her brows drawing together in concern, but she shook her head. “He told me he wasn’t going to make it. Apparently something came up that he had to take care of immediately.”

      I mirrored her concern. My cousin wasn’t the kind of guy who had things come up. He didn’t have a job, or a significant other, or anything that took up much of his time.

      Gideon, on the other hand, took it as an opportunity to get to the point we’d planned to bring up. “We were talking to him on Thursday. Guess he’s been reading some journals his father owns, by Jonathon McKinley.”

      Iris gave a sigh that felt like it was weighed down by the whole world. “That man has caused more trouble than any other person ever born into our family.”

      “He surely has,” Anson agreed, lips drawn down and to one side, shaking his head. “Why on earth has Freddy been reading his journals? I didn’t realize he was interested in history.”

      I shrugged as casually as I could manage. “I think it’s more about the family part than the history part, but I couldn’t say for sure. The guy really was awful, though. The worst.”

      “Well, if he wants to read them, I think I have a few. I don’t recommend them, though. The man was maybe the most entitled little brat I’ve ever had the displeasure to read.” Anson’s face went even more disgusted. “A clear case of jealousy, if ever there was one. Such sour grapes.”

      Gideon cocked his head, leaning forward onto his elbows, his food forgotten. “What do you mean?”

      Anson looked up again, and for a moment, their eyes locked. I was half convinced the man was going to finally comment on how looking at Gideon was a lot like looking in a mirror, but he shook himself, breaking eye contact. “You boys know what Iris is writing about. How she thinks the magic Jonathon’s sister used wasn’t earth magic at all, but a kind that hasn’t been catalogued yet”—he held up a hand defensively—“I know it sounds silly, but we don’t know all about magic by any means. New schools are still being discovered.”

      “It doesn’t sound silly at all,” Gideon denied, and of course it didn’t sound silly to us. We both belonged to an undiscovered school of magic, after all.

      Anson nodded, drawing himself upright as though steeling his spine for mockery anyway. “I think it’s true. Winifred used a different kind of magic. And I think Jonathon knew about it. By all accounts, he was a pretty powerful earth mage, like you McKinleys tend to be, but his journals . . . The man was deeply jealous of his sister. So much so that he hated her, I think.”

      “What makes you think it’s true?” Yes, I know, it was a ridiculous and self-serving question, but I had to know.

      The question made Anson smile that crooked, Gideon-smile. “I was leaning toward it already. Iris isn’t the kind of woman to come to a conclusion willy-nilly. But then we had that earthquake this week, and we got to talking about it.”

      Iris practically wriggled in her seat like a happy puppy, then sat up straight and smiled beatifically at Anson. “I pointed out that an earth mage wouldn’t think to stop earthquake aftershocks the way Winifred did. First of all, the amount of ability it would take is ridiculous. And secondly, an earthquake is raw earth power. I’d be more likely to try to tie it up and use it than negate it the way she did, and that kind of magic leaves evidence behind.”

      “You mean you’d have had to channel it into something,” Gideon reasoned, nodding. “Using it to make something or change something. That makes sense. She didn’t use the power of the quake, she overrode it with her own magic. And if she could affect the earth magic a quake would kick up, why not just take it and channel it?”

      “Precisely,” Anson agreed. “It would have been easier for her to simply use the earth magic a quake would create—unless she wasn’t an earth mage, and therefore couldn’t use earth magic. As far as Jonathon’s books, I’d be happy to let Freddy read the ones I own. I think they’re barely coherent over the sad, petty jealousy, but they are an interesting read.” And Anson went back to his food. Which made sense, given the fact that he didn’t think lives might hinge on the discussion.

      “I’d be interested to read them.”

      Yes, I have no chill.

      Once again, Anson looked up at me. Then he gave a little glance over at Gideon, and smiled wide. “I’d be happy to let you. The two of you could come over to my place. Have a look at the library, give the journals a read if you want.” He flipped his wrist to check the time on his old-school non-digital watch. “I can call my housekeeper now and ask her to make dinner for everyone, and we could make an afternoon of it. Unless you have other plans.”

      “We don’t.”

      No. Chill.

      Gideon side-eyed me, probably for the speed of my answer rather than the answer itself. Probably not a great idea to sound desperate about it, but well, I was. Someone had attacked the convergence, and this was the best lead I had on it. I couldn’t just sit around and wait for them to do it again.

      After a long moment where Gideon took a bite, chewed as slow and leisurely as humanly possible, he finally nodded. “I suppose we don’t have any plans for the afternoon, since Beez is working the shop today.”

      Just like that, we had access to more information. I had to refrain from bouncing in my seat and rushing everyone else through brunch.
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      Jonathon McKinley had been, kindly put, off his goddamn rocker.

      It wasn’t hard to see why Anson had thought he was jealous of his sister—the hatred oozed from every word he ever wrote about her and her “disgusting magic, so excessive and unearned.”

      Because of course, he had earned his. Magic wasn’t granted by a complete accident of birth.

      Except oh, wait, that was exactly how people got magic. Like green eyes or being left-handed, it was as out of our control as any part of genetic inheritance. Like Freddy coming from a long line of powerful earth mages and having no magic of his own.

      And yet, my cousin had never given any indication that he was jealous of my ability. If anything, he had always seemed amused by how I downplayed it.

      Anson had been understating things. He actually owned no fewer than twenty of Jonathon’s many disturbing journals. Admittedly, given the probability that there were hundreds of the things, it still wasn’t likely any of these had the information we needed. But it was possible, and we’d never know if we didn’t look.

      On the other hand, I was struggling with the looking part. I wasn’t sure how Freddy had managed to read a dozen of the damn things. Jonathon’s handwriting was loopy and hard to read, and it was pretty obvious he’d been alive in another time, given how stiff and formal his wording was sometimes.

      Or maybe that had been a choice, given how arrogant I knew the fucker had been. After all, Charles Dickens had written in that era, and he wasn’t hard to read.

      “Here,” Anson said aloud, holding a journal aloft, then reading from it. “Winifred was at work again today with her disturbing unnaturalness. The incompetent gardener ruined the tulips, and she made them grow again. It makes my gorge rise, to think of them, like some creature from a pulp fiction story. I dug them up and disposed of them.”

      Iris, not reading a journal but sitting on a sofa in the library with a cup of tea, shuddered. “What an awful man. Imagine killing flowers because someone brought them back to life.”

      Gideon and I, on the other hand, shared a look. Bringing things back to life was one of the many reasons I was worried at the idea of people learning about arcane magic. Because I could bring things back from the dead, and it wasn’t a path I was willing to tread.

      Anson didn’t pay attention to us though, just nodded to Iris. “Indeed. But it backs up your theory, doesn’t it? Earth magic can be funneled into other things, but it’s quite difficult, and I’ve never known an earth mage to make flowers grow.”

      Iris nodded thoughtfully. “True. I might be able to manage it, but it would be difficult. And besides, why would I bother? Flowers are lovely, but they’re just flowers. There’s no reason to overexert myself to make them grow.”

      Anson nodded, tapping the page. “And maybe he’s biased, but there’s no indication of the flowers being exceptionally important to Winifred. She simply used her magic to fix the plants, like any forest mage might have done.”

      “Except,” I added, “we already know she wasn’t a forest mage, because she also stopped an earthquake. I’d like to see a forest mage do that.”

      Anson’s eyes shone like a kid on their birthday, ready to bring on the presents. I’d never met someone so excited about historical discovery, but it was kind of endearing. “I’m going to set this one aside for later, Iris. We’ll have to cite it in the book.”

      Iris’s return smile was positively indulgent, and I wondered if she was going to reach out and scratch behind his ears like she did to Rufus sometimes. That was a picture I didn’t need.

      I mean, go get some, Grandma.

      Just not while I’m in the room.

      Sure, Anson was probably at least a decade younger than her, but who cared? He was single, she was widowed, and they liked each other a lot. Unless I heard about an actual date sometime soon, I might have to take things into my own hands. She’d been there for me and Gideon, after all.

      “Do you have any kids?” Gideon asked suddenly, and . . . well, that was weird. I mean, it made sense he was curious about Anson’s family, since it was his family too, but it wasn’t like him to be distracted from what we were doing. I was the guy who couldn’t focus for shit and was prone to saying random things that didn’t fit into the conversation at hand.

      Anson finally looked away from where he was staring dopily at Grandma’s profile and met Gideon’s eye. “I do. A daughter. Why do you ask?”

      That was the moment I realized why Gideon didn’t usually try to lie. He stunk at it. Or maybe he stunk because he didn’t practice much, but he glanced away and gave the most awkward shrug of all time. “Curious. You seem like a family man, but you aren’t married.”

      “Ah,” he said, nodding. “I suppose I could have been a family man. There was always just something else to do.”

      “But you do have a daughter,” Gideon reminded him.

      He hummed in agreement. “It was good timing. I was on my way back from Morocco for the last time, and Samira’s mother tracked me down. She wasn’t terribly interested in raising a baby, and there was a reasonable chance she was mine, biologically. So I brought her home with me. Khadija isn’t even on her American birth certificate, and I haven’t seen her since.” He quirked a tiny, ironic smile. “I may be a family man, but no one would have ever called Khadija a family woman.”

      I blinked in shock. I wanted to ask a thousand questions about how all those facts fit together, but it wasn’t really the time or place. But seriously, it sounded like Anson had had a hell of a life. There was a reasonable chance she was his? How many guys would have just adopted a kid as theirs at a “reasonable chance?” Wasn’t there blood testing for paternity back then?

      But no. That wasn’t Anson’s style at all. A woman handed him a baby and said it was his, so he took care of the baby. That was Anson’s style. That was definitely a man worthy of my grandmother’s affection.

      She thought so too, since she was returning his adoring gaze. “Samira’s a lovely girl. Doesn’t she run the Marsh Museum now?”

      “She does,” Anson agreed. “In fact, if you’re left curious after reading these, I’m pretty sure she’s got at least a dozen more of these monstrosities in the museum archive. I suppose I should have a look at them for the book’s sake, since this has already been useful.”

      I sighed and looked back down at the journal I was trying to read. How the hell was I going to choke down another dozen of them? I was still on number two.

      Gideon, on the other hand, nodded immediately. “Good idea. I thought about checking out the museum anyway. Lots of history of Junction there, I’d imagine.”

      “Oh yes. The Marsh family has been collecting bits of Junction history as long as there’s been a Junction. Maybe even longer. My great grandfather—”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but could I get some more tea?” Gideon asked, then downed the rest of the tepid liquid in his mug.

      “Of course,” Anson agreed, the consummate host.

      Gideon slid forward, holding out his cup and letting Anson pour into it. “You said your great aunt started the museum?”

      And okay, I might be a little oblivious, but that was suspicious, right? If anything, I’d have expected Gideon to be interested to hear about Anson’s great grandfather—that would be his nephew, or grand-nephew, or something like that. I’d have been curious if I were him.

      From the stiff way Gideon was sitting, he knew I’d noticed it, too.

      But it wasn’t like I was going to interrupt the conversation and make a scene. I just had to remember to ask later. From the sharp look in her eye, if I forgot, Iris wasn’t going to.
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      Sure enough, none of the twenty-odd journals in Anson’s collection had the information we were looking for, so the next evening after the bookstore closed, Anson met us at the Marsh Museum.

      And it was actually called that. The Marsh Museum.

      I looked between the foot tall bronze letters on the building and Gideon’s face, wondering how that had to feel. I mean, the McKinley name was on a lot of things, but it didn’t feel like much to me because I had nothing to do with any of it. But Gideon did have to do with this. He’d been one of the first people in Junction. He’d been one of the first arcane mages to connect to the Junction convergence.

      This museum might well be called the Marsh Museum because of him.

      I wondered if they had anything on his history. Maybe pictures of him in his long leather duster and gun belt that he never wore anymore. Not that he should wear them around the city—wandering modern Junction, they’d have seemed more costume than clothing.

      Not to mention the fact that you couldn’t just carry a gun around without, like, proving you knew how to use it and paying for a permit. At least, I thought you couldn’t. We were in California, not Texas.

      Samira Caldwell-Marsh was a stunning woman who was probably about my age, with deep bronze skin and inky black hair. But as much as her looks must have favored her mother, I could see why Anson never would have asked for a paternity test, regardless of whether he cared or not. She had those gold-flecked-chocolate Marsh eyes, and that lopsided Marsh smirk.

      “You must be Sage,” she said, holding her hand out to me, then Gideon. “And Gideon, yes?”

      “That would be us,” I agreed. “And you must be Samira Caldwell-Marsh.”

      “Indeed.” She stared at Gideon for a moment longer than necessary, and look, I’m not that possessive, okay? But when your boyfriend is one of the most gorgeous men alive, you tend to notice when strangers pay him a lot of attention.

      Then, of course, I realized. I’d just a moment earlier been thinking about whether the museum might have pictures of Gideon in ye olde times. Well if they did, who’d be the first person to recognize him?

      Fuck.

      “So, Dominus Marsh says you have more of Jonathon McKinley’s journals?” I asked, my voice jarringly loud in the silent museum.

      “I keep telling you, Sage, it’s Anson,” he said, chuckling.

      “Anson,” I corrected. Anything to fill the silence. Why the hell was the museum so quiet?

      Because it was a museum, and it was closed, and Samira had stayed late to help us. I needed to stop being weird, as hard as that was for me. At least, I needed to stop being weird about this single thing, right in this moment. Asking for a complete personality change would be too much.

      I had to calm down. Even if Gideon looked basically the same, photos from the eighteen-hundreds weren’t going to be so detailed that someone would know for sure it was him. That wasn’t possible.

      After an excruciatingly long moment, Samira nodded, turning and motioning for us to follow her. She didn’t seem at all put off by my weirdness. But then, she probably didn’t know it was weird for me. More likely she just figured I was a whole weirdo. “I do have a few,” she agreed, turning her head slightly so we could hear her. “Nine, I believe.”

      Nine. Damn. We’d already gone through twenty, and Freddy a dozen more. If we hadn’t found what we needed in those, what was the likelihood we’d find it in a paltry nine more?

      Too bad Iris hadn’t kept any in her own collection. I couldn’t blame her for refusing to keep anything by Jonathon in her library, but it would have been convenient right then.

      “We also have a copy of a book he wrote,” she continued, swiping a badge and waiting for the light on the security thing to turn green before holding the door for us. “But it’s been poorly treated over the years, so most of it is unreadable.”

      “The thing looks like someone took it in the bath,” Anson added.

      “Let me guess. All Debts Are Paid?”

      She turned to look at me, gaze sharp. “Yes, how did you know?”

      The look Gideon shot me was more amused than worried, like asking “How are you planning to weasel out of this one?” without actually asking aloud.

      So I shrugged and told the truth. “I own a copy that’s not unreadable. It’s just as incoherent and vitriolic as the journals.”

      Anson perked up. “Is it something Iris and I could use for our book?”

      And hell, it really was.

      “I’ll loan it to you, and you can decide for yourself,” I offered.

      Sure, I didn’t think anyone seeing the book was a great idea. I thought it was likelier to lead to a witch hunt than a deeper, friendlier understanding of arcane mages. But I also didn’t want to spend my whole life hiding and afraid, so if there was a chance . . . well, I had to take it, didn’t I?

      Anson grinned like I’d given him a prize, and I supposed it was a rare and valuable book, so I sort of had.

      Samira shot me a sly smile. “If you ever feel like giving it up, we’d be happy to put it on display for you.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “As much as I appreciate your vocation, I’d rather not put crazy uncle Jonathon on display for the world to see. Dude was a real asshole.”

      She sighed and nodded, her eyes far away. “I can certainly agree with that. Sometimes just because they’re family doesn’t mean you want anything to do with them.”

      I was reminded of Anson saying that Samira’s mother was “not a family woman,” and gave her my best understanding nod. I, of all people, could understand hating one of my parents. Fortunately for her, she had a living father who was a pretty great guy.

      The rules for handling books at the museum were a little more stringent, gloves and masks and a temperature-controlled atmosphere to preserve the books, but Anson and Gideon took right to it.

      Me? Yeah, I tried.

      Seriously, though, there are only so many times you can read about how somebody slighted the same arrogant douchebag by showing up and being human. He hated his sister for being more powerful than he was, his father for splitting his estate between all three of his children, a local artist for showing up and being successful, and hell, even his best friend for not helping him with a scheme to trick his younger brother out of his share of the estate—the guy just hated everyone who wasn’t himself.

      Gideon and Anson had worked their way through six of the damn things when I finally grabbed a second one, trying to be gentle even though I really wanted to just throw the damn thing on a fire.

      I was maybe a little less gentle with the pages than I could have been, even as my own love of books was shouting at me to be more careful. I turned to the first page with a sigh, and—

      It worked.

      The spike worked.

      It cracked a hole in the ley line, and Winifred is having a conniption about it. That’s just one of them, too. If I make enough of them, and place them precisely, I might be able to break the whole thing open, and let the magic into the earth where it belongs. Then dear little Winnie can’t hoard it all for herself.

      I froze, staring at the page. And now, of course, we had a problem. Here it was, what we’d been looking for, and I couldn’t just shout it aloud. I mean, could I?

      We couldn’t explain how we knew that someone had done the same thing just this week, but knowing about it would serve everyone, wouldn’t it? Destroying ley lines had to be against some rules, somewhere.

      Sure. Because there were a lot of laws against destroying the planet.

      No, there wouldn’t be any protections, because people still didn’t comprehend how much damage they were capable of causing. They would no more make destroying ley lines against the rules than they would outlaw eating trains. It wasn’t possible, so why worry about it?

      Still, people had to understand it was bad. This was just Anson and his daughter, and both were in professions that specialized in preservation, so they, of all people, would understand.

      And I could sit there telling myself that they would until the cows came home, it wouldn’t mean a thing until I said something, and they did “get it.”

      Or not.

      I shook my head and cleared my throat, but my voice came out thick. “Gideon.”

      He turned to me, his gaze filled with concern.

      I motioned to the journal. His eyes went round, and he rolled his chair over next to mine, reading the journal in front of me. His sharp intake of breath made me feel a little better, oddly. I wasn’t alone in knowing. This was it. We’d found what we needed. Or at least, our proof that Jonathon was at the root of this problem.

      Gideon turned the page, and on it, Jonathon rambled on about plans, and how he’d made the spike himself. It had taken weeks of work, but he deemed it entirely worth the effort. He just needed to make a few dozen more, he decided on the page.

      The center of the disturbance is the best place, he wrote, and I assumed that by “disturbance,” he meant the convergence.

      The problem was that the ley lines weren’t little trickles of magic. They were massive rivers, wide enough in some spots that you couldn’t see from one side to the other with binoculars on the clearest of days. The single spot where the three of them crossed was over a mile wide in each direction. So where was the center, and how would Jonathon have even found it?

      Gideon tapped a spot on the opposite page. I shall prepare everything there, under the courthouse, so that it will be ready when I am.

      The courthouse? I pulled out my phone and opened the maps app. Funnily enough, the courthouse was actually not in the middle of the convergence. It was a newish building, on the outskirts of downtown—

      Newish. Of course. Wrong courthouse.

      Gideon glanced at me, and I shook my head. So he looked over at Anson and asked, “What happened to the old courthouse?”

      Anson looked up, eyes still glazed over from trying to parse asshole-ese, and frowned. “The courthouse of the eighteen-sixties?” He pursed his lips and turned to look at his daughter. “That would be town hall now, wouldn’t it?”

      She nodded, but unlike her father, she was watching Gideon and me with sharp eyes, knowing and interested. “They rebuilt it in 1902. Some of the foundation is the same, but most of the building was replaced. That’s why it’s one of the only buildings in town that has a basement.”

      Gideon cocked his head, squinting at her. “Huh?”

      “Basement,” she reiterated. “They’re not really a common thing in California, but they exist in some of the older buildings.”

      “I always wondered why town hall would have a basement,” Anson muttered, turning back to the journal he’d been reading. “Horrible places, basements. No windows, and full of dust.”

      I’d never been in one, but that was how they tended to be portrayed in fiction, so it made sense to me. I looked at Gideon, and he nodded. We had a place to start.

      That was when Anson made a choking sound. “By the dawn. The man was completely out of his mind.” He turned to his daughter, then us. “He wanted to break up the convergence of ley lines. Said it would destroy the town, but that it was worth it to—to cleanse the evil. How could he have been so absolutely ignorant?”

      That . . . was not the distraction I’d have chosen to get Samira’s attention off what Gideon and I had found.

      On the other hand—“He knew it would destroy the town, and he was going to do it anyway? With himself inside it?”

      He shook his head, tapping one gloved finger against the page. “Apparently, he was trying to convince someone else to do it for him. The date on this one is a few months before his death, so he must have run out of time.”

      “Or someone found out what he was up to and made sure he ran out of time,” Samira suggested, tone entirely neutral, as though the notion of assassinating Jonathon was interesting, but didn’t really matter. It was hard to muster up any righteous anger on his behalf, since he’d been planning to destroy Junction and all the people in it.

      I leaned back in my chair, letting the journal in front of me fall closed. We’d gotten what we needed from it. Next to me, Gideon pulled it open again and started reading the next page. I turned to Anson instead.

      “Does he say how he knows it will destroy the town?” I thought of the earthquake on the night of the first attack and couldn’t stifle a shiver. Dozens of them, he’d said. Dozens of spikes, one on top of the next, all cracking open the convergence. But how would he do it? One person could only hammer one spike in at a time, no matter how strong they were, and I’d never pictured Jonathon as much of a “steel driving” man.

      Anson nodded, turning toward us and holding the journal in front of himself. “One of the brothers says his father’s sect in Massachusetts managed it when he was a child. All of the people involved died in the resulting upheaval, but is it not worth a few lives, wiping true evil from the face of the world?”

      Despite the horror of the words themselves, I had to hold back a chuckle at the affected upper-crust accent Anson took on when reading them. It was nasal and irritating and frankly, sounded a lot like Uncle Roger.

      Spot on, Anson.

      “A few lives,” Samira said, still dry as dust, but this time it came out judgy as hell. “As long as they’re not his own life.”

      Anson gave a disgusted grunt and nod.

      “I don’t get it, though.” I spun my chair to face the room, peeling the gloves off as I went and tossing them in the trash. “I mean, Massachusetts is still there. I don’t think I’ve read anything about town-destroying ‘upheaval’ happening there.”

      Samira turned to look at me, and so did Anson, leaving me the lone bug under a microscope as Gideon continued with the journal I’d been looking at. “You’ve never heard of Triskelion.”

      “Um, no?” The place I’d been reading about in the book from Alan had been Salem, and everyone knew about the pre-modern-magic witch hunts there—it was part of every school curriculum. Triskelion, though? Why did I feel like my lack of interest in magical studies was in the process of biting me in the ass?

      Oh yeah, because it was.

      “That would have to be it,” Anson said, giving his daughter an approving nod. “It was an island off Cape Cod. It was starting to grow quite the little reputation as a hub of magical learning—I believe it was one of the first places where they studied magic in earnest, in the modern era. Eighteen . . . eleven? Twelve? Something like that. Then an earthquake devastated the place. Practically cracked the island in half.”

