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      “Kai? Hello, Kai?”

      I set my teeth and crept along the dark rooftop, inspecting the expansive lawn below. Stationary spotlights highlighted different features of the boxy modernist mansion I was traversing, and more lights glared on the ten-foot stone wall surrounding the property.

      “Kai?” Aaron whined, his voice buzzing through my earpiece.

      “What?” I hissed, trusting the sensitive mic to pick up my voice.

      “Oh, you’re alive.” Which he knew very well, just as he knew whining would get a response out of me. “Are you done yet? Ezra and I finished our rounds five minutes ago.”

      Reaching the roof’s edge, I hunkered low and peered down. Two stories below, four men were positioned in front of the house’s entrance. They radiated boredom, their shoulders flexing and impatient breaths puffing white in the chill air. A light shone down on their heads, ruining their night vision, and I suppressed a disgusted snort.

      “Kai?”

      “I’m nearly done.” I scooted backward, then headed for the roof’s eastern corner in a stealthy crouch. The idiots at the door didn’t notice me, just as they would fail to notice a trespasser. What was the point in hiring extra security if most of it was incompetent?

      An annoyed sigh floated into my ear. “You scouted my and Ezra’s routes too, didn’t you?”

      The corners of my mouth twitched downward. “I can’t hear anything. Don’t make me mute you.”

      Aaron sighed again but fell silent.

      I ghosted across the flat roof and crouched again. A pair of armed men wandered along the property’s outer wall, half-heartedly inspecting the shadows. I waited for them to pass, then planned my route down with a single glance.

      Springing off the roof, I dropped half a story before catching the windowsill with both hands, then let go and dropped again. Mid-fall, I kicked off the building, arched backward, and landed in a neat roll. Then I was moving in a low sprint across the lawn.

      I reached the wall and leaped. My fitted shoes gripped the smooth stones and I dashed onto the top and straight into the tree branches on the other side. Eight seconds. A swift backward look proved no one had seen me.

      Some security.

      “I’m in position,” I murmured into my mic. “Check in.”

      “In position,” Ezra answered immediately, his smooth voice roughened by the crackle of the tiny earpiece.

      “In position,” Aaron drawled. “Which I told you while you were double-checking our work. Asshole.”

      I ignored that and checked the time on my digital watch—9:20 p.m. We would hold our positions for ten minutes—between the three of us, we had most of the property in view—then we’d do our rounds again.

      And we only had to repeat the cycle three times an hour for the rest of the night. Hardly entertaining, but a paycheck was a paycheck.

      “So…” Aaron began, his whisper loud in my ear; he must be holding the mic to his mouth. “Do you know who’s out here tonight?”

      “Three guilds, including us,” I answered.

      “These rich bastards would do better to hire one guild for comprehensive security instead of three competing ones. Can you believe those morons down there are patrolling? Did they learn their tactics from video game NPCs?”

      I watched another pair of guards stroll past and calculated about sixteen ways I could sneak by them in the next two minutes. Crouching more comfortably in the bare tree branches, I rubbed my gloved hands together for warmth.

      “We’ve got the perimeter,” I told Aaron. “No one will get past us, so the other guilds don’t matter.”

      He made a thoughtful noise. “It would be fun to show them how bad they are, though. Should we sneak in and check out the client’s collection?”

      “Good idea,” Ezra said. “We can take selfies inside the safe and post them on the job board in the morning.”

      Aaron snorted so loudly he probably gave away his position. “I know you’re kidding, but I’m honestly tempted.”

      “Focus,” I reprimanded, scanning from the north entrance to the south corner of the property.

      That bought me three minutes of silence before Aaron spoke again.

      “Did the job posting say anything about why the client needs extra security for three nights?”

      “No, but they’re well-known artifact collectors.” I adjusted my earpiece, wishing I could wear a hat, but I didn’t want to impede my hearing. My ears were frozen. “I checked their job history. They hire security for these three days every year.”

      “Really? Huh.” Aaron was quiet for a moment. “That’s strange. Why only three days a year?”

      The back of my neck prickled in warning. Several pairs of guards paced across the lawn, and more were positioned at the doors. All else was still and quiet. The property’s lights glared, leaving bright spots in my vision as I pivoted silently on my branch.

      In the darkness beyond the perimeter wall, something was moving.

      “I might have an intruder,” I breathed into my mic. “Stay in position. I’ll check it out.”

      Silence answered me; Aaron could be serious when needed. I slipped out of my tree and onto the wall. Giving a quick hand signal to the nearest guards—they knew me and my teammates were here, though they hadn’t seen us until now—I zipped along the top of the wall. As I drew near, the movement manifested into a slim figure. The trespasser was examining the wall as though debating how to get over it.

      Before he could look up and spot my silhouette, I hopped off the wall onto the interior side and caught the edge with both hands. Feet braced on the concrete, I scooted sideways until I was opposite the intruder. I waited, listening. Faint scuffing. A grunt of effort, a quiet scrape, then a thud as though the person had jumped to grab the wall’s top edge, missed, and fallen back.

      I set my feet, took a long breath, then catapulted over the wall.

      The darkness on the other side engulfed me, but I landed true—right on the trespasser’s shoulders. He slammed into the ground under me with a loud, high-pitched yelp.

      I locked him in a hold, bending his arms behind his back and pressing my knee into his lower spine. It was so dark behind the wall I could only make out dark, fitted clothing and a black ski hat on his head.

      I opened my mouth to speak—and the surrounding air turned to cold mist. The moisture condensed, then coalesced into a sphere of water around my head.

      Instantly I knew what I was up against: a hydromage, and he was about to drown me in a few inches of water.

      The liquid bubble clung to my head, and I clamped my mouth shut to keep from breathing it in. Pulling out a short, lethally sharp knife, I pressed it to the side of the trespasser’s neck, hard enough for him to feel the blade. He went rigid under my knee. The water orb collapsed and liquid dropped like an upended bucket, splashing off my shoulders and drenching us both.

      “Use magic again and it’ll be the last thing you do,” I threatened.

      He gave a tiny nod that I felt more than saw. Pinching my knife against my palm, I grabbed his shoulders and flipped him over in a single rapid move. He gasped as I straddled his chest, his arms pinned under my knees, and pressed my blade against his exposed throat.

      I flicked on the light attached to my armored vest. A soft white glow bloomed, illuminating the face of the beautiful woman pinned under me.
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      Squinting painfully, she turned her head away from my light. Her skin was smooth russet, her cheeks tinted pink by the cold breeze, and a few strands of raven hair had escaped her hat to trail around her heart-shaped face.

      I allowed myself one startled blink, then refocused. My knife was still pressed under her chin, and a red scratch marked the side of her neck.

      “I’m detaining you for attempted robbery,” I informed her, my tone cool and professional despite my desire to ask her how many degrees of idiot she’d like to achieve in one night. “You’ll be turned over to the MPD for—”

      “I’m not a thief!” she exclaimed in a throaty voice tinged with an unusual accent. “I’m trying to catch a thief!”

      My eyebrows rose. I moved the knife off her throat and pressed the tip to her sternum. Her black jacket might slow the blade—slightly—but it wouldn’t protect her from my magic.

      “You’re not a thief,” I repeated in tones of heavy doubt.

      She glared up at me with eyes the color of cocoa. “No.”

      “You’re not a thief, but you’re skulking around an artifact collector’s home—”

      “I—”

      “—in the dead of night—”

      “You don’t—”

      “—dressed all in black—”

      “You’re dressed in black!”

      I didn’t take my gaze off her to look down at my standard gear—long-sleeved shirt, lightly armored vest full of small, sheathed weapons, fitted leather pants, and gloves. Distracting me might be her intent.

      “I’m being paid to wear black,” I replied. “What’s your name and guild?”

      She glowered mutinously. “Izzah Ramesh, from Odin’s Eye.”

      Odin’s Eye? Well. I considered her, the silence stretching awkwardly from a few seconds toward a full minute.

      “Dey!” she exclaimed, her accent thickening with anger. “Are you staring at me because you’re a creep, or are you waiting for something?”

      “Confirmation,” I answered shortly.

      A moment later, Aaron, who had heard everything through my mic, murmured, “Confirmed. There’s an Izzah Ramesh in Odin’s Eye. Recent member—only two months in.”

      “Did you join Odin’s Eye two months ago to conceal your plans for a heist?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened. “No! I’m not here for a heist. I’m trying to prevent one.”

      “That’s my job—as well as the job of the members of your guild who are here tonight. If you wanted to prevent a heist, why not join their team?”

      Her full lips pressed into a tight line. “I tried. They didn’t want me. But they don’t understand! There will be a heist tonight and they have no idea who—”

      The shrill blare of an alarm cut her off.

      I jolted in surprise but didn’t shift my knife from her chest. Aaron swore loudly in my ear as shouts echoed across the lawn.

      “Aaron,” I said sharply, “can you tell what’s happening?”

      Izzah frowned in confusion, then her gaze darted to the coiled black cord that ran from my earpiece into my vest.

      “No,” Aaron answered. “Something’s going on inside the house. Can’t see anything.”

      “What we can see,” Ezra observed with mild interest, “are the other guilds running around like frantic chickens.”

      “Don’t worry, Kai,” Aaron added before I could ask, “we’re holding position.”

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t in position, meaning a thief—if there was one—had a clear escape route.

      I slipped my knife into its hidden sheath in my sleeve, then dipped a hand into my pocket. With a small metal clip hidden in my palm, I grabbed Izzah by the jacket and hauled her onto her feet. Disguised by the movement, I attached the clip to the back of her jacket.

      “Try anything and you’ll be on the ground before you can scream,” I warned. Then I took two steps back, ran at the wall, and grabbed the upper edge. I hauled myself up and perched on the top to survey the chaos while keeping half an eye on the woman below.

      The mythics from our rival guilds were bolting this way and that, shouting to each other and creating all kinds of chaos. My gaze snapped between them, checking shadows and dark corners for someone who didn’t belong.

      A tug on my inner perception. Power trickled through me, and without looking away from the lawn, I pointed behind me. “Stay right there.”

      Izzah hissed in disbelieving surprise and halted her attempt to creep away.

      If the mythic who’d set off the alarm tried to escape this way, I would see him. I knew all the best places to sneak through, all the shadowy nooks and crannies, and I knew the face of every man on the job tonight. I’d memorized them yesterday.

      The minutes ticked past. Someone shut off the alarm, and the guild handling interior security appeared at the entrance to confer with the team covering the exterior.

      A man shoved through the group. “The east perimeter spell just triggered!” he shouted. “The thief is escaping with the artifact! Kurt, Abdul, get moving!”

      The teams split, half of them running for the driveway. I spun around on the wall, staring into the darkness. The east perimeter spell was a hundred yards out from the property and set to detect the passage of powerful artifacts.

      My hands closed into fists. I was covering the east wall, but no one could have slipped past me. Had I made a mistake? Had I missed something?

      “Kai!” Aaron barked into my earpiece. “Do we move or hold?”

      I hesitated. What should we do? Could it be a trick? Was the thief hiding in the house, waiting for us to jaunt off so he could slither away undetected? Indecision crackled through me.

      “Move,” I growled.

      Turning, I sprang down and landed beside Izzah. She was leaning against the stone wall, arms folded and cool stare fixed on me.

      “You’ll never catch up with him.”

      I ignored her as I pulled out a zip tie.

      She spotted it and jerked straight. “What’s that for?”

      “Did you think I’d just let you go? For all I know, you’re in league with the thief.”

      “I am not!” She threw her hands up. “Are you deaf? I came to stop this from happening!”

      “Right. Well, you failed.”

      “So did you.”

      Ignoring that too, I stepped toward her. She backed away, hands rising defensively.

      “I warned you: use your magic and I’ll use mine.” Urgency was building in my head. The thief was escaping, but I didn’t want to be rough with her if I could avoid it. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      My earpiece crackled with Aaron’s voice. “Kai, are you coming?”

      I bit back a swear. There was no point in delaying Aaron and Ezra while I dealt with Izzah. A few seconds could mean the difference between apprehending the thief and failure.

      “Go,” I ground out. “I’ll catch up.”

      “Are you s—”

      “Go!”

      Aaron’s and Ezra’s mics picked up the sound of their running footsteps. They would race to the perimeter line and start a search with the other teams while I was stuck here dealing with Miss Not-a-Thief.

      My glower made her retreat a step. Realizing what she’d done, she lifted her chin angrily. “You don’t even know what was stolen, do you?”

      “And you do?”

      “Of course. It’s the only thing worth stealing tonight.”

      “Ooh,” Aaron murmured, eavesdropping through my mic. “She knows something. Make her spill it, Kai.”

      My expression must’ve changed, because Izzah squinted at me—then pivoted on her heel and bolted.

      I could’ve taken her down with magic, but I didn’t bother. In six long strides, I caught up. Grabbing her jacket, I hauled her to a stop, spun her around, and shoved her back into the wall.

      “You have five seconds to give me a reason not to truss you up, gag you, and turn you over to the MPD.”

      She grabbed my wrists and tried to pry my hands off her jacket. My grip didn’t shift as I silently counted down. Three—two—one—

      “The Andromeda Spell,” she burst out furiously.

      “The what?” I growled.

      “That’s what the thief stole. It’s why the collector hires security for these three days each year—these are the nights of the Andromedis.”

      My anger sparked hotter. “The what?”

      “The Andromedis meteor shower.” Her tone suggested I was an imbecile for not knowing. “It happens sometime between December third and fifth each year.”

      My mouth tightened. Astral-based sorcery spells were often linked to cosmic events, but that was all I knew on the topic. “If you’re bullshitting me—”

      “It’s not my problem you’re so ignorant about famous legends that you don’t even know—”

      I pushed her harder into the wall, then retreated before I hurt her. My instincts urged me to move, to go, to chase down the bastard who’d slipped past me. But my instincts had also failed to detect said bastard, so I focused on Izzah. “How did you know a thief was coming tonight?”

      She tugged her jacket straight and glared at me. The effect was limited, as I was practically standing on her toes.

      “Because it’s Icarus.” She waited a beat. “Internationally notorious artifact thief? Best known for stealing the Carapace of Valdurna from the Bellingham Sorcerers in 2002? Made international news when he lifted an enchanted silver ewer from The Louvre in 1987?”

      I kept my expression neutral, unwilling to admit I had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Icarus is infamous,” she explained in exasperation. “He’s supposed to be in the city, and based on the timing alone, he has to be after the Andromeda Spell. It’s famous.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Then you obviously missed a few mythic history lessons.”

      I’d never missed a single lesson—my grandfather would never have allowed it—but my history lessons had covered different topics.

      “Well,” she said in an overly casual voice, “now you know what you’re dealing with! Off you go. Run along with your pals and try to bring down an internationally hunted thief that the authorities have rarely even glimpsed.”

      “Good idea. You’re coming with me.”

      “What? No!”

      “I want to know where you came by all this information and what else you know about this Icarus person.”

      She recoiled from my reaching hand. “No! I can’t go with you or I’ll never—”

      When she bit off the words, I stepped close again. “You’ll never what?”