      “It’s a barren rock now,” Samira added. “The ignorant masses at the time tried to turn it into a reason to stop studying magic altogether, blamed the quake on some kind of old-religion cataclysm. That’s one of the reasons we don’t study it in school. The side of magic won that fight, and you know what they say about the victors writing the history books.”

      I did know.

      But . . . quake, she’d said.

      Now, in California, earthquakes were pretty commonplace. Certainly nothing to get all religious and frightened over. In Massachusetts? I could see why people had thought it some kind of sign.

      On the other hand, people would still notice when Junction was buried in an earthquake, if whoever had tested out the spike was truly planning on following in Jonathon’s footsteps.

      Gideon finally closed the journal he was reading, putting it with the others and turning to look at me, then Samira. “Has anyone else come by to read these recently?”

      She shook her head and came over to collect the pile of journals, placing them carefully back in their cases. “No. I can’t say anyone’s expressed interest in Jonathon McKinley at all before. Since his sister saved the state from possible destruction and his brother built the family railroad legacy into an empire, he’s sort of the odd man out of the history books. A footnote, since he died when he was thirty-five, without accomplishing much of anything.”

      Much of anything other than arranging a way to destroy the entire city of Junction. A way that someone in the modern era may have rediscovered.

      Anson sat back in his chair and watched as Samira locked the books away again. “Well, what the hell do we do now?”

      He had no idea how right he was.
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      It didn’t take much to extract ourselves from Anson and Samira without explaining why we’d wanted to read the journals to begin with. We all had bigger things on our minds, suddenly.

      Even not knowing that the earthquake on Tuesday had been related to Jonathon’s plans, the idea of a man wanting to destroy the entire city was a lot to deal with.

      An actual city in Massachusetts had probably been destroyed by ignorant fear of magic, and someone had been plotting to do the same to all of our ancestors. Well, and Gideon’s descendants. It was weird to think it, but thank goodness Jonathon had died, whether it had been a riding accident, like Winifred’s Wikipedia page said, or something darker.

      Yeah, Jonny boy didn’t even have his own Wikipedia page. He was an afterthought on both of his siblings’ pages. He’d have been horrified.

      We took a cab home in silence, both deep in thought. Well, and unwilling to discuss possible magic Armageddon in front of a stranger. The silence remained as we went up the walk, unlocked the door, and went in. Even Fluke, usually excitable and happy to see me when we got home, approached us somberly, as though he knew what we’d found.

      The second the door locked behind us, both Gideon and I spoke at once.

      “We have to go to town hall,” he told me.

      At the same time, I turned to him. “We have to do this tonight. It can’t wait.”

      Silence descended again, and we nodded at each other.

      “No Fluke or Marron,” Gideon added, shooting Fluke an apologetic look. “We don’t want to stand out too much in case anyone notices us. We sneak into the building, find the basement, and see what’s there.”

      I took a moment to consider. I’d never planned to break into a place before, let alone a government building, but Gideon was right. We had to assume that we couldn’t just waltz into the basement and do what we wanted. “We should change clothes. And start walking, since taking a cab to a building you’re planning on breaking into is a bad idea.”

      So we changed, and we went.

      Fluke gave my hand a worried lick as we left, and I scratched his head. “Sorry, bud, but we’ve got to be careful. Just in case. We’ll be back later.”

      He didn’t argue or try to follow us out. Familiars really were just like their humans—I could be annoying and persistent with the best, but when someone needed me to stop and give them space, I could do that too.

      Junction’s town hall building was, itself, open twenty-four hours a day. It contained a host of government offices, some of which needed to be available at all hours.

      The front doors opened to a huge central room, dominated by a giant, ugly piece of twisted-metal sculpture. Untitled, the final work by Junction’s first magic artist, Stephen King, the plaque read.

      I wasn’t sure whether I felt worst for Stephen, Junction, or the metal that had been wasted on the piece. On the other hand, I did recognize the name from earlier in our quest, and not just because of the famous author—Stephen had been the local artist Jonathon so despised. I hadn’t realized twisted metal sculpture had been popular in that era—I’d have called it “modern art,” and didn’t think the eighteen-sixties had been terribly modern.

      None of the offices on the ground floor were open, so we took a moment to go check the list of offices on the wall between the elevators. There was no mention of a basement.

      Inside the elevator, there was no button for the basement.

      What the hell?

      After a moment of me staring blankly at the elevator panel, Gideon grabbed my hand and led me over to the public bathroom. Except when we got to the door, he slid right by, pulling me into a stairwell.

      Most of the building was styled in a glamorous nineteen-sixties sort of vibe, lots of wood and warm colors and shiny things. The stairwell was not that. The stairs were unfinished concrete, the walls left plain white. It felt like a hospital.

      Unlike the elevator, the stairs definitely went down.

      Now that we were there, seeing the way into the basement, I found that I didn’t much want to go down them. Gideon didn’t even notice my reticence, just slid our hands together, fingers twining with mine and tugging me along after him.

      The door at the bottom of the stairs was locked.

      The pressure building in my stomach suggested that was fine. We could just go home, have some hot chocolate, and go to bed. Heck, I’d even watch the news with Gideon, as long as we could not be in town hall anymore.

      It wasn’t like either of us could pick locks anyway, right?

      Gideon, with his freaking left hand—and let me just point out that the man is not left-handed—summoned up a gossamer thread of magic from the convergence and proceeded to slot it expertly into the lock. A second later, the thing clicked, and the door popped open.

      I turned to him, one eyebrow lifted. “And where did you learn to do that?”

      He gave me his best shit-eating grin and winked. “Sometimes a man just needs into a place. Or out of it.” With that, he turned and let me into . . . 

      A giant, dark storage room.

      It took a moment of blinking for my eyes to adjust and see the rows upon rows of industrial metal shelving. It wasn’t completely dark, thanks to a few dim lights scattered throughout the room, but the amount of light wasn’t particularly reassuring.

      Just dark enough for someone to sneak up on you, my brain helpfully supplied.

      Sweet.

      Most of the shelves were full of boxes—those cheap cardboard filing boxes. Some were covered in a thick layer of dust, like no one had touched them in years. The floor was clean, though, so at least the janitor must spend some time in the basement.

      After walking past a few rows, I turned to Gideon. “How the hell are we going to know if the spikes are here? Or if the person who used one has been here? It would take days to look in every one of these boxes, let alone catalogue contents in any meaningful way.

      And you couldn’t just sit around doing inventory in a building you’d broken into. I thought Gideon and I could get away with a lot of things, but breaking into town hall and setting up camp there probably wasn’t one of them.

      “They’re organized by year,” Gideon said after a moment, pointing at a shelf tag that said “July, 1974.”

      I spun, looking for other tags, and sure enough, they were in—sort of—order. On our right was the seventies, ascending toward the door where we’d entered. On our left, the nineties, headed in the opposite direction.

      We continued walking, keeping an eye on the shelf tags, and on one side, it kept counting back through the twentieth century. On the other, the number climbed faster and faster, probably as paper files became more and more obsolete, so there were fewer files to be kept. There was a shelf for the current year with a handful of boxes, then the shelves on the left were empty as far as I could see.

      On the right, the year kept going back.

      Every step, every year, made me want to turn around even more. I mean, it was just a bunch of filing boxes, right? No one would have put the spikes in a modern cardboard box, would they?

      Except, of course, the farther back we went, the more it wasn’t just file boxes. One shelf was covered with leather-bound books that I had to struggle not to break away and check out.

      What? I like books and I won’t apologize for it.

      Another end shelf held a wooden box with no lid that contained a tarnished silver tea set. What the hell did that have to do with town hall?

      “Anson said Jonathon died in seventy, right?” Gideon asked, poking his head down a row of shelves to check the tags.

      “Yeah. Most of the family moved back from San Francisco in sixty-nine, and Jonathon died the year after.”

      Gideon stopped, staring down the dark row of shelves. “Anything filed around the time of his death is gonna be down there, then.”

      I did not want to find a pile of enchanted railroad spikes intended to destroy the convergence. How would we even handle that? If they were sitting in front of me, I would be able to see the earth magic inside them, tied in intricate little knots, but it wasn’t my magic. I couldn’t affect it. Could Iris untie them without hurting the convergence, maybe?

      But of course, it was worse than that.

      We didn’t find a box of magical railroad spikes.

      We did find an empty spot with recently disturbed dust, where a box had been removed.

      Gideon scowled at the spot, huffing an angry sigh, and started pushing boxes from the surrounding shelf area, searching around and behind and . . . A glint of something metallic caught my eye, shoved all the way to the back of the shelf, behind a nearby box.

      Quick as I could, I shoved my hand to the back of the shelf, praying to sunshine, rainbows, and happy foxes that I didn’t come back with a handful of spiders.

      I wasn’t sure if the single railroad spike was any better, shining as it did with its twisted knotwork of earth magic imbued into the metal.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      Next to me, Gideon clenched his jaw and took a deep breath. For him, it was the next best thing to shouting, since the only thing I’d ever seen piss him off in months was Freddy and his flirting.

      Then, he went loose next to me, and that was worse. That was Gideon, ready for a fight. “What’s that?” he asked, jerking his chin in the direction of the next shelf over.

      Part of me didn’t want to look away from the spike in my hand. Like if I wasn’t watching it every second, the inanimate object would attack the convergence. But I pried my gaze away and looked up to where Gideon was focused, and every muscle in my body froze.

      “That” was a single, steady red light.

      That was a camera.

      Not a part of the building’s security attached to the ceiling, but a tiny thing that looked like it had been set up recently, free of dust. It wasn’t on the lookout for miscreants in the filing basement. No, it was only pointed in the direction of the shelf we’d just searched.

      Pointed at us.

      “Fu-uck,” I whispered again, this time a multiple-syllable whine, leaning into Gideon. “That is whoever stole the damn things finding out we’re on their trail.”
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      So.

      I ran a bookstore. Not e-books. Actual, physical, paper books. Not to say I was computer illiterate or anything, but I only knew what I needed to about them. I knew how to boot things up, and install programs, and run them. Normal stuff.

      Gideon? He was born in the seventeen-freaking-hundreds.

      Fluke, as always, was a fox. Enthusiasm wasn’t going to give him the skills to figure out where a camera had been beaming its data.

      I wasn’t even sure it was possible to find out, and yeah, it seemed a little far-fetched that there was a way to get the information, but it wasn’t like I could magically figure out who’d left the camera. And I sure as hell didn’t like them knowing who we were without us knowing who they were. I needed to even the playing field.

      So I dug the thing off the shelf, grabbing the plug, long cord that had attached it to a wall socket some feet away, and of course, the camera itself. Then I stuffed it into my pocket, along with the railroad spike, and Gideon and I slipped out of town hall and into the night without a single person speaking to us.

      There had been no cameras in the stairwell, and the only one in the lobby had been positioned to capture the elevators, but not the bathroom or the stairwell door, so I’d thought we were free and clear.

      I supposed at least the city of Junction and its employees weren’t going to come after us, so that was better than nothing. Well, assuming the bad guy didn’t work for the city.

      As we turned in the direction of home and started walking, I pulled out my phone. Still not quite ten. Well, Iris might be in bed already, but she was sometimes a night owl. The worst that could happen was she didn’t pick up. Or she did, and was annoyed at being woken, but that wasn’t likely.

      I pressed the call button and listened to it ringing. She picked up after just two tones. “How are you doing, dear? Anson called to let me know how things went at the museum. It sounds disturbing, but I suppose that’s no shock, from Great Uncle Jonathon. Anson didn’t mention railroad spikes, though.”

      “He didn’t see that journal,” I answered, keeping my voice hushed, like I was at a funeral. I wasn’t too worried about someone overhearing us while wandering the streets at ten at night, but there was no reason to go shouting secrets from the rooftops. “Anson found the one where the guy was planning to destroy the city. He didn’t see the one about how he was going to do it. Where he said that he was making dozens of the spikes, and thought he could use them to crack open the whole convergence and let the magic out of it.”

      Iris’s sigh was long and deep, and I could just picture her, laying her head in her hands. Or one hand, I guessed, since she was still holding the phone.

      “It gets worse. We took a guess at where they might have been kept, and it was right on. The basement under town hall is a giant storage room, and the spikes used to be there.”

      Another sigh. “Why do I get the feeling that when you say ‘used to be,’ you don’t mean that you found them and moved them somewhere secure?”

      “Because you’re an exceptionally intelligent woman who knows I couldn’t be so lucky as to head this nightmare off?” Gideon wrapped an arm around my waist as we walked, pulling me in against him, but he didn’t say anything. No one could deny that lucky avoidance of horrible situations wasn’t really my thing. I was more the lucky to avoid death at the last possible minute kind of guy.

      Hopefully that, at least, would hold true. Since we couldn’t seem to avert this mess altogether.

      I shook myself and went back to my purpose. “I don’t imagine you know anyone who’s really good with computers, do you?”

      She gave a little laugh, like she thought I was joking, and my stomach sank. Of course. I’d been relying on a woman in her seventies to have a modern skill that I didn’t have myself. Or know someone who did.

      Well, Beez was more tech savvy than me, even if not by much. Maybe she’d know some trick—

      “You are kidding, aren’t you?” she asked when I sighed and didn’t say anything else. “You know that your cousin is some kind of technology wizard, or whatever it is they call it, right?”

      I stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk. “Freddy?”

      “Of course.”

      “Freddy is a computer genius.”

      “Yes?” She dragged the word out, with a little uptick at the end, like it was a question.

      Next to me, Gideon sighed like he wanted to fall into a crack in the sidewalk and never come back up. “We’ll call him tomorrow. I can’t face that little shit tonight.”

      Iris, clearly having heard Gideon, gave a delighted laugh. “Good, you should.” Then she paused and took a deep breath. “Freddy could use that right now, I think. Helping someone. Feeling useful.”

      Was my grandmother telling me to use my cousin? No, that was just weird wording. But why would Freddy not feel useful?

      I rolled my eyes at myself at the thought. Maybe because he didn’t do anything. He was in his mid-twenties and didn’t have a job, or a career, or a significant other. It was easy for me to shrug it off and say of course he was alone and directionless, he was Freddy, but . . . did anyone actually want to be that? It didn’t matter if he was beautiful and probably had enough money to never work in his whole life; everyone wanted something. Friends, family, goals. A tether. A direction.

      It was why Freddy had latched on so hard when Iris and I had been there and reached out to him.

      It was just easy for me to ignore because he always seemed so confident.

      “Okay, Grandma, I’ll give him a call in the morning and ask if he can do it.” She gave a relieved sigh, which I decided not to take as insulting. As though I would deliberately hurt my own cousin. My uncle, maybe. And one of them I could get my hands on, apparently. It seemed like uncles in the McKinley family were poison. Maybe Freddy and I should both avoid having kids, so neither of us had to worry about becoming one. “Gideon and I are headed home, but I’ll call as soon as I have any more information.”

      We said our goodbyes and hung up, and I leaned into Gideon the rest of the way home. He was right about not calling Freddy that night. Not because Freddy was difficult to handle, but because I was done with Monday. What a long, terrible day.
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      Freddy was absolutely thrilled to get my call.

      It was a little disturbing how thrilled he was. I mean, first of all, there was the fact that he was awake and coherent at eight in the morning, which I barely was.

      I had decided to call him as I walked to the shop, since I wasn’t going to mention any details on the phone. So there I was, stumbling down the sidewalk, phone shoved against my ear, when he picked up, sounding chipper and annoying. “Sage, what can I do for you this lovely morning?”

      “Oh my god, screw you. Why are you . . . it’s morning!”

      His bright laughter was a response in and of itself. I had the distinct urge to flip him off, turn around, and go back to bed. That would have been a heck of a feat given that we were on the phone and I was halfway to work, but the wish was there.

      “Sorry, I just”—I broke off and sighed into the phone—“Seriously. Morning.”

      “Understood,” he agreed. “Grandmother is the same way if I call before nine. Well, maybe with slightly fewer expletives.”

      I tried to picture Iris saying “screw you” ever, and failed. “Fair, I guess. I’d say if you call me in the morning, you get to hear cursing, but I called you.”

      He chuckled again, but not so much that I had to get annoyed with him. “You did. So what’s going on? Back to ask me to sell your anachronistic paper books again?”

      Gah, how could anyone sound so happy before nine in the morning?

      “No, no, I won’t bug you about that.” I waved dismissively, even though he couldn’t see it, and almost smacked an innocent passerby in the shoulder. I winced and gave him an apologetic look, but he didn’t seem to care too much and just kept walking. “I know, paper is passé or whatever. But Grandma tells me you’re a computer guy, and I hate to be the guy who only calls when he needs help, but, you know, I need help. With a computer thing.”

      Freddy’s cheer didn’t seem to dim at being asked for something. “I’d be happy to help. Are you working today? I can come down to the shop and—who am I kidding? You work, like, every day, don’t you?”

      “I have Wednesdays and Sundays off,” I defended. “We tried Saturdays, but they really aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, and I’d rather have brunch with Iris on Sunday.”

      He was no less amused at that, apparently, and chuckled again. “Whatever you say, Sage. I can come down right now if you want. I don’t have anything happening this morning.”

      We were back to Iris’s worry about him having nothing to do, and no purpose in life. Hm.

      “That’d be great, Freddy. I’d really appreciate your help.” I hung up and stuffed my phone in my pocket, but it buzzed again before I even made it another block.

      It was a text from Iris. Thank you.

      And first of all, I felt like a heel for the fact that someone had needed to tell me my cousin was aimless and drifting instead of simply figuring out he was sad and helping him. But also, what, had Freddy hung up with me and instantly called her? Weird.

      I put it all out of my mind and went through the morning routine of opening the store. I’d done it so many times that it was long since rote, and I could almost do it without thought, especially now, with my asshole father’s ghost banished and no longer haunting me.

      I wished I could do that for Freddy, but it was a little harder to banish the living than the dead.

      It wasn’t even ten minutes after I opened the shop that Freddy arrived, in his usual stylish model-appropriate designer clothes, carrying a messenger bag over one shoulder. The man was some kind of early-bird morning-person menace.

      I blinked at him, rubbing my eyes and shaking my head. “Did you teleport here?”

      “You’re the mage, beautiful, not me,” he answered with a wink, sauntering up to the counter. “But I digress. You said you needed a computer person. That, I can be.”

      I winced. I wasn’t so sure about how that would work. Still, I grabbed the bag I’d stuffed the camera in and set it on the counter between us. “Can you track where someone was sending the footage from this?”

      He poked his head into the bag and scrunched up his nose at the mess of haphazardly wound cord and camera. He stuck his hands in, fooling around with . . . I dunno, whatever, moving things around and turning them over. A moment later he pulled them out and gave me a sad frown. “Nope.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly that I didn’t think to wheedle or ask why not.

      That was that, dead end. Sigh.

      “I’d have better luck tracking who bought it than where they sent the footage,” he added after a moment, looking down at it speculatively. “It’s a very nice model, and there are maybe two places in town where you could even order it, let alone buy it. Unless they ordered it online, and then you’re screwed.”

      I sighed, planting an elbow on the counter and resting my face on my fist. “What are the chances?”

      “Mmmm.” He waggled his hand back and forth in a so-so sort of motion. “Depends on how experienced with the technology they are, and how much they expected someone to find the camera and try this. I’m assuming you don’t have that information.”

      I shook my head sadly, staring at the mess of cords that stuck up from the edge of the bag.

      “Are you in trouble?” His voice had gone soft. Maybe even concerned.

      I gave him my best grin, even though there was nothing to smile about. “Aren’t I always?”

      That didn’t seem to soothe his concern, and really, I should have known it wouldn’t. The man had helped Iris break me out of a bunker where I’d been held and tortured. He knew damn well what trouble meant when it came to me. How serious it was.

      And worst of all, this time was somehow nastier than last time. At least when I’d been kidnapped, they’d only planned to kill me and maybe a few of my closest loved ones, not everyone in the whole freaking town.

      Instead of answering me, Freddy pulled out his phone and took a picture of the back of the camera. Then he pushed the bag back across the counter to me, marched over to sit in one of the soft, sage green chairs in the middle of the shop, pulled a computer out of his messenger bag, and started working.
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      I finished my morning inventory, rang up a few release day customers, and worked on my order for the next week while Freddy worked on his computer. I’d never seen him actually working before, and it was strange to see.

      After knowing him for six months, I still only ever pictured him as sort of a rich layabout playboy, since he was good looking and, well, rich. But focused, Freddy was intense in a way I hadn’t realized he could be.

      Also, he seemed happier than when he was just playing spoiled rich boy. He smiled more often, and while it was sharper, it was also more genuine than his usual lazy, relaxed grin.

      Six months into our friendship, and I finally realized that I didn’t know my cousin at all. I almost apologized, but figured it would confuse him, and then I’d have to explain, and it would end up a whole thing. And then, knowing Freddy, he’d pass it off as a joke, and it would be uncomfortable for both of us.

      “I’m going to order pizza,” I announced just before noon. “You want pizza?”

      His expression when he stopped working and looked around, taking a moment to meet my gaze, was dazed. Like he’d forgotten where he was. “Pizza? Yes, pizza sounds excellent. Anything but pepperoni.”

      “So, anchovies?” I gave him a grin as I asked, trying to telegraph that I was joking.

      He gave a tiny, disinterested shrug. “Never had them, but I’m willing to try it. I’m allergic to pepperoni, not anchovies. Well, not anchovies that I know of.”

      Yet more things I didn’t know about my cousin. Huh.

      I ordered us up a pizza and refrained from anchovies, not for Freddy, but for me. Not that I knew if they were bad, I just didn’t particularly want fish on my pizza, as a concept.

      When it arrived, he finally put his computer away and looked up at me again. “This camera thing is about the mess with Great Uncle Jonathon, right?”

      It was getting exhausting, trying to remember what everyone knew and deciding whether I should tell them. Don’t tell Anson because we’re not absolutely certain of him. Don’t tell Beez because what if knowing puts her in danger? Don’t tell Freddy because . . . well, why not?

      “It is,” I agreed, and proceeded to tell him about the whole damn mess from start to finish. By the time we were finished eating, I was winding down, and Freddy was staring at me, mouth agape.

      “What a mess,” he whispered.

      I didn’t even try to stifle my laughter. “Welcome to my life, cousin. You’ll be sorry you ever agreed to be a part of it.”

      He rolled his eyes and held up a pizza crust. “You’d kill me if I gave this to your doe-eyed begging familiar, right?”

      “Kill might be a strong word. Maim, maybe. He needs less bread in his diet, not more.”

      Fluke, knowing precisely who was between him and food, blinked up at me from his spot at the coffee table in front of me, sniffing his empty plate and then giving me full exposure to those melting chocolate eyes.

      Asshole.

      I waved at both of them dismissively. “Just don’t blame me when you get heart disease.”

      I wasn’t sure if foxes got heart disease, and I was also pretty sure he couldn’t get sick unless I was sick. I was no expert on familiars or magic, but I’d never heard of familiars dying of anything but injuries, as long as their mages were alive.

      So really, telling him he couldn’t have bread just felt like I was depriving him of something that probably wouldn’t hurt him, and I didn’t want to be that guy.

      “So,” Freddy said, the word strained as he leaned over to drop his crusts onto Fluke’s plate, to be foxed up as fast as they were laid down. “Have you found the other thing? The, ah, tchotchke or whatever it is?”

      “The what?”

      That was when I realized that we hadn’t questioned Freddy much about what he’d found in Jonathon’s journals. I’d simply assumed he’d told us the relevant parts, when I hadn’t asked much more than whether the journal had specified a plan.

      Freddy, on the other hand, was looking at me like I’d spoken in Ancient Sumerian. “Whatever it was he was going to use to make the spikes work together. He couldn’t very well sit there hammering one after the other into the ground, could he?”

      I sat back and stared at him. That had been precisely what I’d been picturing, in fact, wondering how it would work in practice.

      But Freddy was right. One spike had caused an earthquake. How did I think someone was going to keep right on hammering, as the earthquakes continued and, one assumed, got worse, the longer it went? Maybe earthquakes didn’t terrify me, but it was hard to accomplish anything during one, especially manual labor that required any dexterity.

      Plus, the fissures healed too fast for that, didn’t they? It had taken an hour or two for the crack made by the spike we’d found to heal, but hammering metal spikes into the ground took time, and . . . 

      “Couldn’t he?” I asked.

      Freddy laughed at me, and I couldn’t blame him. “It’s possible, I suppose. But these spikes, they’re magic, right?” When I nodded, he continued, “So to make the most of their destructive ability, to really be able to cause chaos with them, he’d have to use a sort of . . . hub. Wouldn’t he? Something that links artifacts together so they’d all work at once? I’m no magic expert, but it seems to me that if he just started pounding spikes into the ground, he could cause a lot of damage, but he’d destroy his immediate vicinity, and himself in it, long before he’d manage to destroy the actual ley lines.”

      Logic: Freddy had it, and I did not.

      And that was when all my pointless research of the previous week paid off. A picture from one of my grandmother’s books popped into my head. It had been in the giant book of known, existing artifacts. A picture of a small sculpture, a golden sun on a field of black, with rays sprouting from the center that looked almost like spears pointing away from its lower half, like sunshine spilling onto everything below.

      The unifier, Grandma’s book on artifacts had called it, a symbol of the Egyptian god Aten. Not so much an artifact in itself, but an object that combined the magic from other artifacts, tying them together. Unique among magic objects in that it allowed magic to be used by the magicless.

      “You just figured something out, didn’t you?” Freddy asked, tone back to his usual, laid back, amused self. “You look like someone slapped you with a fish.”

      I scowled over at him. “And that makes you think I figured something out?”

      He gave a casual shrug in response. “It’s your usual face when you realize something. Whether it’s that you actually love that giant meathead you call a boyfriend, or that the Thai restaurant you like is open an hour later than you thought, and spring rolls are imminent.”

      Damn. I glared at him. “Now I want spring rolls.”

      “Then you should have gotten them and not pizza for lunch,” Beez said, sweeping into the shop and giving the empty pizza box a scowl. “And you gave my lunch to Captain Hair.”

      Freddy smirked at her. “I’ll take that as a compliment. My hair is excellent.”

      She sighed, and tried to glare at him, but finally gave in and nodded.

      “Today’s your day off,” I told her, like there was some chance she didn’t know what day it was. Having spent the last few years teaching undergrad psych students, Beez kept way closer track of the day than I did. So why was she in the shop?

      She turned to stare at me. “Have you forgotten that we have an interview in ten minutes?”

      I had.

      Of course I had.

      Fortunately for me, it was a moot point, because the woman didn’t even show up. We sat in the shop, Beez and Freddy talking about the college debate team, of all the weird subjects, and I sat there staring into space, thinking about the artifact.

      I mean, it was in Iris’s book, so it existed. But maybe we’d get lucky, and it was in a museum in Cairo. Not that it wasn’t possible for there to be another, similar artifact, but artifacts were rare enough that it wasn’t likely. I’d never thought I’d be happy that the knowledge of artifact creation had been lost, but if there was only one of these “unifiers” in the world, and it was safe in a museum where it belonged, I’d be a happy, happy guy.

      When the interviewee was an hour late, Beez huffed and called the woman, only to be told she’d accepted a different job the day before. Beez hung up on her and scowled for half an hour, muttering about how irresponsible students were. I suspected the undergrads she taught were going to suffer for that mood, but I kept my mouth shut.

      What? I didn’t want to suffer for it, so I wasn’t gonna piss her off more.

      Besides, I had other things to worry about. Like the fact that maybe someone had an artifact that could connect a hundred of Uncle Jonathon’s spikes at once and rip open the entire convergence, destroying the convergence, Junction, and everyone I loved.
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      “Much as I hate to admit it, your cousin’s right,” Gideon admitted. He was leaning against the counter in the kitchen, watching me cook.

      It felt indulgent, standing there together, doing nothing but making lunch.

      We were having Iris over, which we’d taken to doing often on Wednesdays. It made me feel less like I lived in squalor that my grandmother was unwilling to be seen in, and more like we had a relationship of equals.

      Yes, her car probably cost more than my house, but still. That wasn’t the important thing between us. At least, I told myself that ten times a week. I might have even been starting to believe it, before being treated like a slimy, grape-juice-covered bug at the party. Because maybe it didn’t make a difference to Iris, but it did make a difference to me, and it definitely made a difference to some of her social circle.

      I glanced over at Gideon, in his worn blue jeans and soft-looking V-neck shirt. It was hard to complain that I wasn’t welcome in my grandmother’s social circles when I was welcome in the places where it counted. I winked at him. “Freddy often seems to be right, whether you like him or not.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest. It made the muscles in his shoulders stretch that shirt in lovely, distracting ways, so I almost missed his petulant, “So he’s smart. Still an asshole.”

      We’d gone back through Iris’s big book of artifacts the night before and learned that—of course—the unifier, though ancient Egyptian in origin, was owned by “a private collector in California.”

      Because we could never catch a break like having it be safe and sound in a museum, where no Believers could get their hands on it.

      Not that we were sure the person working against us was one of them. We weren’t stalking every person on Alan’s list or anything, but half of them didn’t even live near Junction, so it would have been hard for them to be responsible for the situation. Not impossible, just hard.

      And the Believers had certainly defied logic before, showing up in unexpected places and ways, so I wasn’t counting them out.

      I was still in the middle of buttering a crusty loaf of garlic bread when Iris knocked on the door, so I waved Gideon off to answer it and kept working.

      The two of them wandered in after a moment, Iris carrying a bottle of wine. Gideon opened it for her, and the two of them poured us all glasses of it.

      My own little secret: I think wine’s kind of gross.

      Maybe I’m just too lowbrow for it, but the good kind makes my tongue feel dry, and I’ve never met a glass I liked, unless it was a ten-dollar bottle of the super-fruity stuff. But I’m sure not going to tell my kindhearted grandmother that, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t either. So I suffer through a glass of it for her sake when we eat meals together.

      I smiled over at them, but just gave her a nod in greeting since my hands were covered in garlic. “How are you today?”

      The look she gave me in return was slightly disbelieving. “How am I? We’re in the middle of another crisis, and you’re worried about how I am.”

      “Of course he is,” Gideon agreed, laying a hand on her shoulder. “You’re his gran. He always worries about how you are.”

      At that, her face melted into soft sweetness, like I’d done something adorable just by asking the usual socially programmed niceties. Well, better that than her thinking I was being ridiculous for taking a break from the horror of my daily life.

      “We are in the middle of a mess,” I agreed with her earlier point. “Freddy hasn’t been able to track that camera yet. He said it might be a day or two before he gets results, if he can get anything. But there’s only so much we can do when we don’t know what we’re up against. And worrying about it isn’t going to make it better.”

      After being actually kidnapped-with-intent-to-murder last year, anything less didn’t feel quite so important. Even though it kind of was, given the whole town being under threat.

      “We do have a good place to start now, at least,” Gideon said, jumping straight to business. No surprise, there. He pulled out one of the chairs at the kitchen table for Iris and motioned to it, then sat in the one next to it after she settled herself. “We got some more information, and I thought maybe you’d have an idea what to do with it, since if anyone in Junction is rich enough to own artifacts, you’d probably know them.”

      Iris’s nose scrunched up like he’d reminded her about the dog poop on her shoe, and I had the wild urge to see if it was true. Instead, I turned back to the garlic bread, sliding it into the oven. Then I went and accepted the glass of wine Gideon had poured me.

      Mmm, extra bitter.

      Somehow, I refrained from setting it down and getting a glass of water instead.

      Gideon told Iris about the unifier, how we’d learned of it, and how we were concerned it would combine with the spikes. As he spoke, Iris paled. I couldn’t blame her, since I already knew about it and the whole thing was still making me ill to think about.

      People hating me was more than bad enough—I could learn to live with that. This was something else entirely.

      Gideon grabbed the big book of artifacts from my nightstand and showed her the picture of the thing while I pulled the lasagne out of the oven and started plating it up with a last grating of parmesan cheese on top.

      By the time he was done, book safely back in the living room and far removed from the threat of tomato sauce, I cut the garlic bread and started carrying plates to the table.

      Iris was pensive, and I was almost hesitant to ask her what was happening. I’d never seen her so quiet and concerned, biting her lip between forkfuls of lunch.

      Finally, apparently Gideon had had enough waiting. “What’s on your mind?”

      Her head snapped up, gaze rushing to meet his, as she swallowed hard. “You were right. To ask me about it, that is. I suppose I do know anyone in Junction who’s likely to own an artifact, and I know for sure who this one belongs to.”

      Gideon’s eyes narrowed to dark slits, his jaw clenching for a second before he spoke again. “Just tell me it ain’t Roger.”

      She flashed him a momentary smile, but it wasn’t a pleased one. On the other hand, she shook her head.

      So . . . not Roger?

      “That would almost be better,” she admitted with a sigh. That was a terrifying thought. “It’s a friend of his. Barrett Edgerton. Unless I’ve been informed incorrectly, he was the one who helped Roger with his childish little scheme at the party.”

      Barrett. Yes, Roger had called the drink-tipping linebacker guy Barrett, hadn’t he?

      Well that just fucking figured. Lovely. So the guy who had the thing I desperately needed was a good friend of my asshole uncle. A guy who’d willingly bullied a complete stranger just because, what, I hadn’t been accepted into my old-money family as a child? No matter why he had helped Roger, it couldn’t possibly be justified. It was probably just the standard “old boys’ network,” and that didn’t make me feel better at all.

      Hell, if anything, it made it seem likely that Edgerton was our culprit, and not just the owner of an artifact the villain was going to want. Freddy had implied that these people still married for social advantage more than love, like we’d been transported to the nineteenth century. It only made sense they’d be willing to destroy a city for power.

      And hadn’t Jonathon implied that he thought the power of the ley lines would flow into the earth when he destroyed them? Maybe Barrett was an earth mage. Any earth mage who believed Jonathon was right would assume that they’d get a boost from breaking the ley lines and letting their power flood into the stone and dirt around Junction.

      I cleverly stuffed my mouth full of garlic bread to avoid having to say anything to Iris about the horrible guy. I could hate him if I wanted, but that was no reason to drag her into it any more than I’d already had to. She’d invited him to her party, after all, so she had to think something nice about him.

      But then . . . Iris made a face, like the imaginary dog poop smell had returned, and pursed her lips. “He’s one of those people who thinks collecting expensive things is a good replacement for having a personality. To tell you the truth, I was rather happy he was the one who’d been an ass to you, since it meant I could stop inviting him to things.”

      Gideon didn’t even bother to hide his laughter. I tried. I just, you know, mostly failed, and choked on a sip of wine.

      “Even if he’s not our culprit, he isn’t going to be willing to help, though.” Iris was shaking her head, staring off at the far wall. “No, he wouldn’t believe it. He’s self-important enough he’d think you were trying to manipulate him in order to get your hands on something that belongs to him.”

      I made a face at the thought, but it didn’t surprise me, as a concept. “Can’t have the poors touching his precious, I take it?”

      She let her head fall to one side and shrugged halfheartedly. “I’m not sure it has anything to do with your income, snobby as people like us can be. It’s much more about him assuming everyone covets the things he has.”

      “Kind of man who locks his wife away in his house because he’s convinced everyone wants to sleep with her, even though he deliberately married the prettiest woman he could find.” Gideon’s voice was dry as dust, like he was thinking of a very specific man, and not Barrett.

      Iris, on the other hand, lifted an eyebrow. “Do you know him? His ex-wife, Stephanie, was an underwear model, and she left Junction altogether after she left him. I always thought it was to avoid ever having to see him again.”

      Gideon sighed, shaking his head and taking a drink of wine. “No, people just don’t change much, no matter the year.”

      “So, on this cheerful note, how are we going to handle this? If you know that he has it, I’m assuming he has it on display somewhere?” I had to stifle the childish instinct to cross my fingers and toes. If he had it hidden away in a vault somewhere, there wasn’t much chance for us to get it away from him before he destroyed the whole town.

      If he was the guy, anyway.

      Grandma gave an eyeroll so dramatic it looked painful. “It’s in a case in his study. He had an entire party dedicated to it a few years ago when he bought it. Mostly, I think, to irritate a few people in our social circle who’ve been vocal about their support for the movement to return artifacts like it to the countries they were looted from.”

      “He seriously threw a party to bother activists?” It was appalling, but not particularly surprising.

      She nodded, her shoulders slumped and defeated, but then she perked up, a glimmer of wicked amusement in her eye. “I was just about to return an invitation he sent me, but I could go.” She bit her lip, trying and failing to cover a mischievous grin. “We could steal it.”

      That was when I realized what the expression on her face meant. My grandmother had mentally recast us all in the next Ocean’s Eleven, and she was freaking thrilled about it.

      Also, it kind of sounded fun. We needed the artifact, and if that was the only way to get it and protect Junction, I was more than willing to plot a heist.

      You know what they say: “when in Vegas . . .”

      Or something like that.
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      Three days, multiple movie watchings, and countless pots of coffee later, we had a plan.

      Admittedly, our plan didn’t resemble much of anything from any heist movie, but let’s be honest: we weren’t stealing from a bank, or a vault, or some kind of security genius—that we knew of. We were talking about a man whose arrogance had led him to publicly display his wealth, and we were going to relieve him of just one piece of it, which wasn’t under any special surveillance or security protocols.

      Still, we were planning to steal a priceless artifact from a rich asshole in the middle of a black-tie party, so it felt more than a little badass. Maybe when we were done, we could send the thing back to Egypt, just to cheese the guy off some more.

      Okay, fine, there was also the fact that Egypt should be in possession of its own history, but cheesing him off sounded good to me too.

      Iris suggested bringing Gideon and me along to the party as her “plus one,” and demanding Barrett apologize to me while we were at it, but that was dismissed. By me.

      No, not just because I preferred the thought of a nice bleach latte to willingly going to a party at the asshole’s house, though I won’t say that wasn’t a factor. But really, if we were the only people at the party who openly couldn’t stand him, and then one of his precious pieces of loot went missing? Can you say “suspects number one and two” much?

      So no. Iris was going to go in the front with the party guests, and we were going to sneak in the back way and steal the thing while the rich assholes rubbed elbows in the ballroom down the hall.

      She’d given us a rough layout of the floorplan—aided by Freddy, who somehow got his hands on the blueprints. Something about county filings for all buildings—not gonna lie, I didn’t pay much attention past, “here’s what the floorplan looks like, wasn’t it nice of Freddy to get his hands on this?”

      It sure was nice of Freddy.

      Iris was going to open a window for us in a sitting room on the north side of the house, well away from where the party guests would congregate, but close to the study where he kept the unifier on display. We’d sneak in, cross the hall to his study, grab the thing, and get out. His security would be pretty lax because of the party—none of the motion sensors on the grounds turned on or anything like that.

      Iris was going to use her powers to cut the camera feed in the hallway and make it look like a fault in the equipment. Earth magic really was some of the most versatile out there, and every time I thought I couldn’t be more impressed with her, she’d throw out something like, “oh, I can destroy the security camera. I just have to warp the metal housing or cut the copper cord. Easy Peasy.”

      Easy Peasy. That was my grandmother, plotting a heist.

      In theory, we wouldn’t even need to use our own magic to steal the thing.

      Freddy loaned us his car so we didn’t have to walk there, and all we had to do was park it about two blocks from the house on a dark, wooded road, walk to the house, steal the thing, and walk back.

      I wouldn’t say it was the perfect plan, but it didn’t have to be. We weren’t trying to circumvent the perfect security system, and Barrett Edgerton wasn’t a genius supervillain.

      Probably.

      That alone made me think that maybe he wasn’t the person we were working against. If he was planning on destroying Junction with the unifier, why have it on display? Why let anyone know you had it at all? Also, why hadn’t he done it already?

      No, if Barrett was our guy, he was either the most incompetent supervillain ever, or he had some kind of ridiculous Bond-esque plot that was doomed to failure. Did that make Uncle Roger Pussy Galore? I could totally see him in the gold lamé vest, even if it would make him look sallow.

      It felt weird, eating dinner before going out to steal a priceless artifact. Too mundane, like we should be planning our escape to a non-extradition country instead, but we weren’t even planning on leaving town afterward.

      Just stealing an artifact and taking it back to Iris’s house.

      That was probably something we should have spent more time discussing, in fact, because what the heck were we going to do with it when we got it? Even back where it belonged, in a museum in Egypt, it would still be a danger.

      It was like keeping a weapon of mass destruction in a museum: why do it? Why let something destructive exist, even in the context of teaching people about it?

      Alternately, did I have the right to destroy a piece of antiquity, one of the few surviving artifacts from an era when humanity was so far ahead of us in magical theory?

      Ugh. No, there was a reason we weren’t thinking about that. We were doing this one piece at a time, and trying not to think ahead. The future was too damn uncertain to make any plans.

      No I don’t have PTSD, you’ve got PTSD. Sheesh.

      We pulled up on the dark street in the car we’d borrowed from Freddy—he’d been disappointed it was the only way he was taking part in the plan, but apparently he’d been busy, and not invited to Barrett’s party either. It was lucky I knew how to drive at all, but my father had insisted I learn when I was a teenager, so I could run errands for the shop.

      It occurred to me to wonder if everything was okay with Freddy, but as much as I cared about my cousin, the lives of everyone in Junction, including him, had to come before any issues he was dealing with.

      Gideon didn’t even seem nervous. He was just sitting there in the passenger seat, calm as you please, while I parked the car and tried to get my panicked breathing under control.

      A heist, for fuck’s sake.

      We’d planned a heist.

      This was a terrible idea. I was so far from being George Clooney that it wasn’t even laughable. Elliot Gould, maybe. More likely I was just one of the random extras who wandered by the main characters and didn’t even realize the heist was happening.

      “It ain’t that complicated,” Gideon assured me, handing me a travel mug.

      Unthinking, I took a drink. It tasted of coffee and . . .“Oh my god, did you just give me booze? Before we break the law? I’m going to trip over my own feet and have a giggling fit while they arrest us.”

      Gideon was unimpressed, lifting a brow at me. “You’re not gonna get drunk from one sip. There’s not enough in the whole cup for that, not even for you.”

      “What if I’m too drunk to drive back? Oh my god, what if we’d been pulled over with an open container in the car? It’s not even my car! I could have gotten Freddy’s car impounded!” Somehow, Gideon was even less impressed, the longer I spoke.

      He didn’t answer, and for a long moment, the car was quiet. Then he asked, “you done?” I nodded. “Feel better?” I nodded again, and he took the cup back, downing most of the contents in one swig. “Okay. You remember the plan. It ain’t hard. You can do it.”

      “I can,” I agreed. It wasn’t even a hard plan. The hardest part was where I climbed into a ground floor window and generally tried not to be seen by people. There were no real acrobatics or quick thinking required. I closed my eyes and took a deep, calming breath. “Okay. I can do this. Let’s go.”

      He nudged my shoulder with his own, giving me a soft look and leaning over to kiss my cheek.

      Yes. This was okay. We could handle this. I grabbed the doctored coffee from his hand and took one more sip before leaving it in the car.

      He’d already accessed the convergence when I joined him on the other side of the car, weaving threads around himself that looked like a fog made of shadow. If I hadn’t known precisely who and what I was looking at, I wasn’t sure I’d have seen him at all. Something about the magic made my eyes want to slide right past.

      When I got there, he motioned for me to stand in front of him and started the same process on me. I was going to have to remember to ask where he’d learned that little trick, though—I suspected the answer would be interesting. He’d told me while we were planning that he knew a way to go mostly unnoticed, and this fit the bill. I wasn’t sure how it would work on cameras, but Iris had planned to deal with the only one between us and the artifact, so it probably wouldn’t even come up.

      A moment later, we walked into the woods together, heading toward the lights of the party that could just be seen through the trees.

      No, I wasn’t Danny Ocean. But Barrett fucking Edgerton was no Vegas casino owner. He was a puffed-up rich guy in a small, not-Hollywood city in Southern California.

      The first part of the plan went without a hitch. We crossed the dark lawn, easily keeping out of sight and making our way to the northwest corner of the house, where a window was barely visibly unlatched and pushed open.

      My grandmother, queen of the Junction heist. The woman really should have had her own TV series or something. No doubt she was out there smiling at partygoers, circulating and making conversation as we snuck in and stole the artifact.

      Gideon slid up next to the window, poking his head inside for a second before putting his gloved hands on the sill and pulling himself up and over it. He disappeared inside for a moment, then came back for me.

      He quirked a brow at me as he tugged me in through the window, whispering, “the hell are you so smiley about?”

      Instead of trying to help and making a mess of things, I let him do most of the work, just going along for the ride. “Mentally naming Grandma’s TV show,” I told him as he set me back on my feet. I turned and pulled the window most of the way closed behind me before going back to him. “The Queen of California?”

      “Nah, she’d be like one of them big names in music. Just her first name, and everybody’d know who they meant.” He went ahead of me, crossing to the door, where he stopped and listened for anyone passing in the hall. The sound of the party was loud, even this far away, music and chatting so loud and echoing off so many surfaces that it sounded like the aviary at a zoo. I stayed as silent as possible, letting him decide when to continue.

      A moment later he nodded, opened the door a crack, and looked around. It was dark outside the room, which was frankly ideal for our purpose. His office was supposed to be right across the hall, so all we had to do was cross and open the door.

      Gideon went, and I followed. My heart was beating double time, breaths coming short and fast with not a little panic. We had broken into a rich guy’s house, and we were about to steal his stuff.

      Fuck me, what were we doing?

      Seamlessly, though, Gideon opened the second door, and a second later we were in. There had been no one in the sitting room, and there was no one in the office. No one had yelled at us to stop, thieves, or they’d summon the authorities. It was going exactly as planned, which might have been a first for, oh, my entire life.

      The only light in the office came from four display cases, and my first thought was fear that the lights were an outward sign of some security system we hadn’t known about.

      Then I realized that it didn’t matter.

      You see, three of the cases held artifacts. A silver flute that had light, barely-held-in white wisps of air magic all over it. A knife with terrifying thick dark streaks of fire magic tied to its too-dull edge. And a tiara, glittering with my old nemesis, an intricate knotwork of social magic, still fuzzy even to my improved abilities.