      Her cocoa-brown eyes, gleaming in the radiance of my flashlight, darted over my face and she bit her lip.

      “I know where Icarus is taking the artifact,” she blurted in a rush. “The Andromedis will happen tonight. He has to activate the spell in the next few hours or he’ll never get another chance to complete the ritual. There’s only one place he’ll go next.”

      I considered her, my inherent skepticism riding me hard. “You know the ritual? How?”

      “I’ll explain on the way. If we’re going to beat Icarus there, we need to go now.”

      My jaw clenched as I peered into her earnest face, her eyebrows raised with emphasis, her lips parted in hopeful anticipation. Whatever she wanted, she wanted it badly.

      I grimaced. As reluctance spread through me like lead in my veins, I grudgingly asked, “Do you have a vehicle?”
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      This was beyond moronic. I should be at the east perimeter, helping Aaron and Ezra search for signs of the thief’s passage. The Odin’s Eye team included a telethesian, and as soon as the mythic caught the thief’s trail, this so-called Icarus would have no escape. Telethesians could track anyone anywhere but open water.

      Instead, I was off on a wild goose chase.

      Arms folded, I scowled through the windshield of Izzah’s rusting, bright yellow Dodge Neon. The tiny engine sputtered as she accelerated down the street, dark properties flashing by on either side with the occasional glimpse of a modest mansion set back from the road.

      “Start explaining,” I commanded irritably, my attention torn between lecturing myself about my impulsiveness, Izzah’s driving, and my need for information. “Where are we going?”

      She kept her attention on the road, streetlights flickering across her warm-toned skin. “Honestly, I’m surprised you got in a car with a strange mythic.”

      “I’m not concerned.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Bit arrogant, aren’t we?”

      I gave her a mocking look. “I thought you knew everything.”

      She pressed her lips together and hit the brakes. I jolted forward against my seatbelt, then grabbed the door as she took a corner on two wheels.

      “No one knows everything. I just happen to have an interest in ancient artifacts, mythic history, and archaeology.” She slammed the brakes again and made another wild turn. The car went wide and scarcely missed a signpost. As I clutched my door, she smirked at me. “Don’t like my driving-ah?”

      I gritted my teeth and asked again, “Where are we going?”

      “Douglas Island,” she answered.

      I frowned. “That island at the junction of the Fraser and Pitt rivers? By Coquitlam?”

      “The very one.”

      “There’s nothing there. It’s uninhabited.”

      “Actually,” she replied smugly, “it’s the location of the most powerful water nexus in Metro Vancouver. You do know what a nexus is, don’t you?”

      My eyes narrowed at her patronizing tone. “A sorcery construct for amplifying power.”

      “Oh, so you’re not quite all brawn and no brain.” She put her foot down on the gas and the Neon whined unhappily as we gained speed. We were on a major thoroughfare, and she paused while she navigated a weave interchange. “The Andromeda Spell needs to be elementally charged before it can be activated, so Icarus will take it to four nexuses—water, earth, fire, and air.”

      I realized I was tightly gripping my door and unclamped my hand. “What is the Andromeda Spell? What does it do?”

      “Well, no one really knows, do they?” At my irritated look, she assessed me with one sweeping glance. “You should smile more, leng chai. You’re too handsome to glower like that all the time.”

      My mouth fell open, then snapped closed, and I growled wordlessly.

      “The Andromeda Spell dates back to Ancient Greece. It’s only been used a few times throughout history because of its dependency on the Andromedis meteor shower.” As she spoke, her tone shifted from tartness to enthusiasm, her animosity forgotten. “Though the shower occurs every year, it’s usually only a few meteors an hour. You need at least a hundred an hour to trigger the spell, and that hasn’t happened since 1885. That shower was reputedly ten thousand meteors an hour. Can you imagine?”

      Her eyes sparkled as though she were imagining it right now. I watched her, my gaze drifting over her profile.

      “So,” I said, shaking myself back to the present, “Icarus needs to prime the spell at four elemental nexuses before he can activate it?”

      “Yes, and he needs to time it all precisely. Sorcery of this level follows exact rituals and—”

      My earpiece beeped, warning me that Aaron or Ezra was trying to contact me; I’d turned it off so I wouldn’t distract them with my conversation. I held up a hand to Izzah and switched it back on.

      “Yes?”

      “Kai,” Aaron barked. “We lost him.”

      “Lost him? How? Odin’s Eye has a telethesian.”

      “The telethesian lost him too. The trail disappeared. We’ve got nothing.” Aaron swore furiously. “Any luck with that girl? Does she have any info?”

      Izzah’s eyebrows tweaked knowingly. “Of course your team lost him,” she said, filling in the conversation blanks based on my response. “Icarus is the best. He’ll have ways to fool telethesians and other tracking methods. That’s why I’m going to ambush him at the first nexus.”

      “You’re going to?”

      Her mouth twisted. “We’ll ambush him, then.”

      “Are you absolutely certain Icarus is going to Douglas Island? It isn’t the only water nexus. There are closer ones.” I didn’t know where they were, but sorcerers used nexuses regularly and they wouldn’t drive thirty minutes then boat across a river every time they needed one.

      “The Andromeda Spell is ancient and powerful. Icarus will take it to the most powerful nexuses he can reach. He won’t risk using an inferior one.”

      I rubbed my jaw, unable to fault her logic. “Aaron, it’s likely Icarus is trying to activate the artifact he stole, and he needs a water nexus first. We’re going to Douglas Island. You and Ezra find out where the next best one is and stake it out.”

      “Got it. Keep us posted.”

      I switched my earpiece off again. “How much farther to Douglas Island?”

      She squinted at the road. “Five minutes. Maybe ten.”

      “Okay. In that case, explain your involvement in all this.”

      Grimacing, she focused on the dark highway as we sped past undeveloped greenery and into the suburban city of Coquitlam. “I already told you I have an interest in ancient artifacts. So do lots of other people. Every year at this time, the Andromeda Spell comes up in online forums—it’s fascinating and mysterious. This year, it’s rumored that a well-known diviner predicted the meteor shower will rival the one in 1885. Unlikely, obviously, but it got a lot of people’s attention.”

      “Including Icarus’s,” I guessed.

      She nodded. “The MPD posted a notice about eight hours ago that he might be in the Vancouver area. When I heard that, I knew he was here for the Andromeda Spell.”

      “Did you tell your guild?”

      “I … not specifically. I tried to join their team but they …” She cleared her throat. “I’m new and the team was already set.”

      The only thing more difficult than being new to a guild was being new and young. Eighteen was the minimum age for membership, and Izzah was maybe a year or two older than that—meaning a year or two younger than me.

      “Then what?” I prompted. “You went out on your own, intending to … catch Icarus single-handedly?”

      “I—no! Of course not!” Her cheeks flushed rosy pink. “I wanted to be nearby in case there was a … a chance I could help.”

      She shot me a blazing look that warned me not to call her out on her bullshit. I said nothing. I knew that thirst to prove yourself, and what better way to win the respect of a tough guild like Odin’s Eye than bringing down a notorious rogue? I probably would’ve done the same.

      Izzah flipped on her turn signal and exited the highway. We rocketed down a bypass at well over the speed limit, passing a shopping complex and a long stretch of darkness I assumed was a park.

      Half a mile farther down the bypass, she turned onto a single-lane road that wound into the trees. “Douglas Island is right over there.”

      I squinted. Through a thin barrier of shrubbery, moonlight glimmered on black water. Across the river, I could just make out what looked like the far bank—except it was the island’s treed shore. The Fraser River was so wide it resembled a lake.