      The fourth case held the unifier, a burnished-gold representation of the sun, or Aten, with its life-giving rays pointed down toward the bottom of the case. I didn’t know if the black between the sun’s rays was some kind of paint, or even enamel, but it didn’t much matter.

      I couldn’t say the thing was worthless because it definitely looked like a fist-sized piece of actual gold, so it was doubtless worth a fortune.

      But there was nothing resembling magic attached to it. Nothing. Not even the distinct lack of magic that Iris had noted in the formerly-artifact railroad spike. No, this was just an ordinary hunk of . . . well, sure, gold. But ordinary gold.

      “It’s . . . it’s not magical,” I whispered, staring down at it. I looked back up at Gideon, eyes wide. “The other items all have magic, but it doesn’t have any.”

      Gideon came to stand next to me, his head cocked to one side, eyes narrowed as he inspected the case. “What the hell?”

      “There’s no way,” I said, unable to hold back the tremble in my voice. “I know the book said it could be used by non-magical people, but it still has to be an artifact, right? Have some inherent magic other than just the general level of magic that’s in everything?”

      Gideon nodded. “I don’t know what it is, but without any magic, it can’t be what we’re looking for.”

      As though the universe had decided it needed to laugh at us a little more, a loud, braying laugh came from just outside the door, followed by a self-important voice. “—and I’m telling you, I’ve got more of them than you do. If it’s important and about Junction’s history, I own it.”

      We both spun to face the door, then looked around the room, but there wasn’t anywhere to hide. No convenient coat closet or back door to slink through.

      Gideon barely had the time to steer me around behind the desk before the office door was opening, somehow folding his enormous bulk into the space beneath it. As he grabbed my hand and pulled me down behind him, I swore the surprised eyes I almost met in the doorway belonged to . . . Anson?

      Shit, and he’d definitely seen me.

      “There, you see?” the bombastic voice demanded as the office lights flipped on. “Sixteen journals all written by the late Jonathon McKinley. How many could you possibly have? That must be most of his life’s writing.”

      It was indeed Anson who responded a moment later, his voice holding no surprise or concern, but instead, a healthy dose of distaste. “Indeed. It isn’t as though a person could be more prolific than that. I only have twenty, myself.”

      “Of course you—what?” The irritating voice cut off, and I barely remembered what Barrett’s face looked like, but I could just imagine the confused math expression he was making. Twenty? Why that was more than sixteen, and therefore patently impossible. How many journals could a man write in thirty-odd years, after all?

      “The museum has even more,” Anson continued, sounding downright bored as he played fast and loose with the truth. “And I would imagine Iris and Roger would have at least a few between them.”

      “Well there you have it, then,” the voice said, regaining its supreme smugness. “I’ll simply buy the ones Roger owns. It isn’t as though he cares.”

      Incredible. The man was precisely who Iris had said. Had to own the most, be the biggest and most impressive, regardless of the purpose of the thing. It wasn’t about using the journals for anything, it was about having more of them than someone else.

      The irritating voice came closer, speaking, sending a thrill of terror through me, my heart pounding so fast that my fingers started to tingle. “I’ll just send him an—”

      “Really, Barrett?” Anson said, more than a little mockingly. “You’re going to take the time to go over and email him about it, when Roger is out in your ballroom right this minute?”

      My heart was in my throat, beating so hard I was worried it was going to explode. He wanted to email Roger. On the computer sitting three inches above my head. Gideon’s magic or no, there was little chance we’d go unnoticed under the desk if Barrett decided to sit in the chair I had my hands on.

      Then Anson spoke up again. “Well then, I’ll just take the moment to go speak to him in person. Maybe I could even cut him a check right here.” His voice retreated as he spoke, and went taunting, smug and amused at the end of the sentence.

      Barrett’s voice retreated as well, complaining that Roger was his friend, not Anson’s, and therefore he should have the first opportunity to speak to him. The office door slammed shut and two sets of footsteps retreated down the hallway, one uneven but calm and measured, and the other clomping like the proverbial moose in a china shop. Bull? Eh. Either way.

      “Anson saw me,” I whispered to Gideon. “I’m sure he did.”

      Gideon didn’t seem terribly surprised. “He knows you, and the magic helps hide you, but it isn’t foolproof. If he got a direct look, then he probably saw you.” He poked his head out over the desk and looked around again. “But he gave us an opportunity to get the hell out of here, so let’s take it.”

      “Shouldn’t we look around? Maybe he put the real artifact somewhere else. In a cupboard or—” I motioned around the room, its walls decorated with dark wood paneling that made it feel downright claustrophobic.

      Gideon shook his head, sticking it out to check the hallway for more interlopers and waving me over to him. When he ducked his head back in, he motioned to the display cases. “The others are real, right?” When I nodded, he continued, “No reason he’d have three real artifacts and one fake on show like that, unless he doesn’t actually have the real version of that one.”

      And, well, that was fair. It wasn’t as though the unifier had any special value other than as an artifact, especially over something like that knife. People always valued weapons over tools. So I nodded and followed Gideon back across the hall, through the sitting room, out the window, and past the shadows of the lawn and woods beyond. Only when we were back in the car did we stop to breathe.

      I pulled out my phone and shot a text to Grandma.

      Artifact was a fake. Also, Anson saw me.

      Her response was succinct, and covered everything nicely, even if the words were a surprise, coming from her: Well, fuck.
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      As agreed ahead of time, we headed back to Iris’s house when everything was done.

      Beryl met us at the door, giving us her usual fond smile. “Mrs. said you would probably want to wait in the library. Did you want something to eat while you wait for her?”

      “No thank you, Miss Beryl,” Gideon said after a cursory glance at me, shaking his head. “We had dinner earlier, and we’re still fine.”

      I nodded along, leaning into him, and didn’t say anything.

      We headed down to the library on our own since we already knew the way, leaving Beryl to do whatever it was Beryl did. Run the universe, maybe. The woman was everywhere, and could do anything. She’d gotten my tuxedo shirt clean, at least, which seemed not far short of black magic to me.

      Strangely enough, Freddy was sitting in the library, computer on his lap and empty plate on the table closest to him. I’d thought he had something he had to do instead of coming with us. Maybe it was something on the computer?

      He glanced up when we came in, turned back to his computer, then froze and looked back at us, as though our presence was a surprise. “You’re here. And early. So you . . . how did it go? I mean, you’re not in jail, so that’s a good start, right?”

      “It went terrible, but I s’pose you’re right about that, at least. Fear of jail why you were too busy to come along?” Gideon asked him, but for a change, it sounded like a gentle joke instead of an irritated jibe.

      Freddy waved that off imperiously. “If I were afraid of jail, I wouldn’t have gone snorkeling for pocket change in the university fountain at three in the morning my freshman year. Naked. Without a snorkel.”

      I cocked my head at him. “See, now I’d have just called that dancing naked in a fountain. I didn’t even know the university had a wishing fountain where people threw change.” I crossed the room, pulling Gideon with me into a seat opposite Freddy. “Or did you go to school somewhere else?”

      “Nope, I went here.” He offered his usual disarming smile, and it was reassuring to see it. Smartass Freddy was a Freddy who was doing okay. I didn’t know how to help him if he wasn’t okay. He leaned forward and cemented the feeling with a grin and a wink. “And they don’t have that kind of fountain. I mean, really, it’s not as though I needed the money.”

      Gideon gave a snort, but he didn’t say anything obnoxious in return. Instead, he motioned to the computer. “It’s the camera thing that you’re working on, right?”

      Freddy groaned and let his head fall forward, then looked back down at his computer screen. “I’m getting nowhere. I’m starting to think that maybe it’s a dead end. I’ve got one last idea—a friend who’s especially good at turning up information—but”—he looked up at me, his sky-blue eyes sincere and apologetic—“I don’t think I’m going to turn up what you need. I’m awfully sorry, Sage, I really wanted to be useful.”

      Shockingly, Gideon was the one who spoke up, and again, not to needle Freddy. “All you can do is your best. If the information ain’t there, it ain’t there. That’s not on you.”

      “Besides, your blueprints helped keep us from getting caught on that waste of time tonight,” I added. “It would have sucked to get arrested for nothing just because we got lost.”

      Freddy snorted at that, finally closing his computer and setting it aside, throwing his feet up on the coffee table. “Waste of time, hm? Sorry. You never would have gotten arrested, though, unless maybe you got caught with the damn thing right in your hands. Maybe not even then. Grandmother would have said she put you up to it for whatever reason, and it would have been hushed up. It’s sort of sickening what you can get away with when you have enough money.”

      “Anson saw me in the office, though. I’m pretty sure he deliberately kept Barrett from discovering us hiding under the desk.” I ran through the moment again in my head, and I could clearly see Anson’s surprise when the office door swung open. He’d been looking straight at me. Barrett had been too wrapped up in his blather to be paying attention to either the room or Anson’s face, but Anson? He had to have seen me.

      “Hm,” was all Freddy said, staring off into space, considering.

      Gideon just gave a little shrug. “He didn’t rat us out. He’s a Marsh. I’m inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      Freddy snorted, waving him off. “Of course you are. He’s your great grand-nephew or whatever. Fruit of your family’s loins.” Gideon dropped his face into his hands, making a horrified noise, but Freddy just continued on. “It’s understandable you’re inclined to trust him. And I grant you, the man seems pretty harmless. Sweet old guy, the type to have candy on his desk and walk little old ladies across the street while carrying their groceries for them.”

      He wasn’t wrong. It was pretty easy to picture just that, even with Anson’s bad leg in play. He was the kind of guy who’d bend over backward to help a person.

      Then Freddy lowered his head in our direction, giving us both a hard look, his eyebrows raised high. “Just do me a favor and remember what he is, all right?”

      Gideon frowned at the words, glancing at me in question.

      “A politician,” I realized aloud. I’d stopped thinking of Anson that way when I’d gotten to know him over brunch at Grandma’s, but Freddy was right. It was what David, the first Believer who’d tried to murder me, had said. The dominus’s office were a bunch of power-hungry politicians. Even if he was the next best thing to a saint, Anson Caldwell-Marsh was also a skilled and practiced politician. At the very least, it explained his ability to cover his shock at seeing me and not give Gideon and me away.

      Freddy nodded, solemn and concerned. Next to me, Gideon bristled. “Being a politician doesn’t make him a bad guy. He could be as good as anyone.”

      “He could,” Freddy agreed easily. “I’m not asking you to believe otherwise. Just to also remember that things aren’t always what they seem.”

      It was ironic, Freddy asking people to see something other than appearance. The man slouched his fabulous way through life by being beautiful and model-perfect at every moment, presenting the appearance he wanted people to pay attention to and not the self-esteem struggle beneath. Still, I trusted Freddy, so I nodded at him and decided to keep a close eye on the situation. After all, he wasn’t saying Anson was a bad guy. Just pointing out that there were reasons to pay attention.

      “I’d say things are clearly not quite what they seem,” a voice said from the doorway, and we all jumped.

      Turning to look at the library’s entrance, I found my grandmother, and of course, Anson. She was biting her lip, watching us worriedly. When I met her eye, she pulled her lip from between her teeth and mouthed, “sorry.” I gave a tiny headshake, dismissing the notion that anything was her fault. I was the one who’d been spotted where I shouldn’t be, after all.

      “Freddy is right, of course,” Anson went on. “I most certainly am a politician. And I haven’t gotten as far as I am by being either ignorant or innocent. I know when someone is keeping things from me. Usually, I keep my nose out of it because nine times out of ten it’s none of my business.”

      “But not this time?” Instead of leaning toward Anson, Gideon pulled me close and leaned into the couch and my body. “You sure you want to get involved in this?”

      Anson sighed and looked away, eyes flitting back and forth as though he was reading. Finally, he sighed and turned back to us. “I can honestly say that I have no idea what’s going on. But whatever it is, I think it’s affecting more than just the McKinley family. I may not know everything about you, but I know you wouldn’t break into Barrett Edgerton’s office without a damn good reason.”

      “I could just say I wanted to do something mean in response to him pouring grape juice on me at the party,” I offered, giving him one last out. It was even reasonable.

      He grimaced, leaning hard on his cane, but shook his head at me. “That wouldn’t be like you, Sage. Your uncle is a bigger ass than that on a regular basis, and you’re a master at ignoring his childish antics. You know as well as I do that to him, you ignoring him is the worst punishment possible.”

      And he was right. Roger’s whole attitude was designed to get a rise out of me, and not getting it pissed him off more than any reaction would have.

      Grandma put a hand on his back, leading him over to the couch across from the rest of us. It was a relatively new addition to the library, since the lot of us had taken to sitting there socializing, and it felt natural, having the two of them and Freddy sitting there with us, talking. The only things missing were Fluke and Rufus, and I was struck by the wish that we’d dropped Fluke off before the heist so he would have been there.

      Iris shot me another apologetic look, but she wasn’t the one who’d been spotted where she shouldn’t have been. We had to talk to Anson. The real question was how much we should tell him.

      Freddy wasn’t wrong, after all, and Anson had said as much. But did being a politician mean we couldn’t trust him? If so, I thought I might be in trouble, because I did trust him.

      On the other hand, maybe starting him out on the whole story was a bit much. He had a clue about arcane magic, since Iris had been working with him on her book. Maybe stopping short of “oh and I can technically bring the dead back to life” was a good plan. If there was one part of the story I wanted to keep quiet, that was it. I didn’t want to imagine the uproar if people found out I could bring the long dead to life. Best case scenario, I was kidnapped into government service. Worst, I’d probably be dead inside a week.

      None of that was the place to start with Anson, though. It was simpler than that.

      “We’re pretty sure someone is trying to enact Jonathon’s plan to destroy the ley lines under Junction,” I told him, keeping my voice as even and steady as possible. “After the earthquake last week, there was a disturbance in the convergence of ley lines itself. When we went looking, we found where someone had pounded a railroad spike into the ground. We believe that the spike caused the earthquake, and it definitely punched a hole in the ley lines. All three of them.”

      Anson sucked in a harsh breath, mouth open, staring at me.

      Freddy laughed, swiping a hand down his face. “I’d say to take it easy on him, but I suppose this is you taking it easy on him, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged. He was probably right. Freddy had learned the truth when I was kidnapped, after all, so there were obviously worse introductions to the secret world of Sage McKinley. “Anson thought that what was happening was about more than the McKinley family, and he’s right. Someone’s gotten ahold of Jonathon’s legacy, and it’s reasonable to believe that they intend to use it to destroy the convergence, and Junction along with it.”

      Anson looked positively shell-shocked, staring at me with wide eyes. “And you think it could do that?”

      “You’re the one who told us about Triskelion,” I shot back. “I believe that a group of anti-magic extremists were responsible for that, and I think Jonathon joined that group, and that’s where he got this idea.”

      He sighed, sitting back and kneading the muscles of his leg absently with one hand. “And this is all related to our book,” he added, then paused, waiting for one of us to fill in the blanks for him.

      I’d been thinking about telling the dominus about my magic since before I’d known who he was, let alone known him personally, and here we were. That first Believer, David, had practically begged me not to tell the dominus, and when the person who’s trying to murder you asks you not to do something, it tends to make you consider doing it. Or is that just me?

      Either way, there Anson was, practically asking the question.

      Actually asking it, in fact.

      Next to me, Gideon took a breath as though he was going to start speaking, but then let it out again instead. When I looked at him, he was staring at his knees. Clearly, he wanted to make a confession too. The whole shebang, I wondered, complete with how they were related?

      Well, if Gideon was thinking about that, I’d give him all the time and shielding he needed for it. It might be nice for him to have family, but it was a big decision, and Gideon didn’t make those lightly.

      “It’s related to your book because Grandma isn’t speculating on whether Winifred McKinley was an arcane mage. We’re sure of it. Because arcane magic runs in the McKinley line.” I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and just said it. “Not with Grandma, but with my mom. And me.”

      “And most of us who aren’t ley line users are rather protective of those who are, considering how some people react to it,” Freddy added, his voice harder than usual. It was kind of adorable, and the most serious I’d ever seen him.

      Anson reacted like Freddy was an adorable puppy for practically threatening him. He grinned and bowed his head. “That’s entirely reasonable, Frederick.” Then he glanced between Gideon and I before meeting my eye. “And I should hope the Marsh family, of all Junction’s inhabitants, would understand your concerns for your safety.”

      He held up his hand in front of him, focusing on his fingers for a moment before tiny wisps of oh-so-familiar energy surrounded them.

      Arcane magic.

      Anson was an arcane mage? How?

      I stared, shocked, but he dropped the magic as quickly as he’d summoned it, and he was breathing deeply, sweat beading his forehead.

      Time for surprise number two. Anson wasn’t just an arcane mage. He was a weak one. The most important mage in Junction, the symbol of all mages in our city, and his magic was as weak as—maybe even weaker than—mine had been, when I’d been trying to be a social mage.

      “Anson?” my grandmother asked, her voice concerned. “Are you all right, dear?”

      He gave her an attempt at a smile, nodding and dropping his hand to knead his thigh some more. “Fine. I just don’t bother with it too much these days. Not in decades.”

      “The Marsh family,” I said, repeating his earlier words. “Because arcane magic runs in your family too.”

      He glanced at Gideon, then quickly back at me. “It does,” he agreed. “Unfortunately, I burned myself out in the accident”—He raised his hand and motioned to his thigh before continuing—“so it’s hard to do much of anything anymore. But twenty years ago, things were a little different.”

      Burned himself out? I had no idea what that meant, what might have happened to burn out his magic. Frankly, the very thought was terrifying. But—“How did you not feel it when they used the spike? The convergence was terrified.”

      At Anson’s pained wince, shame gave a cold twist in my gut. The man had been what I was. An arcane mage, strong and connected to the convergence. I didn’t know what he meant by “the accident,” and we weren’t close enough for me to ask about it. But whatever it was, it had resulted in him barely able to touch the convergence without losing his breath.

      I’d only discovered my connection to arcane magic six months earlier, but the idea of living without it was chilling on a visceral level. I shuddered, and before Anson even managed to open his mouth, I held up a hand. “Never mind. I’m sorry, that was a silly question.”

      Anson shook his head. “No, it wasn’t. The truth, I’m afraid, is a bit childish. I’ve struggled with being cut off from most of my magic, so I’ve rather selfishly cut myself off from the bit I have left. It’s . . . a reminder. I don’t feel much from the ley lines any longer. I’m not sure the convergence even knows I’m alive.”

      Next to me, Gideon was bristling with energy, like he needed to ask a million questions but couldn’t force the words out. It was strange, for him to be the hesitant one and me the one who was demanding answers, but if that was what he needed from me in this conversation, I could do it. I could only hope I asked the right questions to get him the answers he wanted.

      And that was when it struck me, exactly what Gideon wanted to ask.

      “Why didn’t you train someone?”

      Anson sighed, slumping forward. “Is it lonely? I’m so sorry. I—I tried, but Samira didn’t have the gift. She’s very good with her own magic, but she could never feel the lines.”

      And unlike Gideon when he’d been dead and directed by the convergence, Anson didn’t know who had the potential to tap the ley lines. He hadn’t been able to touch the convergence for more than a few wisps of power, so he couldn’t have just asked.

      So instead, the convergence had found a way, and continued bringing Gideon back to life to teach others. That must have been Meredith, the woman who trained my mother. Gideon had been sent to teach her when Anson had his . . . accident. That meant he’d been forty years without the convergence.

      “So you know about the assholes who want to kill people like you, right?” Freddy asked with a little less finesse than his usual casual chatter.

      Anson made a face like he’d bitten into a lemon and nodded. “Yes. It’s why I didn’t go looking for a new apprentice. Even though not every member of the Marsh family is born with the gift, we have family legends about it. We’re careful not to share too much.”

      “So you understand all of this pretty well.” I held up a hand and ticked off items on my fingers with each sentence. “Jonathon McKinley was one of these people, and they told him they’d destroyed a convergence in Massachusetts. He decided he could figure out how to do it here. He died before he managed it. Someone today has rediscovered his method.”

      “We don’t think it’s them,” Gideon added. “The Believers themselves. But we can’t be sure. They are like a damn bad penny.”

      Anson nodded and leaned in. “Tell me everything, and then we can decide how I might be able to help.”

      So we told him about the earthquake and the attack and the theory we were forming about the spikes and the unifier. He listened, and frowned, and nodded a lot.

      I noted, however, that not a single one of us brought up Gideon’s history, or the fact that they were probably related. As though we’d planned it ahead of time, Grandma, Freddy, Gideon and I all bounced around that topic like champion gymnasts.

      Trust, it seemed, only went so far, even when we were all in the same boat. Or ley line.

      Barrett’s unifier being a fake helped, in some ways, but as Anson pointed out, that didn’t mean there were no other similar artifacts. It also didn’t stop whoever had the spikes from doing what Freddy had mentioned, and just hammering one spike after another into the ground wherever they were.

      Yes, it would probably kill them, and it would be difficult to do, since an earthquake would distract a person from hammering spikes. But that didn’t change the fact that it was possible.

      We needed to track down the spikes, and more important, find a way to destroy them. Snip the magic and leave them plain old railroad spikes. And our only lead on that, Freddy said, wasn’t bearing fruit, so we were back at square one.
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      By Monday morning, we’d made no headway. There hadn’t been another attack, but that could mean anything. Heck, maybe the bad guy already had had the unifier, having swapped the real thing for the fake in Barrett Edgerton’s study.

      Being in the dark was the worst.

      Adding to that stress, admittedly in a much shallower sort of way, we had another interview at the store. They had swiftly become the lowlight of my days at work.

      The woman, Marcy, arrived on time, though, which was a good start. She didn’t smell of tequila or any illegal drugs that I recognized, and was intelligent, articulate, and had a ready smile for the customers who were at the register when she came in.

      “I would have to give notice at my current job, of course,” she was telling Beez as the interview questions wound down half an hour later, “so I could start two weeks after you let me know.”

      Beez looked like she was in love, sitting with her elbows on the desk, chin resting on her fists, and I couldn’t blame her. After the last few interviews, I’d been ready to think there was no one hirable in the entirety of Junction. “I think that covers all our questions. Did you have anything else, Sage?”

      She wanted to work the hours we wanted someone to cover. She had experience in a bookstore—her current job was at the university bookstore. She even said foxes were fine. She wasn’t effusive about them and didn’t jump to shower Fluke with attention when he gave her a sniff, but that wasn’t a crime.

      Not a real one, anyway, and I doubted I could convince anyone to pass that kind of sweeping, progressive legislation.

      So why wasn’t I jumping for joy? Why, in fact, was I entirely unconvinced that we should hire her? Something about her was just pinging my radar, and I couldn’t define what it was, even inside my own head. How was I going to explain it to Beez?

      “No, I think we’ve basically covered everything.” I stood up from my spot behind the desk and held my hand out to her. “We just have to finish up with interviews, and then we’ll be calling people back.”

      Why wasn’t I begging her to work for us right this minute?

      Clearly, Beez agreed with my confusion, because she looked up at me like I’d lost every last one of my marbles. She followed my lead, though, and shook Marcy’s hand before preceding us out of the office.

      Gideon was there, standing at the counter, talking to a young couple over a pile of books. “—can’t say I have read it. A mouse, though? And cats?”

      “Oh no,” one of the men was saying as he laid his head on the other’s shoulder with a smile. “You can’t really explain it like that. You have to read it to understand.”

      “Absolutely groundbreaking,” the other guy said, nodding along, squeezing the other’s waist and drawing him in close.

      In front of me, Marcy stiffened. I spent half a second praying that she wasn’t about to insult Maus, which I assumed was the subject of Gideon’s discussion, but she didn’t mention the graphic novel at all. “Terrence,” she spat instead.

      One of the men looked up at her and gave an attempt at a smile. “Hey, Marcy. How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      The heat of her glare was going to start raising the temperature of the shop, so I stepped forward. “Are you guys ready to check out? Gideon, you could have interrupted the interview.”

      The man Marcy had identified as Terrence waved me off. “Oh no, we weren’t bothered. We got to talking about what books everyone should read, and I mean . . . who couldn’t talk about that all day?”

      I wondered if Terrence needed a job. The way Marcy was glaring daggers at his back didn’t bode well. I wasn’t going to punish her for having an enemy or anything, but sometimes customer service means smiling and pretending you don’t hate a person. Especially in the middle of a job interview. I’d even been nice to Uncle Roger in the shop until he’d insulted my mother.

      I rang Terrence and the guy I assumed was his boyfriend up, trying to ignore the tension, and let Gideon chat with them about graphic novels as a valid form of literature.

      Please don’t be a homophobe, I silently willed Marcy. But we had to know, so after waving to the men as they left, I went to join Gideon on the other side of the counter, wrapping my arms around him in a hug and leaning up to kiss his cheek. “I take it I should be ordering you some graphic novels?”

      “The guy made some interesting points,” he said before leaning down to kiss me back.

      “So,” Beez announced, interrupting us. “That was awkward.”

      Marcy gave a deep, unhappy sigh. “I’m so sorry. But you know how it is. Ex. And now apparently he’s decided he’s gay.”

      I blinked in shock at the overshare. I mean, I didn’t mind oversharing as a rule, but this gave me the same inkling I’d been having about Marcy since the moment she’d walked into the shop. Something wasn’t quite right.

      Beez’s lips thinned. “You mean bi? Or pan?”

      Marcy waved a dismissive hand. “Sure, whatever he wants to call it, I guess. A layover on the trip to admitting he’s gay now.”

      Beez clenched her jaw, and I thought maybe it was time to get Marcy out of the shop before a fight broke out. I didn’t need Beez getting arrested. “Okay, well thanks for coming down, Marcy. Like I said, we’ll be making calls as soon as we’re done interviewing, so you could hear from us in the next week or so.”

      I turned to walk her to the door and caught a look on Gideon’s face that was even worse than Beez’s dead-eyed glare. He was staring at the carpet, eyes soft and unfocused and . . . sad.

      Fuck.

      I rushed Marcy off and headed straight back to him, wrapping my arms around his waist again and ducking down so my face was in his sightline. He looked up to meet my eye and gave me a tiny, fake smile to reassure me that he was fine.

      “Fuck every single thing,” Beez exploded behind me, and we both jolted. “We finally find someone who’d be a competent employee, and she’s a bigot.”

      And that, more than my worry, got Gideon’s attention. “She what?”

      Beez rolled her eyes and flapped her hand in the direction of the door. “A bigot. A biphobe. I mean, I’m not going to tell her ex what his sexuality is, but . . . a layover on the road to gay? What the hell century is she living in?” At that, Beez froze, eyes going wide. “Um. Not that being from another century means you’re a bigot. I mean, obviously. You . . . you don’t have anything against bi people, right?”

      The way she said it came off a little desperate, like she wasn’t sure what the answer would be. And maybe she wasn’t sure, but I’d been living with Gideon for six months. Maybe we hadn’t specifically had conversations about sexuality, but I knew the man’s heart. I wasn’t worried.

      Instead of being disgusted, he was confused. “What does that mean? Bi people?”

      “Bisexuality,” I clarified, leaning into him and resting my head on his chest as I led him toward the couch. The tension in his chest was illuminating, but not in the way Beez was worried about.

      Mostly it gave me the distinct urge to smack myself in the forehead.

      I pressed him down into the sofa and practically sat on top of him. “It means someone’s attracted to more than one gender. Or their own and others as well.” Reaching out, I tapped the tip of his nose. “Like you.”

      His return blink was slow, like the deep breath he took and the way he practically uncoiled beneath me. “Like me,” he repeated, breathing deep again and again, watching me like a hawk for any reaction. I held his eye and leaned into him, willing him to feel my utter calm. To see that his sexuality didn’t make the slightest bit of difference to me, or to our relationship.

      I’d once went on a single date with a guy who swore he’d never have sex with a bi guy, and it had struck me as ridiculous. What the hell difference did it make, who someone might be attracted to in addition to me?

      Beez threw herself into a chair, glaring at the door again. “You know, knowing Gideon is bi somehow makes me feel better and it makes me want to call her and tell her exactly why there’s no chance we’re going to hire her.”

      Gideon turned to look at her, confused. “I thought it was going well. You seemed like you were about ready to ask her to stay.”

      “Yes, and then she acted like a jackass,” I added, leaning my head on one of his shoulders and petting the other. “And we don’t hire people who dismiss an entire sexuality as a pitstop on the road to being gay, or whatever the hell that was.”

      “It was bullshit,” Beez offered.

      Gideon didn’t offer any further questions, just sat there, arms wrapped around me, a pensive look on his face. Like he wasn’t sure what to make of the whole conversation. Maybe the whole idea.
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      Hours later, at home in bed, snuggled under our cozy blankets, he was still being quiet and thoughtful. I knew him, though, and well enough to know that he’d talk to me when he was ready. He just needed time to process what was going through his mind.

      When he finally set his e-reader aside and looked at me, I was ready for him, and put mine on my own nightstand, turning to look at him.

      “How’d you know?” he asked without explaining what he meant. Fortunately, having been expecting the conversation all afternoon, I already knew.

      “That you were bi? Because you’re as bad as Freddy—you flirt with everyone. And I can see you. I can see you looking at people and reacting to them. No, I’m not saying you hit on people with intention. You’re just . . . you. It’s part of who you are.” I rolled over so my head was on his chest and looked up at him. “Just like I’m sure you know I’m not attracted to women, it’s not hard to tell that you are.”

      “It don’t bother you?” His tone was as close to scared as I’d ever heard it, like there was some chance I was going to change my mind and take back my implicit approval.

      I rolled the rest of the way over and pulled myself up so I was straddling his lap—his very naked lap, since we were ready for bed and naturally, Gideon slept in the buff. “No, it doesn’t bother me. And even more, it would be gross of me to be bothered by who you are.” I leaned forward and pressed our foreheads together, so close that my eyes couldn’t focus on his face. “I love you. I get to decide who I love. I don’t get to decide who you love, much less who you’ve loved in the past.”

      For a moment, I thought maybe Gideon was going to kiss me, but then his shoulders slumped, and he closed his eyes. His whole face went slack with something that looked like relief.

      “He’s mine,” he whispered, and that was not what I’d been expecting. Hell, I didn’t even know what it meant. “You kept—you kept saying Anson was my nephew, and I didn’t know how to say he wasn’t. I never had a brother. I had . . . I had a wife. He’s my grandson. My great, great grandson.”

      I was taken with the distinct urge to bang my head against his. “That’s why you’ve been hesitating to say things in front of Anson. To ask him questions. Not because you didn’t want him to know, because you thought I was gonna be bothered by you having had a wife.”

      “Didn’t say that. I just”—he swallowed hard, then cupped my face in his hands and brought me in for a kiss—“didn’t want it to be bad. Charity’s been dead a hundred and fifty years. There’s nobody else for me, and I didn’t want you thinking I might be looking elsewhere.”

      “I realize the bar is on the floor here, but I promise, I can clear it.” I leaned up and kissed his nose, then turned my head back down to meet his eye. “I promise not to be bitter and jealous about your widow, Gideon. I also refuse to be angry about the fact that you had a life in the many years you lived before I was born, let alone before we met.”

      With that, he went entirely lax and pliant beneath me, eyes slipping shut and breathing deep and heavy. Well, for a moment. Then his eyes opened again, and I thought he was going to eat me alive, for the intense heat in them.

      In a second, he’d flipped us so I was on my back beneath him, and he was mouthing at my neck. “I do love a man who can clear a hurdle with confidence, low or not.”

      “Oh do you?” I asked through my gasping for breath. “Because I’d be happy to try for a few more if it helps you out.”

      He pulled away for a moment, smiling indulgently down at me. “No need, sweetheart. You don’t need to do another thing to make me love you. I already do.”

      He slid his hands up under my T-shirt, pulling it off and tossing it onto the floor, removing his lips from my neck just for long enough to tug the shirt past it. As soon as he was rid of my shirt, he reached for the boxers I always wore to bed and pushed them down my legs, kicking them to the bottom of the bed to bunch under the blanket.

      And just like that, I was as naked as he was.

      I shivered despite the fact that I was still mostly covered by a warm blanket, and he looked up at me with concern. “You okay?”

      “Never better.”

      He gave me that slow, lazy smile of his, running his hands up my chest, then down my arms and twining our fingers together. Then, using those twined fingers, he lifted my hands over my head and held them there, together. “Sorry, baby, am I making you feel all manhandled? I can stop if you want.”

      Bastard. I leaned forward and nipped his lower lip before answering. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      His answering kiss was slow and bone-searingly hot, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, claiming every inch of me, and not pulling away until my lungs were protesting their need for oxygen. He left me gasping for air and moved back to my neck, nibbling along the tendon until he reached the base, and sucking what was sure to be a mark there.

      Transferring both of my wrists to one hand, he kept them pinned over my head, and let his newly freed one trail down my face, my neck, my chest, and then skimmed his fingertips over my cock, making me buck up off the bed.

      He pulled his hand away at that and leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Now, Sage, you be good and don’t wiggle around, you hear me?”

      The “threat” was obvious in his tone. Hold still and he’d give me what I wanted.

      “Torturer,” I whispered back, but I nodded. And I didn’t buck up again when he brushed the backs of his knuckles across my cock, tensing every muscle against it, forcing myself not to react physically. Except gasping for breath, which I couldn’t seem to stop doing. Another brush, too damned soft, and I couldn’t hold back a whine. “Gideon.”

      “Something wrong?”

      I couldn’t answer, just whined again and concentrated on not pushing into the warm pressure of his hand.

      “You keep your hands right there. Don’t move an inch.” Slowly, he let go of my wrists. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, because if I looked at him, I was sure I’d move. I’d jump on him, push him down, and ride his dick.

      And he wouldn’t complain about it at all. But we both knew damn well that if I could do as he said, keep still and let him do what he would, I’d enjoy it more. Get just what I wanted. So I kept my eyes shut and held my entire body still, letting him run his hands over every inch of me except my cock, lightly, teasing, until I wanted to scream.

      Still, every muttered “so good,” firmed my resolve to stay still. To give him what he wanted, so he’d damned well—when his palm finally ran across the achingly sensitive skin of my cock again, I gasped, and had to clench my muscles to stay in place.

      “There you are,” he whispered as he wrapped his callused fingers around me loosely, just holding on. “So perfect for me, Sage. Always so good.”

      “Really far ahead of you is where I am right now,” I muttered. “If you don’t get started soon, I’m going to be done before you do.”

      He laughed, the asshole. “That a challenge, baby?” His hand tightened around my cock, tugging, and a second later, the tip was enveloped by wet warmth. The man played me like a musical instrument, and apparently he’d decided that this symphony was over.

      He sucked me down entirely, taking me to the root somehow without even gagging over it, and at the same time, reached his right hand up, rubbing down my taint and just barely breaching my ass with the tip of one finger. Sparks shot through me, and I couldn’t have held back the orgasm if I’d wanted to. So instead, I shot down his throat as he milked me, then he licked me clean.

      But he didn’t move his hand.

      Instead, he reached up with the other and snatched the lube off the nightstand, then added some to where he was still working that single finger inside me.

      He planted himself between my legs, draping one knee over each thigh, opening me up to him. The stimulation was almost too much, but he left my poor overused cock alone and focused on spreading me open, one finger at a time, using more lube than usual to make the slide as easy as possible.

      I was already panting again when I figured it out. “You actually think you’re gonna get me back up,” I whined.

      His chuckle was pure evil. “Think, do I? Sweetheart, I know I am. If it takes half the night, we’re gonna do this.”

      I let my head fall back onto the pillow, groaning. But I’d known, hadn’t I? Because my hands were still right where he’d put them. Like he’d locked them into place with magic when I knew damn well he hadn’t.

      So instead of arguing, telling him he couldn’t possibly manage to get me hard again, I lay there, panting and loose, and let him.

      It took no time at all for him to get my body to react to him, straining toward him as he worked me open with his hands. Five minutes. Maybe ten.

      By the time he decided he was ready, so was I.

      Being Gideon, he didn’t gloat. Just pulled his hands free, leaving me empty and wanting, before pulling my ass up and sliding into me with one long, slow stroke until we were joined so tightly I wondered if we’d ever come apart.

      He took it slow, sliding into me as unhurriedly as if we had all the time in the world. Leaning against me, he kissed me again, at the same leisurely pace, mapping my mouth with lazy strokes of his tongue that mimicked his cock thrusts, achingly perfect.

      It was so sedate, so languorous, that my orgasm snuck up on me, making me once again buck up, whimpering into his mouth in surprise as my body jolted, jerking against him as I came in the space between our bodies.

      He pulled back, shooting me that satisfied grin before thrusting forward again in earnest. He didn’t go slow this time, just went all in, fucking me hard and fast. All I could do was lay there, whimpering with overstimulation as he used me to get off. My cock gave a valiant twitch at the thought, but there was no way.

      A moment later, Gideon gave a guttural groan and buried his face in my neck, biting down lightly as he shoved deep inside me.

      We never would come apart, I decided. Oh, not physically. I wasn’t living in a dream world where we kept fucking literally forever.

      But the rest? I was keeping him. For as long as we both lived, I was keeping Gideon Marsh at my side.
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      Wednesday morning we had decided to meet at Anson’s house to discuss our next moves. As much as I wouldn’t have wished Anson’s situation on him, it was nice to have someone else involved who understood how important the threat was.

      I couldn’t complain about my situation, or Gideon’s. Yeah, maybe we had to keep our magic secret, and there was danger attached to it, but we had access to it. And we both liked what we were.

      It was hard to complain about that.

      Unlike Iris, Anson didn’t have a huge household staff. His house was still huge and way outside my comfort zone, but he answered the door himself with a smile on his face. “Good morning! Come in.”

      He waved us into a tiled foyer, and I handed him the package I’d brought him: my copy of Jonathon’s book, All Debts Are Paid. Knowing that he was one of us, that the book was as much about him as me, had removed any hesitance I’d had to lend it to him.

      “Good luck wading through the self-congratulatory bullshit,” I told him as I handed it off. “There’s not really much in it other than proselytizing against arcane magic.”

      He scrunched up his nose at the notion but brightened when he saw the cover, running a finger over the title with interest. “I’m sure you’re right, but it’ll be good to read something I’ve been wanting to get my hands on for years. The ruined version at the museum is completely unreadable.” He tucked it under an arm and motioned for us to follow him into a nearby room that turned out to be a bright, airy dining room with blonde wood furniture and gauzy drapes, overlooking a manicured garden. “I hope you don’t mind I had breakfast delivered, but I’m no chef and my housekeeper only makes my dinners, so it was that or granola from a bag.”

      “I like granola,” Gideon offered with a smile, one arm wrapped around me. He’d never been so comfortable in Anson’s presence, and it was so easy to understand in retrospect.

      I’d gone straight to the assumption that the man was his nephew, and he’d been worried that I’d think differently of him because he’d once had a wife. So because of me jumping to conclusions, just being around Anson had turned into a lie in Gideon’s head.

      And in our months together, I’d found just the one thing that Gideon was truly bad at: lying.

      I knocked my head into Gideon’s shoulder and turned my own smile on Anson. “Whatever is fine with us, honestly. No one picky here.”

      At my side, Fluke barked his agreement, and Anson beamed at him. “Well then, my friends, I hope you like quiche.”

      Fluke had yet to meet a human food he didn’t like, from pizza to vanilla pudding, so I didn’t think Anson would be disappointed by his reaction. It was invariably enthusiastic.

      Yet another sign of how differently Anson ran his house: when we got to the dining room, there was a place set for Fluke. It was something we always did at home, but no one else had done it for him in the past. As much as Iris loved Rufus, she still treated him like a pet as much as a member of the family. Maybe Fluke was a fox, but given his intelligence and his . . . well, his flukeness, as far as I was concerned, he was family first.

      And of course, Rufus was happy being a dog. Fluke? Fluke wanted to be involved in everything, to jump in with all four paws, teeth out, tail swishing. Somehow, he simply knew that one of the chairs was his and hopped up into it, seated himself, waiting for us to join him.

      I sat down across from him, next to Gideon, and gave my foxy best friend a hard look. “Don’t make me look too bad, now. I know you’ve got better manners than me, but you don’t have to show off or anything.”

      He gave me his usual foxy grin, so big it pushed his eyes shut, his tongue lolling out, but didn’t bark. He was at the table, after all. Damn fox and his better-than-my table manners.

      Anson’s delivered quiche was excellent, unsurprisingly. He served it himself, and once again, my perception of him changed. Because of his position, and the fact that I’d met him through her, I’d been looking at him as so much like Iris, but the truth was that he was closer to being like me.

      Well, like Gideon, anyway.

      He was too tall and suave to be like me. I had a momentary curiosity about whether he, like Gideon, was domineering in bed, then reminded myself that this man was, like, my step-great-grandson or something. Gross.

      “So,” he said, once everyone was settled in with food and the dining room had been quiet for a few minutes. “Without the unifier, it’s not too likely whoever has the spikes is willing to use them. Somehow, though, I get the feeling that won’t be the end of it, and we have to assume they’ve been looking for the unifier for longer than we have. They probably know Barrett’s is a fake. What are you expecting next?”

      “Another artifact,” Gideon suggested, his lips a thin line, brows drawn together. “Much as I hate to say Freddy’s right, he probably is. After starting that earthquake with the first spike, it’s not likely they’re going to start hammering spikes in, hoping for the best.”

      Anson nodded thoughtfully, tapping the tines of his fork against his lips. “Fortunately, him being right about this might be buying us time. Have you found any indication that there’s another, similar artifact? Maybe something from when Jonathon was seeking out a way to get the spikes to work together?”

      Gideon had been waiting for the opportunity to get down to business, so he immediately set his fork down and leaned toward Anson. “The journal entries we looked at covered years, so we don’t have much of a timeline. That means there’s no way to know how long he spent looking. Or hell, to know if he was even looking for something like the unifier, or if he stumbled onto it by accident.”

      Anson gave a wry smile at that, his eyes scrunching at the corners. “No doubt he’d never have said that, even if it were true.”

      I had to choke back a laugh at the thought because no, Jonathon definitely wouldn’t have admitted it if he’d stumbled across an answer. He would have said something about his genius bringing him the answer he needed. I scrubbed a hand down my face and tried to hold back a sigh. How the hell was I related to this guy?

      We talked through the rest of breakfast, and Anson took us down to his library. While not as opulent and Beauty and the Beast-esque as my grandmother’s, it was an impressive collection of books. It was a little more focused than Iris’s library—all nonfiction and history, much of it magical history. There was a whole wall of books about Junction. Clearly, Anson had very specific interests.

      Gideon, naturally, went straight for the Junction wall, scanning titles avidly.

      Anson watched him with as much interest as he had in the books, and something more. Something like unabashed hunger.

      Just as I started to worry I was going to have to get between my boyfriend and his great-whatever-grandson, and then try very hard not to build any fantasies on that later—oh man, I was such a horrible person—Anson stepped forward and slid a book off the shelf. He held it out to Gideon, who took it and stared at the cover.

      “You seem to be interested in Junction’s history, and that’s where it started. Well, at least that’s where it started for my family. I don’t know if you’re aware of your lineage, and I’m not sure you’ve noticed, but well . . .” He paused, bit his lip, then took the book back, flipped it to its center, leafing through a few pages of black and white pictures before finally stopping on one and tapping it. “You have a rather distinctive, possibly familiar bearing.”

      Gideon stared.

      I stepped up behind him, peeking around his shoulder to find a black and white photo of, well . . . of Gideon, of course. Gideon and a shorter, slender, sad-looking woman with braided dark hair and enormous light-colored eyes. So maybe Gideon had a type, too.

      The caption at the bottom read “Gideon and Charity Marsh, 1837.”

      “My great, great grandparents,” Anson added, looking at me. “They were some of the first people who lived in Junction, back when it was a tiny town and not a bustling metropolis. Then the McKinley family brought the railroad through, and the city grew up practically overnight.”

      “Charity sold the land to the McKinleys,” Gideon said, his voice unnaturally quiet.

      Anson didn’t seem to notice and brightened visibly. “Yes! They were the biggest landholders in the area, so when the McKinleys came looking for a place to build, they came to Charity Marsh. She was”—he cut off, turning to Gideon and biting his lip—“she was widowed by then. I’m right, aren’t I? You’re a Marsh too. Gideon Marsh. Did they name you after him on purpose?”

      Gideon cleared his throat and straightened his back. “It’s Knight. But . . . I was named after my grandfather. And his name was Marsh.”

      Anson was practically vibrating with energy, clearly ready to ask a plethora of questions about Gideon’s family history, and what he knew about the Marsh family, and Junction’s history. I didn’t know how Gideon was going to answer any of it without giving himself away, but I was losing interest in keeping things from Anson more by the minute.

      The man respected my familiar, and he wasn’t a Believer, and he and my grandmother were in adorable puppy love. What else did I need to trust him completely?

      My phone rang, and I took a step back, pulling it out of my pocket and checking the screen. Freddy. My shoulders popped up and I smiled automatically at seeing his name. It was always fun to talk to Freddy. Also, maybe his last efforts with the camera had paid off after all.

      “Hey, Freddy, what’s up?” I asked, and my voice was annoyingly chipper, even to myself.

      It made his response sound even worse by comparison, a spare ragged whisper, like he’d spent the morning shouting himself hoarse. “Sage. I’m so sorry.”
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      It took a second for my heart to start beating again, or at least that was how it felt. I sucked in a harsh breath, and both Anson and Gideon turned to look at me.

      “Freddy? What’s going on?” I asked, keeping my voice soft and cajoling, even as it shook. “Why are you sorry? What happened?”

      “I can’t—I’m not supposed to chat. He wants me to tell you to bring him the unifier.” He breathed deep, and it sounded wet and wrong, even over the phone.

      I froze for long, precious seconds before understanding hit. He. Someone had hurt my cousin. Was holding him, demanding the unifier. It had to be the person with the spikes.

      And Freddy trying to track down the camera for me had led them right to him.