      The car blasted into a small, touristy cluster of houses and chalets, the riverside laden with boardwalks and benches, then we were past that too. Izzah slowed the Neon, and its headlights illuminated a gate that blocked the road.

      She pulled onto the shoulder, shifted into park, and cut the engine. “This is it.”

      Dubious, I climbed out and stretched my back. It was almost ten o’clock and the area was deserted—which was good, considering I was dressed like a counterterrorist.

      I did a quick gear check, then glanced at Izzah as she joined me. In tight black jeans, sturdy boots, leather jacket, and ski hat, she looked like a burglar—a tall, willowy burglar with long, lean legs and dark cocoa eyes, which were currently sliding over me from head to toe as I stood in the car’s headlights.

      For a few seconds, we simply looked at each other, then I strode onto the walking trail that bordered the road. A wooden bench faced a gap in the foliage and I peered at the island’s black silhouette two hundred yards away.

      “How do we get across?” I asked. “I don’t recall there being a bridge.”

      “There isn’t,” she replied promptly, bouncing eagerly on the balls of her feet next to me. “It’s the reason the nexus is all but forgotten now. There are only two ways to get there, and most people use a boat.”

      “I don’t see any boats.”

      She waved dismissively. “There’s a set of docks farther east, but I know a better way—a secret tunnel.”

      A tunnel under the Fraser River? A vague spark of recognition prodded my memory. I’d heard of it before, but I couldn’t come up with any details.

      “Wait,” I said as she started to turn. “Would Icarus know about the tunnel?”

      “Maybe … probably not. But even if he does, he’d have to find the hidden entrance. It isn’t easy, but I already found it.” She pushed her shoulders back proudly, and I had a sudden urge to smile. I resisted. “It’s dangerous,” she added, her excitement faltering. “The tunnel, I mean.”

      I scanned our surroundings, thinking fast. “Icarus will probably cross by boat. If we go into a tunnel, we’ll lose sight of him. We could miss him entirely.”

      “But we won’t!” she exclaimed. “He has to place the artifact on the nexus at precisely 10:36. It’s a … an astral alignment … a constellation angle …” She trailed off with a shrug and a sheepish smile. “It’s a sorcery thing. But I got the times from this amazing Arcana scholar who discovered the tomb of—that’s not important. To catch Icarus, all we have to do is beat him to the nexus.”

      “Unless he goes to a different nexus.”

      She shook her head stubbornly. “He won’t. He—” Her eyes widened and she whipped her hand up to point. “He’s already there!”

      At her horrified exclamation, I whirled around. Across the long stretch of water, the white beam of a flashlight flickered through the island’s trees.

      “How did he get there so fast?” she gasped. “It’s impossible. Even using the tunnel—he can’t have—”

      “Does he have to wait for 10:36 to use the nexus?” I demanded.

      She bobbed her head in urgent confirmation. “We can reach him in time.”

      I scrutinized the faint light on the island once more, then turned to her. “Where’s that tunnel?”
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      We walked into the trees on the north side of the road. Izzah had grabbed a headlamp from her glove box and was leading the way confidently. The thin trees were tightly packed and we waded through shrubbery covered in the shriveled remains of its summer foliage. I inwardly cringed at the racket we were making.

      “I was last here in early September,” she panted as she shoved past a branch, the headlamp clutched in her hand. “I heard about the tunnel and wanted to check it out. It took a few hours, but I found it.”

      I forced my way through a thorny wild rosebush, the stench of damp, decomposing leaves clogging my nose. “And you followed the tunnel to Douglas Island?”

      “Well—not quite.” She clambered over a log. “I didn’t go that far.”

      “How do you know the tunnel is still intact?”

      “It wasn’t flooded,” she said logically. “If it had collapsed, it would be full of water, wouldn’t it? Aha, it’s right here!”

      I followed her into a clearing scarcely six feet across. A hump of earth, covered in a tangle of fallen leaves and tree roots, closed in one side. Izzah tugged the roots aside to reveal a three-foot-wide square of stone, and I had to admit it was exceptionally well hidden. Faintly illuminated by my light, worn markings crisscrossed its face.

      She placed her hand in the center and declared confidently, “Ori aperias.”

      A purplish glow rippled over the stone, then rock groaned as it shifted. An edge appeared and she grabbed it. Grunting with effort, she swung the heavy door open on concealed hinges. The square opening revealed a vertical chute with a rusting ladder attached to its stone wall, and the sound of dripping water echoed out of the darkness.

      “Maybe you should wait here,” she suggested, withdrawing a cellphone from her pocket. She pulled her hat off, tucked the phone inside it, then shoved it under the nearest bush. “It’s probably wet down there.”

      Freed from her ski hat, her raven ponytail tumbled midway down her back, gleaming like silk in my flashlight’s beam.

      “You’ll handle Icarus by yourself, then?” I asked casually. “Tag an internationally wanted rogue all on your own?”

      She stiffened her spine. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, pulling my earpiece out. I texted Aaron a quick update on my phone, then tugged her hat out of its nook and added my electronics. My light and watch were both waterproof, so I left them on. “I’m going with you.”

      She turned away, but not before I glimpsed the relief on her face. She fixed her lightweight headlamp on her forehead and adjusted the direction of the beam.

      “Fine, I guess,” she said like my company wasn’t a reassurance. “I suppose you could be useful. You seem like the excessively competent type.”

      She said it like it was a bad thing.

      Rubbing her hands together to hide her jitters, she approached the chute entrance. Her headlamp’s bright glare illuminated its slimy walls.

      “All right, let’s do this, uh …” Pausing, she looked back at me with a frown. “Got a name, handsome?”

      “Kai.”

      “Kai what?”

      I hesitated. “Yamada. Crow and Hammer guild.”

      At my guild’s name, her alarm faded. She’d decided I must be an unluckily named random Yamada, not one of the Yamadas.

      “Right, well, follow me, Kai.”

      She slid into the chute and began climbing down. I gave her a brief head start, then squeezed in after her. Adrenaline shivered along my nerves. I didn’t like this. I hated going into a situation blind. No research, no plan, no scouting, no backup. But what choice did I have? Finding a boat to steal, crossing the river, and anchoring somewhere accessible on the unknown shore—it would all take too long. The numbers on my watch glowed warningly: 10:04 p.m.

      My mind spun through calculations as we worked slowly down the slippery ladder. The north shore to the island was two hundred yards, a distance I could walk in a few minutes, but depending on the tunnel’s condition, it could take much longer. Once we reached the island, we had to locate the nexus and Icarus. Then I needed to plan an ambush—one that didn’t involve Izzah. Regardless of her ambitions, I wasn’t risking everything on a rookie mage.

      A loud splash interrupted my thoughts.

      “Aiseh,” Izzah said breathlessly. “It’s very wet.”

      Her light spun rapidly as she looked around. I hastened down the final rungs and splashed into freezing, knee-high water. The cold shock stole my breath.

      The tunnel stretched in both directions, the moldering brick walls coated in brown slime, the dripping ceiling only inches above my head, and the floor lost in sloshing black water. It was wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but no more.

      “The original entrance is back there,” Izzah said, her throaty voice echoing off the walls. She carelessly waved toward the north end. “It caved in a long time ago. Let’s go.”

      She splashed forward, her ponytail swinging jauntily. I flicked a nervous glance at the low, dripping ceiling, then followed.

      We waded through the water for fifty feet, then discovered a heap of broken stone where part of the ceiling had fallen in. The barrier had collected rainwater runoff, and when we clambered over it, we found damp stone instead of a foot of murky liquid. Picking up our pace, we rushed onward, silent except for our quick breathing.