      Damn it all, Freddy was in danger, and helping me had gotten him there. “Freddy, I don’t have the unifier. I don’t know where it is. You know that.”

      “I do,” he agreed, his tone low and even, not in his usual languorous way, but like someone trying to keep an angry creature from biting them. “And I told him that. He says you’re lying to me. That you have it, or you can get it. And he—he says if you don’t bring it to him, he’s going to kill me.” There was something hurt in his voice, like he was a dog, and his master was the one giving the orders, making the threats. Uncle Roger?

      Gideon was next to me suddenly, an arm wrapped around my middle, looking down at me with concern, whispering my name.

      I shook my head at him. “Freddy, I—”

      “I know you don’t have it, Sage. I know. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t—” he broke off with a little grunt, and there was a clattering sound.

      “Freddy? Dammit, you asshole, get your hands off my cousin,” I shouted into the phone. The sound over the line had been big and hollow, like it was on speakerphone, and I hoped it was. I wanted the douchebag to hear it when I insulted him.

      There was a loud scrape on the line, followed by heavy breathing, and a hissed whisper of, “say it.”

      Freddy, somehow sounding even worse for wear, mumbled into the phone. “He’s going to text an address. He says to bring the unifier there, to hand it over, and he’ll hand me over.” His voice got slightly more distant, but then louder, almost like he was shouting, but that his voice didn’t have the strength for it. “He won’t, Sage. He knows what’ll happen, he’s going to kill us all—”

      The line went dead.

      I slumped into Gideon’s steady warmth, staring ahead at nothing. “He’s got Freddy.” Sucking in a sharp breath, I looked up into Gideon’s warm brown eyes. “He’s got Freddy, and he says he’s going to kill him if we don’t hand over the unifier.”

      Gideon scowled, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “We don’t have the goddamn thing.”

      Anson pushed his book back onto the shelf with a loud thunk, then leaned against it, eyes closed and expression pained. I thought of his leg, but it wasn’t that, because after a second he shook it off and came over to lay a hand on each of our shoulders. He led us over to a sitting area and pushed Gideon and I onto a sofa. “Surely someone can’t expect you to give them something you don’t have,” he said, trying to be the voice of reason. Oddly, he wasn’t looking at us, but staring over our heads, as though he was talking to someone else.

      “Freddy said he didn’t believe it. That he thought we were lying about not having it. He didn’t say who the guy was, or why he thought that. Like I could lie to Freddy.” I concentrated on breathing and leaned into Gideon.

      Was this what it had felt like for everyone when I’d been kidnapped the year before? My heart was pumping so fast in my too-tight chest, I thought it might explode. I could barely breathe. Freddy was hurt. In danger. All because he’d agreed to help me.

      Why the hell had I asked him to help with this? I’d known damn well it could come back on us. That was why I’d made a point of leaving Beez out of all things convergence-related from the start. Why hadn’t I protected Freddy from everything too?

      A cup was shoved into my hand. Green tea, one of the jasmine varieties Iris favored.

      “Just drink a cup of tea and breathe, Sage,” Anson’s voice said, breaking through my panicky little world. “Your grandmother swears by the stuff, so it’s got to be good for a McKinley, right?”

      I choked out a laugh, nodding, then tried to answer. The words were stilted and wrong, but I managed. “True. All interchangeable, us McKinleys.”

      Because someone who wanted something from me was taking it out on my cousin.

      “Well, except for the few who are sociopaths,” Anson corrected, then winced. “You don’t think it’s Roger, do you?”

      And I had immediately thought that. He was one of the only people I knew who was aware of arcane magic, and Jonathon McKinley, and frankly had quite a lot in common with the man.

      Then I thought of Barrett Edgerton. He would also want the unifier, if he knew about the situation, if only because he wanted it returned to his collection.

      Or, of course, there were half a dozen men on Alan’s list of Believers it could be, even if they seemed less likely culprits.

      I gave a helpless shrug, shaking my head. It was harder than expected because my whole body was still shaking. How was not being the one kidnapped even worse than being tied to a chair and tortured?

      Freddy had sounded like hell. Had the guy tortured him?

      “We’ll go back,” I said. “Take the fake from Edgerton’s office and trade it for Freddy.”

      “You think they won’t notice that?” Gideon . . . actually seemed just as concerned as I was for Freddy. “I mean, if they haven’t taken it themself, it means either they can’t, or they know it’s a fake.”

      “It’s easy enough to tell the difference between the two if you have any magical ability,” Anson said, shaking his head. “No, a fake won’t do the job if they have a modicum of magical talent.”

      I burrowed my way into Gideon’s side, but next to me, he’d gone still, his voice tense and keen as a honed blade. “Is it, then?”

      The answering smile was immediate and self-deprecating. “It is. All you have to do is pick up the original unifier in the presence of any other artifact, or even any mage, and you can feel it trying to connect. There’s a reason even non-mages can use it. It reaches out.”

      He stood and went to the center shelf on the Junction wall, pulled two books out, and stuck his hand into the empty space. A moment later the shelf opened like a door, swinging out on hinges that had been invisible from the front.

      Behind the shelf was a wall safe with a button pad. Anson deftly pushed in a code that had to be ten numbers long, opened it up, and on a shelf in the center of the safe, there it was, the unifier. The same hand-sized, burnished gold and black thing we’d seen in Barrett Edgerton’s office, except . . . not.

      This time there was no doubt. Anson had been right about it trying to reach out. I could feel the magic straining off it, searching for something to connect with. Arcane magic. The damned thing had been made by an arcane mage.

      “Should I ask how you got your hands on that?” Gideon asked dryly, sounding more amused than irritated. Like he’d been expecting it. And well, given the conversation, I supposed he had, for at least a minute, anyway.

      Anson’s smile was sly, but he was leaning heavily on his cane as he made his way back over to us. “The same way you planned to, I expect. Except that I had a replica made to cover the theft, since I know damn well that pea-brain with a lion’s ego doesn’t have even a hint of magic.” He tapped the artifact on his injured leg. “It was what I used to do with my life, reappropriating art, and specifically artifacts, until a job went wrong. Then I had Samira, and even if I could have continued, professional theft isn’t exactly an appropriate job for a man with that kind of responsibility.”

      For a moment, he looked down at the artifact in his hand, and the lines in his face seemed deeper, the circles under his eyes darker. Then he held it out to us.

      “I switched them in October, at a costume party Edgerton threw for Halloween, but my contact couldn’t come for it until May. We were planning to smuggle it to Cairo, where it belongs, in a museum. Barrett could kick up a fuss if he ever found out where it was, but there isn’t much he could do about it. He can’t insist that his ancestors’ rape of Egyptian antiquity means he has the right to keep their ill-gotten loot when it isn’t even in his possession.” His smirk at the thought was tiny, but so very Gideon that I almost laughed.

      I turned to look at Gideon, to find the same smirk on his face, and I couldn’t hold it back. But a second later, I was reminded of the gravity of the situation. My cousin was being held prisoner for this damned artifact. Someone was going to kill him if they didn’t get it. Because they wanted to use it to destroy the whole city.

      “We can’t just give it to him, whoever he is,” I whispered, staring at the gleaming gold and black of the artifact. It was beautiful, but it belonged in a history book. In a class. In a museum. Not out in the world, threatening to destroy cities.

      Reaching out, I ran a finger along a ray of the sun. The magic in it reached for me, wrapped around me, like I was an artifact it could link to something else.

      “Memphis,” I remembered aloud. “Is it from Memphis?”

      Anson cocked his head, considering, then gave a small nod. “The era would be right for it, so it’s possible. Why?”

      Gideon knew just what I was getting at. “You think someone did this there. Destroyed a ley line convergence under Memphis.”

      “It fits, doesn’t it?”

      “It could,” he admitted. “But we don’t have any proof, and we’re not going to find any, barring a miracle. There aren’t many sources of information from the time and place.”

      I waved dismissively. “We don’t need proof. We’re not having a trial or writing a book. But it’s possible. And we know this thing is insanely dangerous.”

      Anson leaned back on the chair he’d planted himself in, sighing. “I wanted to return it home, but . . . well, let’s worry about how dangerous it is after you get Frederick back, yes? It’s all speculation until then. No reason to worry about what happens to a single artifact if we’re all dead.”

      “If whoever this is succeeds, an artifact is going to be the least of our worries,” Gideon agreed. Then he turned to me. “First things first, we decide how we’re going to handle this. We can’t just run in half-cocked and get ourselves killed. That’s not going to do your cousin any good, let alone the town.”

      The whole town. Just what I wanted on my shoulders.

      “Is there any chance Freddy is involved in this?” Anson asked. I whipped my head up, glaring at him and ready to defend Freddy to the death, but he put up his hands defensively. “I’m not saying he is. But as he pointed out about me, you have to be sensible, and remember what he is. A non-magical member of a highly magical family. Raised to believe that his lack of magic is important. A disappointment.”

      “That doesn’t mean he wants to destroy the city.” I crossed my arms, scowling and looking away.

      Six months earlier, I might have believed it. Before Freddy had put his ass on the line to come save me when I was kidnapped. Before I’d spent months getting to know him. But no. My cousin was a flawed guy, for sure, but so were we all. He wasn’t going to destroy all of Junction just because he didn’t have magic any more than I was going to do it because I was an arcane mage. Any more than I would have when I thought I’d had practically no magic.

      For the first time in their antagonistic acquaintance, Gideon jumped right to Freddy’s defense. “No. He’s not in on this. Kid’s a pain in the ass, but he’d never hurt Iris and Sage. Not for anything.” He reached down with one hand and squeezed my thigh. “Don’t worry. We’ll get him out of there, safe and sound. Then we’ll decide what to do with that thing.”

      We all glared at the unifier.
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      The address Freddy’s kidnapper sent to my phone was somehow both surprising and not. The building was right next to town hall, on the opposite side from the street entrance Gideon and I had used during our breaking and entering adventure. It was also about a block from the spot where that first spike had been tested out.

      Jonathon had been planning to set off his scheme right there in town hall itself, in the center of the area where the ley lines converged. The building we were going to wasn’t in that perfect center, but it was close enough to work. Or, it was right next to town hall, if he wanted to walk next door to enact his plan.

      I could feel it in my bones; if someone blew open all three ley lines anywhere near the area, they would destabilize, and all that magic would come rushing out.

      And it wouldn’t be as simple as no more ley lines.

      The convergence would die like a fish in a dry lake, with no place to live.

      And the people of Junction would die in the explosion. All of them, tens of thousands of people, who had no idea what was coming. Who were just going about their daily lives.

      There would be nothing but scorched earth in every direction as far as the eye could see.

      It was such a strange thought. At my very lowest, most angry and frightened, I never would have wanted to cause that kind of destruction. Or even more, to hurt that many innocents.

      After some arguing about the plan—and the term plan could only be used in its loosest sense—we all went.

      Not that I wanted to take Fluke or Marron or Gideon into danger, but it had been hard enough to talk Anson out of coming. I hadn’t had the energy left to talk the others out of it. Anson had only agreed to stay away when I asked him to go find Grandma and take her on a day trip as far from Junction as humanly possible. He hadn’t liked it, but he’d understood my need to protect Iris.

      I considered asking Beez to do the same, just leave town for the evening, but she’d never do it. She’d demand answers, and I’d break down and give them, and then she’d want to join us in the fight, despite being entirely non-magical. Plus she’d kick my ass for implying she’d willingly leave me to deal with things on my own.

      Better to avoid the conversation and simply make sure I didn’t fail.

      “Are we really doing this just after five on a weekday?” I asked Gideon, looking at the building across the street from us. “It’s practically rush hour. It feels like something we should be doing at two in the morning, when no one’s around to see anyone’s face.”

      “He doesn’t care if we see his face, sweetheart. He’s planning on killing everyone in town, probably including himself.” He was looking at the building too, but in a different way. Thoughtful. Like maybe he knew something I hadn’t figured out yet.

      I glanced over to where his attention was focused: the logo sign on the side of the building that said Brandfield Enterprises in big red letters.

      It did feel like it should mean something to me.

      That was when an incredibly familiar young blond man came up to the door on the inside, peering out. Freddy’s friend, Whitney Brandfield, from the damned party.

      What the hell?

      He straightened his glasses as he looked around, and it took him no time at all for his gaze to land on Gideon and me across the street, just a few dozen yards away from the door.

      Well, probably more on Marron, enormous as he was, and then follow that line of sight to the rest of us. He pursed his lips in annoyance and shook his head, then held up a single finger. Not to wait, I didn’t think, but an indication of the number.

      He only wanted one of us to come in.

      I turned to Gideon, and he was already scowling at me, shaking his head. Grabbing his hands, I squeezed them and tried to give a reassuring smile. “You know it has to be me. I’m the one who can see the magic in these things. I’ve gotten better, too, you know I have. I can do this, Gideon.”

      Gideon clenched his jaw so tight I could hear his teeth grind together as he continued to glare at me. “I don’t like it. He could have a dozen guys in there. He’s some rich asshole—he could have hired mercenaries.”

      “In Junction?” I asked flippantly, trying to smile and mostly failing. “Where do you think he’s going to find mercenaries?”

      “Sage.”

      “I know, okay? But we both still know it has to be me.” I reached up and put my hands on his shoulders. “And we don’t know if he’s got forty hired guys, or if it’s just him. But think about this. Freddy didn’t say them, just him.”

      And then Gideon was thinking, eyes narrowed, scanning the air in front of him with his eyes, I assumed remembering the details of the conversation. “He did. It’s probably just him. Or it was, this afternoon. He could have brought someone in since then. Besides that, we don’t know what kind of mage he is, or how powerful.”

      “No,” I agreed, trying not to think about that. If Whitney Brandfield was comfortable in his power, it didn’t matter how much raw ability I had by comparison, he was dangerous. Sure, I had the entire convergence at my disposal, but I was still a baby in terms of training. Me using magic was like a child with a gun. They were dangerous, but possibly as likely to hurt themself as someone else. “We don’t know anything about his magic. And that’s why I’m going to march in there with this thing and make it look like we’re following his orders. That way he won’t have his guard up because we started out by pushing his boundaries.”

      “I’m giving it one minute, then I’m coming in after you.” His jaw set stubbornly, and his flashing eyes willed me to argue with him.

      So I did. “Five minutes. You’ve got to give me a little time to get things done. If you just rush in right after me, he might not have let Freddy go yet. And if Freddy comes out, you have to see to him first.”

      He reared back like I’d slapped him then shook his head vehemently. “I ain’t leaving you alone with that asshole. If Freddy comes out, I’ll put him on Marron and send him to the hospital.”

      Behind him, Marron snorted, loud and derisive.

      He turned his scowl on his familiar. “Quiet, you. The boy’s a rich brat, of course he knows how to ride.”

      “We don’t know how injured he is, Gideon.” I grabbed the sides of his face and turned him to look at me. “I need to know Freddy is safe. He’s the only reason we’re doing this, the only reason I’m walking into this building at all. I need you to protect him.”

      I was afraid Gideon was going to crack a tooth, he was grinding his jaw so hard, but I lifted up onto my toes and planted a kiss on his lips. “As long as I know you and Freddy are okay, I can handle this, no matter what happens. I promise.”

      As much as I wanted to offer more reassurance, I didn’t have it. Gideon had taught me everything I knew about my magic, so he knew firsthand what I could do with it. He’d seen me attacked and kidnapped and seen me manage to survive those things. It was the best I could give him, and he had it already.

      Instead of saying anything back, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me up off my feet so our faces were on the same level, and then . . . well, to say “he kissed me” would be a pale, lifeless way to describe it. He kissed me like he wanted to grab me and run, and never let me go. Like he wanted to pull me into him until there wasn’t a me and a him anymore, just an us, everlastingly twined inside of each other.

      His tongue swept into my mouth, hard and demanding, claiming territory instead of his usual seductive touches. Like he had to map me, to be sure he knew every single part. When he pulled away and let me back down, all I could do was gasp for breath for a moment.

      “I’ll hold you to it,” he murmured against my lips, and his voice trembled slightly. “I’m not as strong as you. I can’t bring you back.”

      I reached up and brushed my fingers over his reddened lips, smiling. “Not gonna make you try. Promise.”

      I reached into the pocket of his jacket, where we’d slipped the cloth-wrapped unifier to hide it from prying eyes, and pulled it out. Then I turned and headed for the Brandfield Building, unifier clutched to my chest.
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      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified right then. Yeah, Freddy’s friend was a slender guy, and he’d been shy and nervous the single time we’d spoken, but clearly, he had injured Freddy rather badly.

      I supposed he was Freddy’s former friend, now.

      People aren’t always who you think they are, whispered the tiny part of me who was still a twelve-year-old boy dealing with his stepfather murdering his mother. What if he’s Freddy’s current friend, and they’re in this together?

      But they weren’t. Maybe the tiny, betrayed, paranoid part of my brain would always question the loyalty of everyone I knew. Even Gideon. Hell, even Fluke, who was still standing behind me with Gideon and Marron, hopping from foot to foot, whining piteously because I had told him to wait outside.

      But that’s what happens to your brain after your dad comes at you with a knife.

      As many things as I didn’t know about Freddy, I knew him. He was my cousin, and he would never be involved in something so selfish and ridiculous as this. No, he wasn’t a mage, and his father had probably treated him like shit for it, just like mine had done to me.

      But that didn’t make Freddy anything like Jonathon McKinley. If anything, he’d gone in the opposite direction, self-deprecating and always willing to poke fun at everything, especially things he thought other people took too seriously.

      Freddy was my family, regardless of the blood relation we shared, and I trusted him completely. It was why I was there. Because he was worth risking my life for. Maybe it was selfish to risk the entire city for him, but I . . . huh. For maybe the first time in my life, I truly had faith in myself. I could handle this. I wasn’t going to let some arrogant asshole destroy my cousin, my convergence, or my city.

      I reached the door of the Brandfield building and jerked it open, probably with more force than necessary. Whitney was already standing halfway down a main hallway, and when I came in, he stared at me for a long, silent moment before turning and heading in the opposite direction.

      I was not going to just accept this bullshit and wander in blind, so I took a deep breath and reached out for the convergence.

      The magic was jittery, buzzing nervously, and tried to push into me, but thanks to six months of practice, I could handle that. Not that I had control over the way the convergence still slapped me in the face with magic, but now I had better control over my reaction to it. I could slow the flow, accepting only what I needed and not everything the convergence wanted to shove at me.

      I let a bit of it reach out from me like an extra appendage, creeping over the whole building, just testing. Tasting the air, so to speak. It told me that there were only a handful of people left in the entire building for the evening—it seemed that they took business hours seriously at Brandfield Enterprises.

      At least there was no army of hired assholes waiting to mug me. Whitney led me down a wide, bright hallway, all the way to the back of the building. Just as I thought he was going to lead me straight through, out a huge set of glass double doors in the back and over to town hall, he turned left, opening a door and heading in.

      With focus, my magic told me there was just one other person in there. Freddy. It had to be. I forced myself not to rush forward and push past Whitney to get to him. Instead, I put one careful foot in front of the other, and when I got to the door, paused to look at what I was getting myself into.

      It was some kind of utility room, with a bare concrete floor and shelves against each wall, covered with cleaning and maintenance supplies of every kind, from tools to mountains of toilet paper.

      Whitney was halfway between me and my cousin, in the middle of the room.

      Freddy was at the far end, tied to an office chair, one eye swollen shut, and bloody as all hell. It looked like he had a cut on his eyebrow, and it had bled profusely, covering half his face and dripping down onto his shirt.

      Hell, it was the first time I’d ever seen Freddy look like anything but a model, and instead he looked like an extra in a horror movie.

      “The item?” Whitney demanded, holding out one hand demandingly.

      “Don’t,” Freddy rasped, then went into a coughing fit.

      I stalked past Whitney, shouldering him out of my way, and knelt at Freddy’s side, one hand on his back as he coughed like a man who’d just been drowning. What the hell had Whitney—his friend—done to him?

      As I leaned forward to check on Freddy, my thumb brushed against the metal of the unifier beneath the cloth it was wrapped in. The artifact grabbed me magically, and with sudden clarity, I could feel a connection to all the other magical things nearby.

      One of them . . . was Freddy.

      Most of the rest were all to my right, spread out in a line, dozens of them, tiny little pinpricks of magic that the unifier wanted to latch onto and draw together. The fucking spikes. Laid some distance from each other in a line that stretched more than the length of the building we were in. And to my right? I couldn’t see them, but at a guess, I figured they were probably in or around town hall.

      Through his coughing, Freddy gasped and looked up at me, his eyes zeroing in on the unifier like it was a magnet. “What’s . . . ?”

      Freddy was magic? My mind immediately went to some bizarre world where he wasn’t Freddy at all, but some kind of golem made with magic, but then I dismissed it, because distantly, I could feel Gideon through the unifier, too, and Marron and Fluke. As Anson had said, it wanted to reach out to everything that was magic, not just objects, but mages as well. So it turned out that Freddy was a mage after all.

      But wait.

      There was one thing in the room it wasn’t reaching for at all.

      Whitney Brandfield.

      I turned to look at him just as he grabbed my wrist with one hand and shoved the center of my body with the other. I’d improved my magic by leaps and bounds in the months since I’d started learning, but if there was one thing I wasn’t, it was more athletic.

      There was a stabbing pain in my wrist from where Whitney had wrenched it, I fell backward onto my ass, and he snatched the damned unifier right out of my hand. His eyes were manic and wild, a green so bright it almost didn’t seem natural.

      But it had to be natural, didn’t it? Because the unifier hadn’t been attracted to him.

      He had no magic.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I shouted at him, wincing as I tried to push to my feet and my wrist twinged. “You know what that thing’s going to do. Freddy had to have told you.”

      He yanked the cloth off, staring at the unifier with such pure avarice that if we’d been in another situation, I’d have joked about the inappropriate acts he wanted to perform on the inanimate object. “Of course I know. It’s going to end magic in Junction forever.”

      All I could do for a moment was stand there, frozen in shock. End magic? “You’re going to destroy the city just to stop magic from being used here? Are you completely out of your mind?”

      His eyes hardened as he looked away from the unifier, nose scrunching in disgust at me. “Of course you wouldn’t understand. You’ve always had everything handed to you, haven’t you? Iris McKinley’s grandson, and some kind of super powerful witch-mage.”

      I stared at him, open-mouthed. This son of a rich man, whose very name was on the building in which we stood, was saying I’d been handed everything? Me? The guy who’d watched his mother murdered as a child and lived most of his adult life making minimum wage from his cold, distant father?

      Freddy made a hissing, wheezing sound, and we both turned to look at him. He was . . . laughing. “Look at us,” he choked out. “Three rich assholes, each shocked that the others see themselves as poor, downtrodden, nigh-Dickensian waifs.”

      “Poor?” Whitney demanded, scoffing. “Iris McKinley is the richest woman in the state. And he’s a mage, Freddy. The enemy. You know how they are.”

      It would probably be a bad time to point out that the unifier seemed to think Freddy was magical. Also, a bad time to roll my eyes and ask Freddy who the hell said things like “nigh-Dickensian.”

      “Iris, in case you hadn’t noticed, is not actually Sage, as much as they’re alike.” Freddy looked over at me and winked the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. “He doesn’t have her many, many millions, or even access to them. Plus no offense to her, but he’s much better looking. You know how I love green eyes, Whit.”

      “He’s a mage,” Whitney reiterated, his tone implying that “mage” was synonymous with “baby-eater.” And maybe I wasn’t a saint or anything, but I had yet to eat any babies. “And now I can stop them. All of them.”

      “By destroying the entire city,” Freddy said, enunciating each word slowly, as though he’d been repeating the same thing over and over again.

      He was okay. He was mostly sitting up and breathing instead of coughing again.

      Fine, no, he wasn’t okay, but he would be. Could be, with help. It was time to handle Whitney and the threat to the entire damn city before Gideon came in, guns blazing. Or I guess gun blazing, since I’d only ever seen him with the one.

      I took a step toward Whitney, my hands up in front of me. “I don’t know what your problem with mages is, but you can’t seriously want to murder everyone else in Junction. Animals. Children. Regular people just trying to live their lives.” Part of me wanted to throw Freddy on that list, but the guy had already beaten the crap out of my cousin, so apparently his own friends didn’t rate too high for him.

      He slashed the air between us with a hand. “Why should they keep living in misery? Our entire society was created to work against them. Their lives are terrible. Only rich mages are happy, and why should you have what the rest of us don’t?” He held up the unifier, eyes flashing with intensity. “I’m going to end it for all of us. We’ll all have peace.”

      I stared at him, mouth agape, and Freddy gave a little sigh that ended with more coughing. Still, he managed to grind out, “Not all mages are your father, Whit. And not everyone is miserable. If you’d just—”

      “Be quiet!” Whitney shouted, his voice filling the room surprisingly well for such a small guy. “This isn’t a discussion. It’s over. It’s all over.”

      And that, obviously, I couldn’t allow.

      Whitney, smaller than me though he was, had already proven that he was more athletic. Not that that was an amazing accomplishment, but he could probably take me in a fistfight.

      Fortunately for me, Whitney had brought fists to a magic fight. So instead of worrying about beating him physically, I reached for the convergence, the magic flowing into me, and pushed my hand out toward him.

      The stinging pain in my arm was a shock, as was the sound of . . . a gunshot? What the hell? I yanked my arm back, pulling it against my body and clamping my left hand over my forearm to staunch the blood flow.

      Whitney jumped away from me, his gaze snapping back and forth between me and the door.

      The door, where his father stood, aiming a gun in our direction.

      “Father,” Whitney said, his voice cold and formal, disturbingly calm, considering how wild he’d been just a moment before as he’d authoritatively informed me that the average person’s life wasn’t worth living.

      My arm hurt like a motherfucker, but it wasn’t broken, and it wasn’t gushing blood, so I figured I’d probably live. Probably.

      Palmer Brandfield stared at his son, and in that expression I could feel every ounce of disdain my own father had ever shown me. Every bit of disappointment he’d radiated on the day he’d learned that I was a class two mage. And poor Whitney wasn’t a mage at all—something that was apparently even more important to the old money families in Junction than it had been to my father. No wonder the kid was so messed up.

      Still, Palmer Brandfield hadn’t shot his son. He’d shot me. He wasn’t here to help save Junction.

      I turned to face him, and he whipped the gun in my direction. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t greet you properly, Mr. McKinley, but you know how it is.”

      “I really don’t,” I answered immediately.

      Once again, Freddy laughed. He didn’t sound amused at all, and there was pain in his ragged voice when he said, “He really, really doesn’t. He actually thinks you’re either going to do the right thing and turn Whit in because he’s trying to commit mass murder, or do the loyal thing and defend your son because you love him.”

      “I do love him,” the man answered, glaring at Freddy. When I took a step toward my cousin, putting myself between him and the jerk with the gun, he swung the gun back in my direction. “And I’m very sorry he’s put me in this position, but the family name is at stake, and I’m afraid I can’t allow that.”

      The family name.

      Palmer Brandfield lifted his right arm, taking aim at me. He was planning to murder me in cold blood.

      Because his family name was at stake.

      What the actual fuck?
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      “You realize you’re not going to have a family name at all in ten minutes if your son has his way?” I asked in disbelief. “We’ll all be dead.”

      Brandfield’s jaw twitched, like he had some doubt, but it wasn’t enough. I could see it in his eyes. This was a man who’d lived his whole life thinking that his family’s image was more important than anything else, including their lives. No wonder his son was so screwed up that he thought he could decide for tens of thousands of people that death was better than life.

      “Then this family will die as it lived,” he finally answered, holding his head high, like he truly believed he was making a rational, moral choice. “Upstanding.”

      I stood there, staring at him, and blinked.

      But I didn’t have time for that. I had to stop Whitney.

      I didn’t have to make giant, sweeping gestures in order to use my magic. That was a crutch I used because it made sense in my head, and it was how everyone did it in the movies. So instead, I focused on the gun itself. I knew, in a general way, how a gun worked. Somewhere in there, was gunpowder. That gunpowder igniting was what pushed the bullets out. Or something like that.

      But the point was, inside that gun was a decent amount of something incredibly flammable. Plus it was metal, so it should get hot pretty easily.

      So without moving anything but my eyes, I focused on the gun. Pulling more magic from the convergence, I imagined the times I’d seen fire magic over the last few months. The sharp, flickering lines of it, almost like tribal-style tattoos, harsh and stark. I shaped the pure magic from the convergence into those lines and pushed them into the gun.

      Brandfield’s eyes went wide, and he sucked in a breath through his teeth and let go of the gun a second before it started making popping noises, the metal turning red and superheated.

      A moment later he stumbled forward, dodging to avoid stepping on the gun where it had landed on the floor.

      The gun, that was starting to look like something from a Salvador Dali painting, melting into a puddle on the concrete, which in turn bubbled and scorched around it. Okay, that hadn’t been quite the plan, but it worked well enough.

      Behind Palmer stood Gideon, one giant hand on his back, shoving him forward.

      Gideon, who glanced at the remains of the gun as he stepped over it and quirked a brow at me. I shrugged helplessly, but I didn’t have time for the distraction. I turned back to Whitney.

      Whitney, who was a fast little fucker, took the opportunity to shove past Gideon and run out of the room.

      Freddy tried to stand up despite still being tied to a chair, upsetting his balance and sliding around wildly, almost tipping backward. He ignored the movement, yelling after Whitney and immediately having another coughing fit as a result.

      I locked eyes with Gideon, pointing at Palmer Brandfield. “He was going to kill me, so don’t let him go. And take care of Freddy. That little asshole did something to him and he can’t breathe right.”

      “Sage—”

      I ran past him as fast as I could make my legs go, yelling as I went. “I have to stop Whitney. He still has the unifier.”

      Gideon cursed behind me, but I knew he’d take care of Freddy without letting Palmer Brandfield interfere any further. I didn’t know what the hell we were going to do with the Brandfields if we all lived, but that wouldn’t matter if Whitney succeeded, so I had to stop him first.

      Whitney had a huge head start, and he was running a lot faster than me, so I couldn’t hope to catch up.

      He had a destination in mind, though, so I wasn’t worried about getting there first. I just had to get there in time, without falling down and smashing my skull open on the marble courtyard between the Brandfield building and town hall. Because that was where Whitney was going. Town hall.

      There wasn’t a street between the two buildings, so I didn’t have to worry about getting hit by a car, but every step Whitney took away from Gideon and Freddy and toward town hall—where my great uncle had planned his own mass murder, the tension in my belly coiled tighter.

      I reached into the convergence for more magic, hoping to just whack Whitney over the head with something convenient.

      That was when the ground started shaking.

      I didn’t even have to use the magic I’d pulled up to feel the connections between the unifier and the spikes jump into existence. There were dozens of them—far more than Whitney needed in order to break open a ley line. Enough to breach the entire convergence itself, sundering all three ley lines, not just a single one of them.

      Whitney was truly planning to leave a smoking hole in the ground where half of southeastern California currently stood.

      Or rather likely, he wasn’t planning at all, but going for maximum possible damage. He’d probably put every spike he’d found out there.

      And the unifier was connecting to them, activating their magic.

      I’d been hoping, in a last-ditch, fingers crossed, “in a perfect world” way, that he would actually have to hammer at least one of them into something to make it work. But the damn things were magic, and it seemed as though the unifier simply had to be in proximity to them, to activate their magic and use that earth power to rip open the ground.

      And the convergence.

      An earth mage probably wouldn’t have had to hammer anything—I had a hard time imagining Jonathon McKinley ever picking up a tool in his life—so Whitney had probably only needed to hammer that first spike into the ground because he had no magic. And now he had the unifier, which negated the need for a mage at all.

      Whatever disaster had happened in Memphis, I realized, might not have even been deliberate. Put the unifier in a non-mage’s hands and have them around artifacts, and anything could happen. The thing was like an abandoned land mine, but with exponentially more power.

      He slammed into the doors of town hall, wrenching one open and rushing in. I caught the door just as it was closing behind him, pulling it back open and following.

      The shaking was intensifying, and as I watched, Whitney shoved past a woman who was headed for one of the alcoves at the side of the room, then seemed to lose his balance and fall. But he twisted as he hit the carpet, reaching out and grabbing something on the floor—one of the spikes. He slammed it against the surface of the unifier, leaving a jagged scratch in the burnished gold, scraping off the black between the sun’s rays.

      The damage didn’t seem to do much to the thing’s magic, because the rumbling only intensified.

      I could see it with my eyes now, the connections—I didn’t even have to use my magic to sense it. The spike in Whitney’s hand had a glowing gold aura, and lines linking it to another spot on the floor a few feet away. And another beyond it, and another . . . 

      I reached for the convergence, to pull magic. I didn’t know what I was going to do with it—negate all that magic, or unlink the spikes, or what—but I had to do something, and magic was what I was capable of doing.

      Only, when I reached, the rumbling beneath my feet got even louder, and I could feel the growing rift pull toward me.

      Because everything was connecting to the damned unifier, including me, and without a user who could control the damned thing, it was just shoving all the power together. Doing the spikes’ work for them, and even faster, by drawing on my power.

      I almost wanted to laugh. For the first time in my life, it would have been useful to be a less powerful mage. But that option was long closed to me. I was what I was, and that was probably the most powerful mage in Junction.

      I couldn’t add my power to what was already trying to rip the ley lines apart.

      No, I was going to have to physically overpower Whitney. And even though he was a few inches shorter than me, and even slighter than my scrawny ass, I didn’t know if I could do that. Why had I insisted on being the one to go? Fuck!

      I lunged in his direction and he rolled away, hopping to his feet with the dexterity of someone who had a lot of physical training in some kind of martial art I didn’t even know the name of. Or more than one of them. Not that it mattered. Once a guy knew more than wax on, wax off, he could take me out.

      And worse, Whitney Brandfield knew it. He stared at me for a fraction of a second before his lips turned up in a cruel smirk. “You can’t use your magic on me.” He drew himself up, complete confidence in his posture. “You should know you won’t be able to take me in a fight. I have a black belt in—”

      That, well . . . that was when the double doors behind us didn’t so much crash open as come entirely off their hinges, falling to the marble floor with a smash and sliding forward.
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      I’ve never really thought of horses as scary.

      Like, yeah, they’re huge, but they’re always depicted as sort of docile and friendly in fiction. And Marron always proved that true in my interactions with him; he was as friendly as they came, and more polite than most people. The gentle way he treated tiny Fluke was all I’d needed to know.

      But it turns out that horses, when pissed off, are absolutely terrifying. And that included Marron. Hell, maybe especially Marron, since he was at least as smart as any human.

      He knocked the actual doors off town hall. Okay, it was only one of half a dozen sets of doors the building had, but seriously. He just knocked them right off their hinges with the bulk of his enormous frame and pushed through, the tiny orange form of my familiar hunched low in his saddle, clinging on for dear life with his little claws. Then, as the resounding crash of the doors hitting the floor was still reverberating through the room, Marron leapt at Whitney.

      As it turned out, a black belt in whatever didn’t do much to protect a guy from a horse. Also, Whitney definitely didn’t play polo, because he was scared to death of horses.

      Or, okay, maybe he was just terrified of the one who was coming at him, teeth bared. I couldn’t blame him for that.

      He screamed and jumped back, the spike in his hand tumbling down to the floor. That didn’t stop the unifier from continuing to tug at it—and all the other spikes—but it did distract Whitney from his immediate danger. He dropped to the floor, desperately searching for where the spike had tumbled off to, clearly not knowing if it would continue working without the physical connection.

      That distraction was just enough of an opening—enough for Fluke to leap off Marron’s back and onto Whitney’s prone form, latch his teeth onto the unifier, tug it out of Whitney’s grip, and run for his life.

      Whitney let out a wordless cry, throwing his body after my quick little familiar, trying to tackle him, but Marron slammed a leg down in his way. When he tried to get up, the horse planted another hoof in his back and pushed him onto the floor, the air going out of his lungs with a whoosh, and a tiny crack emanating from his chest. I recognized the crack and pained grunt of broken ribs when I heard it, and a little part of me was meanly satisfied.

      What? The asshole had tried to jump on top of twenty-something-pound Fluke.

      Fluke, meanwhile, darted away from Whitney, past the ugly metal monstrosity they called a sculpture that dominated the room, and around behind it. With every step, I could feel the pain radiating through him from our connection, like there was electricity coursing through his body.

      It came not only from the unifier itself, but a tiny thread of it from each spike and each mage nearby, all feeding back into the unifier. Like a snowball rolling downhill, it gathered magic, looping back on itself over and over again, building the power of the item its last wielder had wanted amplified: the damned spike.

      The ground continued to sway under us, rumbling and shifting, getting more unstable as the unifier’s power grew. A crack split one of the huge marble slabs of the floor beneath us as the very earth started to buckle.

      And all the magic doing that was first filtering through my familiar’s furry little form, making him whine in pain. If the phantom stabbing sensations in my limbs were anything like what he was feeling, I didn’t know how he was holding on to the thing.

      If we lived, I was going to kill Whitney fucking Brandfield. With my bare hands, if need be.

      I rushed around the sculpture after Fluke, dropping down to the floor next to him and holding out my hand for the unifier. He hesitated a moment, still whining. I could read it all over him. He didn’t want to give it to me because he knew it would hurt me.

      Threading a hand into the ruff of fur around his neck that was already standing up at wild angles because of the magic flowing into and through him, I gave him a watery smile. “Thanks, buddy, I appreciate it, but you’ve got to hand it over if I’m going to be able to stop it.”

      He sighed around the unifier but after another moment of hesitation, dropped it into my hand. And oh holy hell did that hurt. It was like he’d dropped a knife into my hand, the blade piercing my palm . . . and then spreading instantly through my entire body, stabbing pins and needles—or knives—into every part of me. It was like the awful feeling after a limb had gone to sleep, magnified by a hundred, in every part of me at once. I curled forward, muscles spasming and stomach heaving like I’d grabbed a high voltage wire.

      It wasn’t electricity, though, or actual pins and needles. It was magic. I could damn well handle magic. So I steeled myself against the pain and focused on the unifier.

      I couldn’t summon more magic without the risk of tearing the hole in the convergence wide open, and the spikes were already doing that well enough. They didn’t need my help, and I wasn’t going to give it to them.

      The magic already there was mostly earth, coming from the spikes. I could see it, and if I had access to my own magic, I could counteract it. That must have been what Winifred McKinley did, back in the day. Pulled an enormous amount of energy from the convergence and used it to nullify the earth magic of the quake.

      It was a great idea, and I could see just how it would work, if the convergence being ripped open weren’t what was causing the problem.

      I yanked my power away from the unifier, and since that worked, I did the same with Fluke’s magic, and Marron’s and Gideon’s and the magic of every other mage nearby. Freddy’s too, and wasn’t that a trip, Freddy being a mage? When I reached for a strand attached to one of the spikes, though, it resisted me. It had been told to use them, and it didn’t want to let go. And since earth magic wasn’t my magic, it was hard to get a handle on it.

      The only remaining strand other than the spikes was a soft, shadowy black thing. That one didn’t look anything like the other kinds of magic I’d seen in the past. Not the warm gold of earth, or sharp black of fire, or iridescent glow of pure arcane magic. But it did resemble something I’d just seen: Freddy’s magic.

      I shook it off. As much as my curiosity was killing me, the unifier was about to literally kill everyone. I couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      But what the hell else could I do? My whole body was shaking with the flow of magic, and my hands were starting to go numb. In a moment, I wouldn’t even be able to hold onto the damned thing, and the fucking spikes wouldn’t let go.

      Detaching the magic the unifier was stealing from nearby mages had slowed the tide, but not stopped it. It was still pulling the magic from the spikes, and . . . and that lone strand.

      Except the flow was wrong.

      No, that single black strand wasn’t feeding the unifier. It was pulling magic out of the thing.

      I shot to my feet and almost lost my balance because I was shaking so hard from the earth magic washing over me. Clearly, I shouldn’t have sent Iris away. Maybe she could have dispelled it or channeled it into something else.

      I took a step in the direction the shadowy thread of magic pointed, and it thickened, pulling more power away from the unifier. Another step, and it thickened again. As I turned to go around the ugly sculpture, it thinned and pulled . . .

      The sculpture. The magic thread was coming from the sculpture.

      Someone started yelling on the other side of the room, but I couldn’t see who or why, so I focused on what I was doing. On keeping the city from being flattened.

      I stepped up right next to the sculpture and the power almost evened out—the giant hunk of metal pulling away most of the magic the unifier was getting out of the spikes. I didn’t know what the sculpture was going to do with the magic, but it couldn’t be as bad as killing everyone.

      Right?

      The ground’s shaking slowed, letting me get my balance back, even if the stinging pain of the magic exchange from the unifier didn’t slow.

      It wasn’t enough, though; I had to stop it completely.

      I firmed my grip on the unifier, and with my free hand, reached up and grabbed an edge on the uneven metal form. I didn’t know a damn thing about climbing, and the twisted, crumpled metal looked more like a really big car accident than a climbing wall, but this wasn’t a choice. It was a necessity.

      So I put all my strength into it, grabbing at the ledge that might have been the crumpled roof of the oversized car, ignoring it when the sharp edge bit into my hand, and hoisting myself up. It was like doing a single overhand pull-up, and it was just as hard as it had been when I was in high school gym class.

      The fate of Junction had never hung in the balance in high school gym class, though—only my pride. This might be a little more important.

      My arms strained and pulled, but eventually, I managed to get an elbow over the ledge, and then I swung a leg up.

      That was when fucking Whitney Brandfield grabbed my other leg and yanked, the asshole.

      I looked down to find him clutching his body with his right arm, looking pale and sweaty. But he’d latched onto my leg with his left, and he was trying to yank me down. And okay, he could probably kick my ass on a good day, but today was not a good day for Whitney dearest.

      Behind him, Fluke lunged and grabbed onto one of his ankles. The distraction was just enough for me to tug my leg away from him, then use it to kick him square in the nose. He fell backward over Fluke, who jumped away and proceeded to bark at him as though telling him the many ways in which he was an enormous asshole.

      Me? I pulled myself fully onto Stephen King’s sculpture and crawled toward the middle of it, pulling the unifier along the metal. I wasn’t willing for the thing to be any farther from the sculpture than it absolutely had to be.

      It wasn’t so much a sculpture, though, was it? It was a motherfucking artifact—just one that hadn’t been recognized as such, because even able to see strands of magic as I could now, I hadn’t noticed the neat, perfect wraps of soft shadow pushed into the crevices in the giant twisted mass. They’d seemed like natural shadows.

      I still didn’t know what kind of magic could do this, but I whispered thanks to the long-dead Stephen King, whatever it was his specialty had been, and pressed the unifier hard into the top of the sculpture.

      The thing sucked up the earth magic like it was a tasty meal, pulling in the strands as fast as the spikes could release them. Pulling them away from the convergence.

      Slowly, finally, the rumbling came to a stop, and the ground stopped swaying. At least, I thought it stopped. I was still swaying, from the earthquake as well as the pain and numbness of too much magic flowing through me for so long. The giant twisted metal artifact consumed the very last scrap of earth magic in the unifier, and the spikes fell dead.

      When I looked around the room, scanning them, I didn’t see a single glowing bit of magic.

      I felt it, the moment the unifier reset. It was like a computer rebooting, and it immediately reached out to me, grasping my magic and asking for input, its clean, bright arcane magic glowing bright and perfect as ever.

      Closing my eyes, I took stock of the convergence. There were gashes in the ley lines, all three of them, and a few deeper fissures that managed to pierce all three. But it was like shallow lacerations on a person’s face after an accident—superficial and already healing. There were no structural defects. It was stable.

      Inside, I could feel the fear of the magic creature, but it, too, was present and bore no serious physical damage. I reached out to it, reassuring. It’s over. The spikes are used up, and the person who used them can’t make more.

      The fear remained, but there was relief, too, and hope. Over?

      Over, I agreed. I stopped him. And I’ll keep stopping anyone else who tries it. That’s what we do. We protect each other.

      Warmth enveloped me, and six months ago, it would have been terrifying. Overwhelming. A being of pure magic throwing themself at me wasn’t exactly something I’d dealt with regularly. Now? I was sure I felt it as it was intended. A hug. Happiness. Reassurance for both of us.

      Without a single qualm, I pulled a thread of magic from the leaking ley lines, and neatly snipped the magic of the ancient artifact apart. It unraveled quickly and easily. Permanently. A thousands-of-years-old priceless magical artifact, its power unraveled and irreparable.

      And I wasn’t the least bit sorry for it.

      I was sad for the gouge Whitney had put in its surface, since it could still be a piece of ancient art, but I couldn’t make myself sorry that the thing would never hurt another ley line.

      There was a questioning whine on the floor beneath me. Fluke, waiting and worried. He could doubtless feel that I was okay, as I could feel that he was, but he wanted to see me.

      People started coming out of the alcoves at the edges of the room where they’d doubtless been waiting out the earthquake. Needless to say, they were looking at me on top of the sculpture, and worried Fluke and injured Whitney, and Marron the whole freaking horse inside the building, and wondering exactly what had happened.

      I scooted to the edge of the sculpture-artifact and hopped down to the floor, somehow managing to not break either ankle despite the flash of pain as I landed. As a man dressed in a security guard’s uniform marched up to me, I held up a hand. “Call the Aurora Aureum. You don’t want to try sorting this out yourself.”

      I didn’t know if any of the new quaesitors in town were Believers, but I knew at least one of our local magic police I could trust. And, at this point, it was impossible to think we couldn’t trust Anson.

      The security guard blinked in shock for a second but didn’t argue with me. He just pulled out his phone and dialed.

      Funny, I thought. I’d arranged for the dominus to be out of town, and now, of course, I needed him.
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      By the time the guard managed to get through to the Aurora Aureum and summon anyone and everyone, Gideon showed up with both Palmer Brandfield and Freddy, having dragged them across the courtyard between the Brandfield Building and town hall. Brandfield’s hands were cuffed behind his back, and Gideon was prodding him forward, clearly unwillingly.