      The emptiness of the tunnel pressed in, the hollow silence beneath the noise of our passage weighing on me. The air was rank, tainted with slime and mold and who knew what else. Neither of us spoke, our concentration on the slippery, crumbling floor scattered with debris.

      Fifty feet farther on, the passageway sloped downward. Rivulets of water trickled along the bricks, racing us toward the tunnel’s lowest point. My nerves wound tighter as we ventured deeper and deeper. The ramp steepened.

      Ahead of me, Izzah stopped. I paced to her side, and together we stared at our route: the brick passageway slanted down into the earth and was hidden beneath still black water. The deepest section of tunnel was completely submerged.

      “The rain,” she muttered. “The runoff got into the tunnel …”

      “Let’s get out of here,” I snapped, turning away. This was what happened when I relied on other people to get a job right. “We’ve wasted too much time already.”

      She grabbed my arm, halting me. “No, it’s fine. We can get through.”

      “It’s flooded! We’ve walked, what—a hundred and fifty feet? Two hundred? That leaves five hundred feet of tunnel. We can’t swim that.”

      “I’m a hydromage, Kai,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Water is rarely an obstacle for me.”

      “You can’t shift this much water.”

      “I don’t need to. I only need to shift enough to keep a pocket of air around our heads. It’ll be a piece of cake.”

      Dark, eerily still water, its surface disturbed only by the trickling runoff slowly engorging it, stretched from the slanted floor to the descending ceiling. Adrenaline pulsed in my throat. Go into that? Into the black depths of the submerged tunnel, reliant entirely on Izzah to keep me from drowning?

      No. No way in hell.

      “I’m going back,” I said flatly. It was 10:17 p.m. Not enough time to steal a boat, but I could stake out the shore and try to track Icarus when he left the island.

      Turning, I stalked up the ramp.

      “Kai.”

      Her soft call halted me. Reluctantly, I looked over my shoulder.

      She stood at the water’s edge, her hands twisted together. The glare of her headlamp blinded me to her face.

      “I don’t want to go alone,” she said quietly. “Please come with me. I can get us through, I promise. Then we can catch Icarus together.”

      I stood rooted to the spot. All my instincts screamed at me to get away from that icy black water. Izzah waited, silent and hopeful. If I left, she would go on without me. She’d either drown in the tunnel, or she’d reach the island, charge in like the same fool who’d walked right up to the heavily guarded collector’s mansion, and probably get herself killed.

      Jaw tight, I strode back to her.

      She grabbed my gloved hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

      “You’re sure you can get both of us through the tunnel?”

      “Yes, absolutely.” She pulled me by my hand toward the water. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      Somehow, I doubted that.
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      The water was bitterly cold. My teeth chattered uncontrollably, the heavy press of frigid liquid leeching away my strength. I’d moved my light higher, clipping it onto my collar, but water splashed over it with each step.

      Izzah was beside me, holding tight to my hand. A three-foot-wide pocket of air surrounded our heads, the water pushed aside by her magic. A frown of concentration tugged at her lips, but she showed no signs of tiring.

      Our progress was painfully slow. We waded through the water with minimal purchase on the slippery stone floor. It stank worse than ever, and our lights reflected off the water’s rippling surface, blinding us to anything beyond the air pocket. My breath came fast and sharp, my thoughts consumed by the freezing cold and the darkness and the tiny pocket of fragile air that stank of toxins—

      “I never told you about the Andromeda Spell,” Izzah said abruptly, her cheerful tone marred by her chattering teeth. How could she sound so carefree in this reeking black hell? “You don’t know what it does, right?”

      “No.”

      “According to the legends, it’s supposed to make you invincible.”

      My gaze snapped to her in disbelief.

      She smiled and twin dimples appeared in her cheeks. “Invincible, undefeatable. As powerful as a demigod.”

      “A single artifact can do that?”

      “No one knows for sure. It’s been so long since anyone successfully used the spell.” She tugged me along through the water. “Do you know the Greek myth about Andromeda?”

      I grunted vaguely. I knew the gist of it, but I wanted her to keep talking.

      “Andromeda was the princess of Aethiopia, an African kingdom. Her mother, the queen, liked to boast that Andromeda was even more beautiful than the Nereids, who were Poseidon’s companions. The queen’s arrogance deeply offended Poseidon, and in retribution, he sent the monster Cetus to ravage Aethiopia’s coasts until—”

      Izzah lurched forward and her face hit the wall of water in front of us. The air bubble collapsed inward, and icy liquid rushed for my head. She jerked upright, her free hand rising as she pushed the water back again.

      “Sorry, I tripped on some rubble.” She squeezed my hand and launched back into her story at top speed, as though she could out-talk my rising fear. “The only way to appease Poseidon was to sacrifice Andromeda to the monster, so her parents took her to the coast, stripped her naked, and chained her to a rock for Cetus to claim.”

      “Good parents,” I muttered, concentrating on breathing.

      “This is where Perseus enters the story. A demigod, son of Zeus. He was on his way back from slaying Medusa, and he carried four weapons gifted to him by the gods—an adamantine sword, a helm of darkness to make him invisible, the flying sandals of Hermes, and the polished shield he used to see Medusa without turning to stone.”

      “Well-armed,” I commented distractedly, stumbling over rubble on the tunnel’s hidden floor. Water gurgled and sloshed as we waded through it, our lights flickering over its dark surface.

      “Oh yes,” Izzah agreed, her teeth chattering. “And he was carrying Medusa’s head too. So Perseus is flying home when he sees a beautiful maiden chained to a rock, with a sea monster about to devour her. He swoops in, kills Cetus, and frees the damsel. Instantly taken by her beauty, he falls deeply in love and brings her home to marry.”

      “That easy, huh?”

      “Would you turn down a valiant demigod who saved you from imminent death?” she asked lightly. “Their marriage wasn’t quite that quick and easy—Perseus ended up killing her fiancé first—but they loved each other and went on to rule a kingdom together, have lots of babies, all that.”

      “Romantic.”

      “It was!” she protested. “Their tale is one of the great love stories of ancient mythology.”

      “What does this have to do with the Andromeda Spell?” I would’ve tried harder to figure it out myself if I hadn’t been so occupied with the freezing water and risk of death.

      “Perseus was all but invincible. Armed with his godly gifts and Medusa’s head, he never fell in battle and was considered undefeatable. That’s what the Andromeda Spell is said to do—make you invincible like Andromeda’s beloved. How, exactly, no one knows.”

      “Why isn’t it called the Perseus Spell, then?”

      “I think it’s actually—”

      She broke off. I could see why, and the ragged edges of my panic sharpened.

      A glistening barrier of tumbled rock had emerged from the darkness and was protruding into our air bubble. The ceiling must have caved in, and it had created an impassable blockade. Izzah stared for a moment, then reached into the water and groped blindly at the stone.

      “A collapse,” she muttered breathlessly. “Can’t be. There must be a way through. We’re almost there.”

      I tightened my grip on her hand as she leaned down. The air bubble moved with her, and I crouched to keep my head in it.

      “Here! I can feel a gap. It seems to go through.”

      “A gap?” My voice cracked embarrassingly, but I didn’t care. “How big of a gap?”

      “It’s a bit tight, but …” She straightened. “I’ll check if it goes through. You—you can wait here, okay?”

      “Wait? But—”

      Her wide eyes pleaded with me to stay calm. She grasped both my hands. “Thirty seconds, tops, I promise. You can hold your breath for thirty seconds, right?”

      I stared at her, my heart pounding in my throat. The frigid water hugged our bodies tight, dragging at our clothes with each small movement. I was so chilled I couldn’t stop shaking, and she was shuddering too. If we stayed in the water much longer, hypothermia would set in. Beyond the glow of our lights, all was dark, unrelenting water.

      She couldn’t check the passage and maintain an air bubble for me. The water would swamp me and I’d be submerged hundreds of feet from an air source. If she took too long—

      “I promise, Kai. Thirty seconds.”

      I nodded jerkily.

      She smiled but it was too anxious to comfort me. For the first time since we’d entered the water, she released my hand. “Okay, take a deep breath. Ready? Now!”

      I sucked in the deepest breath I could. Izzah dove for the gap in the rubble, taking the air pocket with her, and icy water surged over my head. I braced my hands against the ceiling, eyes squeezed shut, and counted.

      One, two, three …

      My body had numbed to the cold, but the water seared my face like knives. My limbs shuddered and my teeth chattered, lips squeezed together.

      … ten, eleven, twelve …

      My lungs ached. I hadn’t taken a deep enough breath. My heart was racing, burning through the oxygen in my blood.

      … nineteen, twenty, twenty-one …

      Panic crawled through my head. The need for air dragged at my chest. My throat spasmed, muscles fighting the conflicting commands of conscious mind and instinct.

      … twenty-eight, twenty-nine—

      Light blazed through my eyelids, and chilly air swept over my head, shoving the water away. My eyes flew open. Izzah’s face, her brow wrinkled with worry, swam in my vision as I sucked in air.

      “I’m good,” I panted.

      She nodded. “It’s about five feet through a tight tunnel, then the surface of the water is twenty feet beyond. We’re almost there.”

      Twenty-five feet. Then it would be over.

      Catching my breath, I said, “Let me go first. I’ll swim it, then you follow.”

      “All right.”

      Steeling myself, I shifted to face the spot where she’d found the gap. I filled my lungs with air and dove into the water. Cold slammed over my face again as I felt blindly for the opening. I squeezed through, kicking my feet, my shoulders scraping against disintegrating brick.

      The claustrophobic gap widened. I shot forward, swimming hard. My light glimmered on the water’s surface. My head burst free and I breathed deep. Scrambling onto the ramp, I stood dripping and shivering on solid ground.

      Light flickered beneath the water, then Izzah broke through the rippling surface. She splashed onto the ramp and stopped beside me, beaming delightedly with her dimples on full display.

      “We did it!” Her voice echoed loudly through the tunnel. She swiped her hands down her front and a cloud of mist erupted from her clothes as she used her hydro magic to dry off. “Here, let me.”

      She pressed her palms to my vest. Foggy moisture burst from my clothes, leaving them unpleasantly damp instead of dripping. The mist hung around us in the still air.

      “Best I can do quickly. Now let’s go tag a thief!”

      I glanced automatically at the glowing face of my watch. 10:31 p.m.

      “Five minutes left?” Izzah squawked in disbelief, reading the time upside-down. “That took fifteen minutes?”

      How nice that the time had flown by for her. It’d felt like an hour to me.

      We shared a terse look, then without a word, we sprinted up the tunnel.
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      The tunnel ended in a heap of broken, muddy earth, with a rusting ladder ascending into a chute. Izzah shot up the ladder, and I climbed right behind her, desperate to get out of the dark, damp tunnel. I was trying hard not to think about the trip back.

      Izzah stopped, and I halted a rung below her boots. Leaning back, I watched her place a hand on the flat stone above her head, a faint rune carved into its surface.

      “Ori aperias,” she declared.

      Dim light flashed over the rune and the hatch groaned. She pushed against it. When nothing happened, she climbed another rung to press her forearm against the stone.

      “It’s not moving. Kai, it’s not moving!” Her throaty tones had sharpened with alarm. Clinging precariously to the ladder, she rammed her arm against the hatch. “We’re stuck! No, we need out—we need to—we’ll have to go back through that horrible tunnel and—”

      “Izzah,” I cut in. “Calm down.”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Right. Right, calm. But—but the hatch is stuck and we can’t—”

      I grabbed the next rung. Izzah flattened herself against the ladder as I climbed up behind her, my feet braced on either side of hers and my chest pressed to her back. Reaching over her head, I pushed hard on the stone hatch. It shifted under the pressure.

      “It moved,” I told her. “It’s heavy, but I think I can get it off.”

      “Oh,” she said breathlessly, turning her head to peek at me. “That’s good.”

      Jammed onto the ladder together with my back against the chute wall, our faces were inches apart. I could see flecks of gold in her irises, illuminated by the light clipped to my collar.

      I pushed on the hatch again, but I couldn’t get enough leverage with one arm. Ascending another rung, I put my shoulder into the stone and shoved upward with my legs. The ladder creaked and dirt spilled into the chute as I threw the hatch open. Fresh air swept inside.

      Leaning back into the wall, I said, “You first.”

      She scrambled up the ladder, and I hauled myself out after her. The hatch was set in a misshapen rock in a small clearing surrounded by dark trees. I turned down the brightness on my light, and Izzah switched off her headlamp and stuffed it in a pocket. We didn’t need to announce our presence.

      “Do you know where the nexus is?” I asked.

      “Southeast corner of the island, facing the Fraser River.” She squinted up at the sky to get her bearings. “This way. Let’s hurry.”

      She set out in a fast walk, shoving through the underbrush. The trees ended in a wide clearing that spanned the island’s interior—but a dozen yards in, we discovered it wasn’t open ground but a muddy marsh. We cut back toward the tree line and jogged along the relatively dry ground.

      A few hundred yards ahead, light flickered through the trees. Icarus must be at the nexus.

      The exertion returned warmth and strength to my muscles, and I pulled ahead of Izzah. There was no time to scout the area or plan our approach. I was relying on the element of surprise and the dangerous assumption that I was the more powerful mythic. As I ran, I drew power into my body from the surrounding air. It built inside me, hot and crackling and eager to escape.

      Light danced through the trees, silvery blue and ethereal. Magic different from mine sparked through my heels with each step. The radiance grew brighter and brighter as I closed in.

      I burst through the final layer of underbrush, Izzah at my back. Ahead, grass swept down to the shore where the wide expanse of the Fraser River met the island. Glowing spots of yellow marked the scattered homes on the far shore.

      In the center of the flat space, three tall stones formed a triangle—and between them was the dark shape of a man.

      He spun at our appearance, his long cloak swirling around him. Something small and metallic glinted in his grasp, illuminated by the fading shimmers of light over the stone formation. A deep hood hid his face.

      The bizarre sight of a medieval cloak didn’t slow me, my hands already diving for the sheaths in my vest. The man touched the nearest stone of the nexus—and light flashed across it, blinding me.

      I hurled my knives anyway.

      A stifled cry of pain, then the knives clattered against rock. I’d hit him, but the blades hadn’t stuck in his body. No good. Spots flashed across my vision, and as they cleared, I saw a dark blur shoot upward.

      For a moment, I thought my vision was still recovering from the blinding flare, but the man hurtled into the sky, immune to gravity. Shock caused only the slightest stutter of my arm before I flung a third knife. It flickered end over end, then struck the man in the shoulder. His impossible ascent didn’t slow, the ground fifty feet below him.

      I raised my hand and all the sizzling power I’d gathered burst out of me. A twisting rope of lightning blazed across the gap, seeking the metal knife I’d embedded in my target’s body.

      A flash. A burst of magic.

      My lightning hit the man—and rebounded. The crackling bolt came screaming back, and one thought filled my head: Izzah was right behind me.