      I scowled at the three of them, and Gideon gave a put-upon sigh. He had one arm wrapped around Freddy, and it looked like he was holding him up. “He said you’d need him, and I think he’s right.”

      “You need to summon the police,” Palmer Brandfield yelled at the security guard. “Immediately! This brute is holding me prisoner. And he and that man”—he jutted his chin in my direction—“assaulted my poor son.”

      I stared at him in shock. Did he actually think that was going to work?

      Of course he did. He’d been trained by a lifetime of getting away with anything and everything.

      Finally, I snapped my mouth shut and shook my head at him, scrubbing a hand down my face. This was it. My own arcane magic didn’t have a damn thing to do with what had happened, but if it came out, it came out. I would tell the quaesitors, and the police, everything. I was not going to let these spoiled entitled rich assholes get away with trying to destroy the city and murder everyone in it, even if admitting the truth would put me in danger.

      “Freddy was right, and we do need him,” I told Gideon before turning back to Brandfield. “The guard is summoning the Aureum. The quaesitors should be here pretty damn fast. They’re going to have a lot of questions.”

      Gideon nodded, his jaw tight, and looked at Freddy. “You need to sit down?”

      I turned to insist someone get Freddy a chair, but he shook his head. “Fuck no. I’ve been tied to a chair all day. The last thing I want to do is sit down.” His voice was still hoarse and wet, but it sounded better than before. “Whit, if you move, I’m going to get someone to shoot you, you kidnapping asshole.”

      He looked like he wanted to spit on Whitney, who was still lying on the floor.

      “It’s over,” he whispered, staring at the ceiling without moving. “The spikes are used up. The mage has the unifier. I’ll never be able to fix it now.”

      Unlike Freddy, I didn’t want to spit on Whitney Brandfield. I wanted to kick him. Repeatedly.

      “Destroying Junction and murdering all the people in the city is not fixing anything, you unbelievable prick,” I shot back. There was a new weight on my leg, and I looked down to find Fluke sitting back on his haunches, leaning his whole body against me. Poor guy must ache everywhere, and he looked like he’d lived through a hurricane. With the adrenaline fading, I was starting to as well.

      At my declaration, most of the people in the room took a step away from Whitney.

      I looked up at Palmer Brandfield. “Sorry, but I don’t give a fuck about your family’s good name. I care that your son just tried to kill everyone in Junction, and I care that you were going to let him because you were more worried about your family name than human life. You’re both going to prison for as long as my testimony can make that happen.”

      “And mine,” Freddy added. “Kidnapping’s still got to be worth a few years.”

      When the front doors opened and the first people through were Anson and Iris, I couldn’t even find it in me to be surprised. I did quirk a brow at him.

      He gave me a guilty shrug and immediately crossed to check me over, then Freddy, and then Gideon. It was weird to see someone fuss over Gideon, and the man himself smiled bemusedly, charmed by his great great grandson.

      As he did that, Iris fussed over Fluke. “Oh, Fluke, dear, you look like you stuck your tongue in a light socket. Are you okay?”

      “He got the artifact away from Whitney,” I told her, holding out the unifier. “If it weren’t for Fluke and Marron, we’d all be dead right now.”

      “Artifact?” a woman asked. She’d been one of the people hiding in the alcoves during the quake, the one Whitney had shoved aside.

      There was no telling what she’d seen during it, but I didn’t recall saying anything about how I’d gotten the unifier, so I jumped into a lie with both feet and willed myself to believe it. “I think it broke when I stopped it.”

      I held up the unifier in her direction, and she stepped back, holding up her hands. “I felt it . . . touching my magic. During the earthquake.”

      A few other people mumbled their agreement, all staring at the thing like it was a viper, and I couldn’t blame them.

      She lifted her chin in its direction. “It was causing the earthquake. I could feel it pulling my magic into it. What it was doing. And he started it, and you . . . you made it stop.”

      I whipped up an arm and pointed at the sculpture. “Not me. The artifact you’ve got sitting in the middle of town hall. I, um, noticed that when I stepped closer to it, it seemed to be drawing the magic in. So I climbed onto it to get as close as possible.”

      “He tried to stop you from doing that too,” one of the men said, staring dolefully at Whitney.

      “What’s your part in this, Anson?” the woman asked, and oh shit. She knew him. Was that good or bad?

      Anson flashed his most charming smile, leaning hard on his cane. “As it happens, Emily, I’m rather hoping to make myself a sort of grandfather figure to our young savior.”

      “Anson!” Iris exclaimed, blushing and ducking her head.

      He shrugged. “You know how it is, my dear. When the mayor asks you a question, you don’t pussyfoot around your answer.”

      The mayor. The woman who’d apparently witnessed the entire mess in town hall, who’d felt Whitney trying to use her magic to destroy the convergence, was the mayor.

      Talking to the police about what had happened suddenly felt a lot less scary, even if I was going to have to share far more than I’d ever wanted to.
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      Seeing the Brandfields in handcuffs, being led away by the police, was one of the most heart-warming things I’d experienced in my entire life. It was like a goddamned Hallmark movie. We’d spent most of the evening answering questions, but it had been completely worth it. I hadn’t even been forced to lie about almost anything.

      Well, anything except where the unifier had come from. I definitely wasn’t ratting Anson out. And I couldn’t tell them I had been able to see the magic, or that I’d destroyed the magic of the unifier myself. But the actual story? Simple and truthful.

      Hell, I’d even told them about Gideon and I pulling our little b-and-e in town hall when we’d gone looking for the spikes, because why not? They hadn’t even commented, let alone suggested arresting us.

      “It’s a slam-dunk case,” quaesitor Jordan Maines told me as we watched the Brandfields go. “The cops are thrilled. Old money testifying against old money is about the only way these charges ever manage to stick. The only thing they’re worried about right now is you changing your mind about testifying.”

      I snorted aloud, getting amused looks from the people around us. “Not gonna happen. They tried to destroy my favorite town, with my favorite people in it.” I reached down and scratched Fluke’s head, where he was still leaning on my leg—which had fallen asleep under his weight over the course of the evening. “And that asshole Whitney tried to jump on Fluke.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Freddy said from his position against one wall, coughing and leaning on Gideon. “Your meathead is practically having to carry me, and the fox is more important to you.”

      Fluke whined, not moving his weight from my leg, but twisting his head so he could get a look at Freddy, his huge brown eyes swimming with worry.

      Freddy huffed a sigh, shaking his head and looking away. “Oh fine. What kind of asshole tries to hurt Fluke? At least I’m kind of a jerk.”

      Next to him, Gideon nodded along, but he had one eyebrow lifted and a frown pulling his lips down. “Easy to want to tie you to a chair and . . . what was it the cop called it?”

      “Waterboarding,” I said, clenching my jaw. The little asshole hadn’t just beaten my cousin up, he’d fucking tortured him for information.

      If Fluke hadn’t been leaning on me, I might have followed after the cops and given Whitney one last kick in the shins. Hopefully broken one of them, in fact.

      “I’m okay,” Freddy croaked. “But I think maybe I’m, I’m ready to sit down.” No one commented on the fact that he was already sitting on a wide, cushioned bench, and had been for most of the last three hours.

      Instead, Anson went to the side of him opposite Gideon, wrapping an arm around his back and bracing him up. “What you’re ready for is seeing a healer. I already called him, and he’s waiting at your grandmother’s house.” He looked up at the rest of us, his eyes lingering on where my sleeve had a bloodstain. Hell, I’d almost forgotten that Palmer Brandfield had shot me. I considered calling the police back and making them look at it, but I was about ready to sleep where I stood. More talking to cops could wait. Finally, Anson cleared his throat. “Is everyone ready to go?”

      “So beyond ready,” I agreed, thinking of Anson’s cushy plush car seats and the smooth ride.

      Then Marron nickered, and I remembered that maybe everyone else got to ride with Anson, but someone needed to bring Marron home. Or to Iris’s house.

      Gideon started to open his mouth, but I held up a hand, shaking my head. “You, grandma, and Anson get Freddy and Fluke there. I”—I looked up and met Marron’s big brown eye—“Em can get me there. He saved the day, so I’m not gonna make him carry your heavy ass home.”

      Fortunately, Iris’s house wasn’t far, and she did have a stable to put him up in. Unfortunately . . . well, unfortunately, I had to ride a horse. I liked Marron, and he’d saved my life, but it didn’t change the fact that my ass was going to hurt come morning.

      Still. I swallowed down the anticipation of more pain and smiled at him. “We saved the day, friend. Now we get to go home and rest. Sound good?”

      He gave a nod and sidled closer to me, resting his head on my shoulder.

      Yeah, we’d be okay.
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      My lip was split. I didn’t remember exactly when it had happened in all the excitement of Wednesday evening, but now, in the calm of two days later, I kept finding myself worrying it with my tongue. I’d accidentally reopened it half a dozen times, and still couldn’t stop myself messing with it. For some reason, the healer hadn’t done anything with it when he’d healed the bullet hole in my arm.

      In some ways, the split was the only thing that felt real about Wednesday.

      Everyone was fine, after all was said and done. After seeing the healer, even Freddy had only been left with minor superficial scrapes and bruises. Well, not that the healer could do much about any psychological scars from having one of your few friends betray and torture you.

      We’d all slept long and hard Wednesday night, and at least I had woken surprisingly refreshed.

      It was, once again, over.

      It seemed like it was never over for long anymore, but for now, the danger was gone. The bad guys had been caught, and for a nice change, they were actually going to be punished by the law.

      Jordan had been right, and the Brandfields were going to spend a long time in jail. Whitney had even been denied bail, given the nature of his crimes. Apparently people didn’t like attempted mass murderers even if they were rich.

      It had certainly helped that he’d ranted at his arraignment earlier that morning about selfish mages and how they were abominations against nature.

      The judge had watched Whitney rant for a moment, then she’d turned and asked his lawyer if they wanted to consider psychiatric testing. The exhausted man had turned to meet Palmer Brandfield’s eye in the seat behind him, sighed, and shaken his head at her. Apparently rich scions of old money families weren’t allowed to be mentally ill, even when they were precisely that, obvious to everyone who met them.

      Disgusting that Palmer was still controlling his son’s life while shackled and wearing prison orange.

      Two hours later as I finally made it to the bookstore, I was still wearing the clothes I’d worn to court. No, I hadn’t agreed to yet another new suit. I’d just worn my work clothes, since I was closing the shop that night anyway.

      So it was with that behind me, once again tonguing the split in my lip, that I walked into the shop in the early afternoon, Fluke and Gideon following behind me.

      Beez had texted me the night before to let me know we had yet another interview. I doubted our luck was going to suddenly change, so I’d simply sent her a perfunctory “ok,” too tired to even care anymore.

      It was the next afternoon, and I still didn’t care. I didn’t even know the interviewee’s name.

      Since Gideon, Fluke, and I had been at the courthouse all morning, she’d enlisted Mal to pick us up and bring us to the shop in time for the interview. Also, they had offered to run out and grab our lunch while they were at it.

      It was getting to be a habit, spending a bunch of money on unhealthy amounts of food to make up for terrible interviews, but we could afford it.

      In fact—

      Only halfway to the sitting area in the middle of the store, I stopped and turned back toward Mal, pulling out my wallet. “So, lunch. Could you bring back enough Chinese, for, like, an army?” I looked at the cash I had on hand, starting to count before just pulling it all out and handing it over. “All the Chinese food.”

      “Hot and sour soup?” Beez asked, perking up from her slumped position behind the counter. “Seriously, I’m dragging this morning. All my students are trying to say they haven’t finished their papers because of the earthquake. Like the ground opened up and ate their homework or something.”

      “I mean,” I said, shrugging, “I was at the epicenter, and I can’t say for sure that it didn’t eat their homework.”

      She shot me a glare but didn’t respond to me, just turned back to Mal. “And some potstickers, please. And those ribs like I mentioned before.”

      “Done,” they agreed, pulling out their phone and starting to type. “Other requests?”

      Five minutes later we were all still suggesting things Mal could get, and I wondered if maybe I hadn’t given them enough money.

      “I think that’s probably plenty,” Beez said as she finally came around the counter and plopped onto the old burgundy sofa. Fluke immediately followed her up, laying his head on her lap and shamelessly begging for ear scritches, his tail shushing back and forth over the velveteen upholstery.

      I couldn’t blame him. I wanted ear scritches too. I leaned into Gideon, who hadn’t left me alone for more than ten minutes at a time since Wednesday.

      Not that he still thought I was in danger at the moment, but, well, the imminent demise of everyone you love tends to stick with a guy for at least a couple days.

      As though reading my clingy little mind, he pulled me in, wrapping his arms around me and resting his chin atop my head. “You need help carrying all that, Mal?” he asked.

      Mal waved him off, shaking their head and giving me the most sympathetic look I’d ever seen on their face, brows drawn and lips pursed. “Nah. It’ll just be a couple bags, I can handle it. Someone should stay here and be moral support for the interview process.”

      My whole body slumped back into Gideon’s solid warmth.

      Ugh, the interview process.

      “Can’t we just start closing the store three days a week instead of hiring someone to work them?” Yes I was whining, why do you ask? We were trying to hire two people and had yet to find a single one who was even remotely acceptable.

      Beez . . . grinned. What the hell? She actually honest-to-Bob smiled at me and waved a dismissive hand. “You worry too much. It’ll be fine. Then we’ll eat all the Chinese and celebrate the fact that we’re all still alive and the city is still standing.”

      She gave me a hard look at that last. We’d told her everything after the fact, and she’d been unimpressed that we hadn’t told her what was happening ahead of time. She’d agreed when I’d protested that no, of course she wouldn’t have left town to protect herself, but it would have been nice to know what was going on.

      I disagreed. If there was nothing I could do about it, I’d rather not know about my impending death. I’d spent too much of my life helpless, and I didn’t care to revisit it any more often than I had to.

      When Mal left, Gideon led me over to the sofa and pulled me onto it next to him. It took us a moment to resettle Fluke across my lap, but he didn’t mind terribly much, what with twice the petting.

      “You know when whoever we’re interviewing today shows up, you’re gonna have to move,” I told him, and I suspected I was as sad about the notion as he’d be.

      He just gave me those giant innocent eyes, like “you wouldn’t make me move, not really, would you?” And hell if I didn’t want to suggest that we talk to whoever it was while sitting there on the couch, Fluke laid across my lap.

      The front door jingled, and Freddy came in. He was usually more comfortable and less sexy slink in front of me these days, so it felt weird when he was right back to his old seductive saunter.

      He didn’t look much worse for wear after seeing the healer, just some scrapes on his face and a butterfly bandage on one eyebrow, but they didn’t make him any less beautiful. But he was back to his old swagger, probably because he was feeling wrong-footed after what had happened with Whitney.

      After someone he’d thought was a friend had gouged open all his secret insecurities.

      He’d actually tried to apologize for introducing me to the Brandfields, as though it was his fault his friend had turned out to be an attempted mass murderer. I hadn’t even been the one kidnapped this time; what was I going to hold against Freddy?

      “Hey,” I said, leaning back into Gideon and smiling at him, and motioned to one of the empty chairs. “Good thing we asked Mal to bring more food than any five people could eat. There’ll probably be plenty for you when they get back. Fair warning, though, there’s a job interview somewhere in here.”

      I sighed at the thought and let my head fall against Gideon’s shoulder. What could it be this time? Self-professed book burner? Maybe just someone who thought our customers would be better served buying e-books.

      Freddy settled himself into the chair closest to Gideon and me, a twinkle in his eye and a toothy, genuine smile on his face. “Is there?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Apparently we’re going to be interviewing people until the end of time.”

      “You know what, you’re right.” Beez sounded decisive—which she often was, but I didn’t know what there was to decide at that moment. “I’m tired of interviewing people. I say we hire this one.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, suspicious. She was up to something. Between us, she was the pickier by far. I might have hired ketchup-stained drunk guy if he hadn’t expected so much money. There was no way Beez agreed to hire someone sight-unseen.

      “It’s Mal, isn’t it? They agreed to work for us on the side even though they’re, um . . .”

      “A landscaper,” she inserted when I remembered I didn’t know what the hell Mal did for a living. Like I hadn’t known them since we were twelve and known how much they loved gardening and the outdoors.

      “A landscaper,” I agreed.

      She grinned at me for a moment, but before I could protest that we didn’t need to go overworking Mal just because we couldn’t find someone, she shook her head. “Nope. For a smart guy, Sage, you really are a dope sometimes.”

      “Well I coulda told you that.” And, as she knew, I would have told her so, if asked. Yes, the consensus was that I was probably smarter than average, if you trusted that kind of opinion, but intelligence and common sense had nothing to do with each other, and common sense had never been my forte. Instead of commenting on it, I checked my watch. One o’clock exactly. “What time are they supposed to be here?”

      “Oh, around one,” Beez answered breezily.

      “And they’re gonna walk in and you’re just gonna say ‘hi, you’re hired,’ huh?” I didn’t believe it for a second. If Beez was hiring someone, it was because she’d already interviewed them.

      Or she knew them.

      Mal came in then, burdened with two enormous bags of takeout. I’d forgotten how fast it would be, but the place they’d gone was just down the street. They peered over the bags at Freddy, who’d turned to take them in. “You must be Freddy. Beez said ribs for you?”

      Wait, what?

      But then in an instant, the look in Freddy’s eyes went dark, practically smoldering, like he’d acted back when we’d first met. Wow, how the hell had I not noticed that he’d been flirting with me?

      “Oh, I’ll take anything you want to give me,” he purred at Mal, giving them a lascivious twice-over and biting his lip.

      Mal flushed and gave a little squeak before clearing their throat and trying again. “I, um, I got you ribs. But there’s fried tofu, too. And, um, vegetarian noodles.” Those dishes, I noted, were the ones Mal always got for themself. I’d never seen them so overwhelmed by a little attention before, but given the hopeful look they snuck at Freddy as he graciously accepted his container of food, it wasn’t unwelcome.

      Huh. Well that was unexpected.

      “Don’t go breaking my cousin’s heart there, Mal,” I teased as I rooted through the other bag, passing items out as I found them. “He’s a sweet sensitive soul who needs some TLC.”

      “Glad you think so,” Beez said as she took her soup from me. “Because I hired him yesterday.”

      I almost dropped my own dinner and turned to stare at her, then looked to Freddy. “I thought all modern, sensible people bought their books online, or something like that?”

      “They do,” he agreed. “But I wouldn’t say paper books don’t have a certain old-world charm.”

      Mal gave a little sigh as Freddy lounged back in his seat, cracking open a container of spareribs. Oh, this had the potential to be either amazing, or amazingly ugly. I crossed my fingers for my friend and my cousin, but that was about all I could do.

      Then, Freddy’s face went serious. “I won’t beat around the bush. I needed the job. I’ve been living with Grandmother for two weeks. Since just after the party. I got in a fight with Dad, and he said if I have such strong opinions about his behavior, I can figure out my own way, so I’ve . . . been trying to.”

      Oh hell.

      I’d gotten my cousin kicked out of his house?

      No. Not me. Roger, and his childish bullshit. Still, even if it wasn’t my fault, in the most basic way, it was still my responsibility. Not because I’d done anything to cause it, but because Freddy was my cousin, and my friend. I would see him have every chance to succeed.

      “So basically, we’re not hiring two people, we’re hiring you.”

      The look he gave me was so hopeful, like he truly believed there was a chance I’d say no to the whole thing. He didn’t say a word, though, just nodded and watched me.

      I exhaled deeply and looked up at Gideon. “What do you say? Can you handle having Freddy around all the time?”

      Gideon gave a snort and jerked his head in Mal’s direction. “You keep hitting on them instead of Sage, and be nice to ‘em, and you can stay as long as you want.”

      Fluke gave a bark at the end, like he was agreeing with what Gideon had said, even though he’d never minded having Freddy around to begin with. Then, of course, he turned to me and sniffed in the direction of the food in my hands, blinking his big brown eyes.

      Freddy’s smile was dazzling, and he turned to wink at Mal. “Oh, I can definitely promise that.”
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      Just like working the rest of the week, going to brunch Sunday was as mundane and average as ever, and as such, a freaking relief.

      Sure, Freddy and I had spent the day before apartment hunting because his rich father had kicked him out, and you know, someone had tried to destroy the city on Wednesday, but apparently time and sausages stop for no man.

      Iris was the perfect hostess, and Rufus was as excited to see Fluke as ever. It was good to know what was happening in Freddy’s life, and that he looked like he had bedhead not because he was exceptionally stressed or something was wrong, but literally because he’d just rolled out of the bed he was sleeping in at Iris’s house and joined us in the dining room five minutes later.

      No one had ever made “sleep rumpled” look that good, the jerk.

      The real story of the morning was the way Anson and Gideon kept dancing around each other. One would stare hard at the other, like he was building up to say something, but then the other would look at him, and he’d lose his nerve and look away. The two of them kept it up all through breakfast, the rest of us watching with bemusement.

      Just as I was about to bury my face in my hands and groan that they had to get their shit together, Freddy did it for me. “So, since I know both of you already have a McKinley sweetheart, and anyone who can see or hear you knows you’re related, I don’t think you’re desperately in love and trying to hide it. Poorly.”

      Gideon turned to my cousin and lifted an unimpressed eyebrow, pausing for full effect before speaking. “And you’re one to talk about not hitting on people you’re related to?”

      “Oh please, anyone in their right mind thinks Sage is eminently bangable. You’re the one who took offense to the fact that I flirted with him.” Freddy looked over at Anson, waving a hand in my direction. “Help me out here, he’s hot, right?”

      Anson cleared his throat and reached over to take Iris’s hand. “As you pointed out, I already have a McKinley whose company I keep. It would hardly be appropriate to comment on her grandson’s attractiveness.”

      Freddy groaned and threw up his hands. “I’m surrounded by prudes.”

      “We all agree that Sage is very attractive, dear,” Iris consoled him as she turned her hand over to twine her fingers with Anson’s. “But that’s not what needs discussing right now, I think. Anson?”

      He gave a heavy sigh, but nodded, and his gaze zeroed in on Gideon, more intense than usual. “I don’t mean to be pushy. I get the feeling you don’t want to talk about your family history too much.”

      Gideon, quite the opposite of that, leaned forward on the table, bracing himself on his elbows and staring back. I could have told Anson that Gideon wanted nothing more than to talk about their familial bond, but I figured the sudden focus did that well enough.

      “What did you want to discuss about it?”

      “Well, you know I spend a lot of time studying Junction history. And I think you’re related to the original Gideon Marsh, like I am. And”—he looked around, like there would be spies in the dark corners of Iris’s dining room—“I found a comment about him while we were searching Jonathon McKinley’s journals. He disappeared and was never seen again before the McKinleys arrived in Junction, but after reading the journals, I think Jonathon might have known something about his death.”

      Well shit. And here I thought we’d been done with Jonathon McKinley for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hey! For the next five months, each monthly newsletter is going to include a monthly piece of Fluke fiction, each a tiny story on its own, and adding up to a full story about what Fluke is up to for part of book four, Fluke and the Frontier Farce.

      

        

      
        The only way to get more Fluke before 2022 will be by signing up!

      

        

      
        Sign up for the mailing list here!
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