      I leaped forward into my lightning. I could’ve let it strike me and flow unhindered into the ground, but that would have released fifty thousand volts into the damp earth and everything touching it—including Izzah.

      Instead, I pulled the power back into my body. Agony blazed through my nerves as I contained the lightning inside me, then neutralized the charge. Smoke rose off my clothes.

      In the seconds it had taken me to control the power, Icarus had widened the gap between us to two hundred feet. His dark shape glided above the moonlit river, heading toward the shore. Too far for me to hit him. Electricity preferred the path of least resistance, and even aiming for my knife in his shoulder, the current would ground into the water before it reached him.

      Izzah stepped to my side and whispered, “He’s flying.”

      Anger and sharp defeat built in my chest. I’d had one chance and I’d missed it. He’d be long gone by the time we made it back through the tunnel.

      “Did you … did you see his feet?” Izzah gulped. “As he took off, his cloak flapped and I saw …”

      “Saw what?”

      “His shoes—he was wearing golden sandals with … with wings.”

      I dragged my eyes off the shrinking thief and pressed two fingers to my temple, gingerly massaging my throbbing head. “Sandals with wings. In your story about Andromeda, Perseus had four gifts …”

      “A sword, a helm, a reflective shield, and … the winged sandals of Hermes.”

      Silence spread between us as the implications of that sank in.

      “The shield,” she said after a moment. “I understood it to be polished like a mirror, but could it reflect magic as well as—”

      “That’s known sorcery,” I interrupted. “I’ve seen spells like that before.” Though never one that could reflect power across that kind of distance.

      “But flying footwear?” Izzah asked quietly. “Have you ever heard of something like that? I haven’t.”

      I shook my head and turned away from the distant figure as he reached the far shore. “Which nexus does he need next?”

      “Earth elemental at 12:15.” She peered at my watch. “We have an hour and a half.”

      “Where’s the most powerful earth nexus?”

      “The botanical gardens at UBC.” She chewed nervously on her thumbnail. “From here, that’s got to be a forty-five-minute drive …”

      “Plus the time to go back through the tunnel.” I almost missed her shudder at the mention of the underground passageway. “I thought it was a piece of cake?”

      She winced. “Actually, going through the submerged section was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done, but I pretended it was fine because I figured—I figured however scary it was for me, it was ten times worse for you.”

      I stared at her.

      “Only because you’re not a hydromage,” she added hastily, mistaking my look. “You were—you’re—I mean, you’re clearly made of tough stuff. And you were so fast when we came on Icarus. I can’t believe you hit a moving target fifty feet away with that tiny knife. Do you use the knife to aim your electricity? I didn’t realize you were an electramage. Did you get electrocuted when he … shot your attack … back … at you?”

      She wilted under my unblinking stare and finally fell silent.

      “Electrocution means to be killed by an electric shock,” I answered after a long moment, deciding only to address the last thing she’d said and not the fact she’d braved that tunnel without batting an eye despite being scared out of her mind. “I can be shocked or electrocuted if the amperage is high enough and I can’t safely ground the current through my body.”

      “Is that what happened when your attack rebounded?”

      “Sort of. I didn’t let it ground because it might’ve hurt you.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “It’s safer to keep your distance from an electramage,” I added.

      Her shock shifted to annoyance, and she muttered, “Perasan, how was I supposed to know you’re an electramage?”

      I almost answered, “Because I’m a Yamada,” but changed my mind. Her questions, however, had reminded me of something else. Reaching behind her, I detached the small clip I’d stuck to her jacket when I first caught her at the collector’s property. She watched me slip it into my pocket, frowning in confusion, then outrage flashed across her face as she figured it out: the metal clip served the same function as my metal knives.

      “When did you—” she began furiously.

      I caught her arm and tugged her into motion. We started back into the trees—Izzah still fuming—as my watch ticked down the minutes until our next meeting with Icarus.
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      We made better time through the tunnel on the way back, climbing out of the chute at 11:10 p.m. The cold breeze cut through my damp clothes, and I was shivering again. It was a miserably cold night to keep getting drenched to the bone, though Izzah had again pulled most of the wetness out of our clothes.

      She stumbled away from the hatch, shaking her head. “Never again,” she muttered. “Nope. Never.”

      As I pulled our electronics out of their hiding spot, Izzah ran her hands carefully down each arm, then over her front and down her long legs. I watched from the corner of my eye as I clipped my earpiece back in.

      “Want me to dry you off the rest of the way?”

      It took me a moment to realize she’d asked a question; my gaze was fixed on her hands gliding firmly over her ass as she dried the seat of her jeans. I started slightly, my trance broken.

      “Sure,” I answered belatedly.

      Stepping closer, she placed her palms on my shoulders and ran them slowly down the long sleeves of the fitted, heavy-weight sweater I wore under my vest. As her hands passed, a faint mist clouded the air, the last of the dampness pulled from my shirt. It might have been my imagination, but she seemed to grip my biceps more firmly than necessary.

      “I know some hydromages can do this without touch,” she mumbled, brow furrowed with concentration, “but I just can’t get all the moisture out otherwise. Want to take off your vest?”

      I unsnapped my vest and shrugged it off. The sturdy, lightly armored fabric thudded as I tossed it onto the ground.

      Shifting behind me, she slid her palms from my shoulders down to my lower back and over my backside, then returned to face me. Her hands hovered for a moment, then she pressed them to my chest and dragged them downward. Mist poofed out of my shirt, but I wasn’t watching that—I was watching the soft pink flush rising in her cheeks. The firm pressure of her hands slid down my stomach and stopped at my belt.

      She abruptly crouched and planted both hands on my upper thigh. I twitched but managed to hold still. She applied her magic to my pant leg and down to my shoes, then repeated the process on my other leg. As suddenly as she’d crouched, she shot up to her full height, her face redder than before. I wondered if she’d thought this through before offering to dry my clothes.

      She didn’t move, and I knew we were both thinking the same thing, so I just said it.

      “You can’t leave me with the front of my pants wet.”

      Wincing, she looked at everything except me, then muttered what sounded like, “bucket.” I could guess what she’d actually said.

      Lower lip caught between her teeth, she pressed a hand gingerly to my left front pocket. A puff of mist. She touched my right pocket. Another waft of moisture. She hesitated again, her face flaming.

      I took her wrist and pushed her palm against the fly of my pants. I wasn’t normally this bold, but I did not want to spend the next hour with a wet patch in that spot.

      She squeaked, staring goggle-eyed at her hand. Then a misty cloud blurred the air and she yanked her palm away.

      “Thanks,” I said, keeping my tone as neutral as possible.

      With a quick nod, she turned away to hide her embarrassment. Conveniently, that gave me an excellent view of her recently dried jeans.

      “Let’s get moving,” she said, her confidence returning. “We have a demigod to catch.”

      I grabbed my vest and hastened after her through the dense bush. “He isn’t a demigod. He isn’t Perseus.”

      “No, he just has two ancient, legendary artifacts that perfectly match Perseus’s gifts, and he’s after the Andromeda Spell.”

      “They don’t perfectly match. We don’t know how he reflected my attack. All we know is he has an artifact that allows him to fly.”

      She glanced back so I could see her dramatic eye roll. “And that’s not unusual at all.”

      “It’s unusual, but it doesn’t make him a demigod.”

      We hurried out of the trees and onto the road.

      “They say most demigods of ancient legend were actually mythics,” she told me as we walked up to her yellow Dodge Neon waiting in the darkness. “According to many accounts, Perseus was a real person. Maybe not the son of Zeus, but he was a warrior, a king, and a dangerous foe.”

      “Icarus is a thief putting his stolen artifacts to good use,” I insisted. “Don’t make your enemy into something he’s not.”

      She unlocked the driver’s door. “I know. I’m just worried he’ll give us the slip again.”

      “We’ll get him at the next nexus.”

      Her eyes swung to mine, sparking with hope. “We will?”

      I caught her emphasis and understood she was asking if, this time, we would approach the nexus as a team. A deep-rooted need inside me protested. I preferred to handle these things alone. Even working in groups, I always took the lead if it was an option.

      But without Izzah, I would’ve lost Icarus’s trail the moment he escaped the collector’s property. I wouldn’t have known about the hidden tunnel, and even if I had, I would never have made it to the island.

      “We will,” I murmured.

      She beamed, her cheeks dimpling, then hopped into the car. I circled to the passenger side—wishing pointlessly that I could drive instead, but I wasn’t enough of an asshole to ask—and pulled the door open. As I dropped onto my seat, planning to call Aaron on the drive, Izzah stuffed the key in the ignition and turned it.

      The engine gave two sputtering coughs and died.

      “No,” she moaned, turning the key. A clicking noise sounded. “No, come on, please.”

      She tried three more times, the starter clicking dully, then even that stopped.

      “I don’t believe it!” she raged, slamming her fist into the steering wheel. “This hunk of junk! I knew the battery was crap, but I—I—” Her anger fizzled out. “Sial. I left the lights on, didn’t I?”

      “I thought you left the lights running on purpose—so we could see.”

      “No, it was an acci—ugh. Never mind. What do we do now?”

      I flung my door open. Izzah scrambled to join me as I strode away from the car, heading toward the houses we’d passed on our way in.

      “Kai?” she prompted, trotting at my side with her ponytail swinging. “What’s the plan?”

      “Well.” I arched an eyebrow. “Since we’re dressed like thieves and chasing a thief …”

      Her mouth fell open. “We’re going to steal a car? Do you know how?”

      “Yes.”

      She stared at me, then grinned. “I’ve always wanted to steal a car!”

      “You have?” I coughed to keep from snickering. “Ambitions to rival the stars, Izzah.”

      “I just think it’s one of those things you should try before you’re all grown up. Drink your dad’s whiskey, smoke a cigarette, steal a car, bang your boy toy in a—” Flushing pink, she cut herself off.

      “Bang your boy toy in a what?” I asked.

      She grumbled something under her breath.

      “I didn’t catch that.”

      “In a back alley,” she muttered.

      I snorted. “Classy.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a back alley,” she huffed, indignation drawing out her accent. “It could be anywhere taboo. Back alley just sounds best-lah, okay? Now, leng chai, forget I said that and steal us a damn car.”

      Smirking, I stepped off the main road and onto the first driveway with a garage. The house was dark, the entire community quiet as a graveyard. I slipped up to the garage’s side door and produced a small pouch from a pocket of my vest.

      “Ooh,” Izzah breathed, leaning over my shoulder as I opened the fabric case. “Is that a lock-pick kit?”

      I chose two tools, poised one over the lock, then paused.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked worriedly.

      Taking the handle, I twisted it. The door opened with a muted creak. “I always forget to check first.”

      She chuckled. I stashed my kit back in its pocket and stepped into the garage. The soft glow of my vest light flooded the small space, illuminating not a car but a beast of a motorcycle. Two helmets, a saddlebag, and other accessories sat on a side counter.

      “Hmm,” I murmured. “For your teen rebellion bucket list … would stealing a bike count?”
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      As we tore west on the motorcycle, Izzah’s arms clamped tightly around my waist, I updated Aaron through my earpiece. My helmet blocked out enough road noise for him to hear me—and complain about his next assignment.

      “We sat at that water nexus for an hour,” he grumbled. “Now we have to watch an earth one?”

      “If we don’t tag him this time, we’ll be staking out fire nexuses next. Do you want to bring this guy down or not?”

      “Oh, I do. I checked the bounty on him. Six figures.”

      “Then get moving,” I said, opening the bike’s throttle.

      The cold wind whipped at my clothing, but it was nothing compared to that icy water. Izzah hugged my back, a warm weight against me. Her arms tightened painfully with every corner. I didn’t mind, though I normally disliked passengers when I rode.

      This motorcycle, unlike my sports bike, was a power cruiser—it had all the torque I could ask for, but I wasn’t enjoying the relaxed, upright position. I wanted to be low and tight to the bike’s body, feeling the engine and the road. Izzah was probably much happier with this posture, though.

      The pavement flew under the tires, and I passed the few cars on the road like they were moving in slow motion. As we left the highway, I brought it down a few notches. The city lights closed around us, streetlamps flickering past. Leaving the residential neighborhoods behind, we entered the university district. Barren trees and wide stretches of winter-browned grass pushed the buildings back from the road, and it was even quieter here. I slowed further.

      “The Nitobe Memorial Garden,” Izzah called over the engine. “Left here.”

      I made the turn, drove two blocks, then cut right. At the next corner, I spotted the garden wall—a stone base, wooden panels, and a tiled roof. I sped past it to an empty parking lot out of sight of the street. Izzah and I jumped off the bike, hung our helmets on the handlebars, and started toward the garden.

      Ears straining to catch a sound, I inspected the shadows beyond the light of the short decorative streetlamps. My watch read 11:50 p.m. We were early. Maybe we’d beaten Icarus here.

      The high garden gates, recessed into the wall, were closed and locked. In the corner, however, a tree with boulders artfully piled against its trunk leaned over the wall. Taking a running head start, I planted one foot on the largest rock, launched up to grip a thick branch, and swung myself at the roof-like tiled top. A quick roll over the peak and I landed lightly on the muddy, woodchip-covered earth on the other side.

      Izzah’s steps thudded as she ran at the same spot. The tree branch shook, then there were scraping sounds, a scuff, and a thump. Her head appeared above the top. She strained to get an elbow over, then swung a leg across.

      I had a second to realize she was off balance before she pitched sideways off the wall. Lunging forward, I caught her. She thudded into my arms, her hands grasping my shoulders and her breathing fast.

      “Sorry,” she whispered, flushing. “I’m out of practice.”

      I rather doubted she’d ever been in practice, but I decided not to say that. I tipped her onto her feet, and she quickly stepped away, straightening her jacket as she scrutinized the park.

      Even in December, the park retained vestiges of its summer beauty. The grass sloped down toward a sprawling, hourglass-shaped pond, thin white ice bordering its shallow edges. A footpath circled the water, and benches, stone lanterns, a gazebo, and a small teahouse dotted the path. Between the moonlight and the city lights, it wasn’t nearly as dark as Douglas Island.

      “Where’s the nexus?” I whispered.

      She pointed across the pond. I headed left, following the trail past the toolshed-sized teahouse. The garden was dark, quiet, and deserted, but I didn’t trust it. Already I was building a charge inside my body. I could unleash my base attack swiftly—a shock with the same power as a police-issue stun gun—but anything more required either preparation or access to an electrical source. Thanks to the pond, Izzah didn’t need to prepare by drawing moisture out of the air and ground.

      A small gazebo sat on the shore, and beyond it, a short bridge crossed the narrowest point of the pond. The wood thumped hollowly under my feet. On its other side, two trees formed a natural doorway, and beside them was a tall stone lantern that resembled a Buddhist temple.

      Izzah angled toward the carved stone. “This is it. The seven-story pagoda.”

      “This is a nexus?” I muttered. “Right here in a public park?”

      Shrugging nervously, she peered around. “I don’t think he’s here yet.”

      “Good,” I said. That meant Icarus’s ability to fly must be limited by height, distance, or duration. Otherwise, he would’ve beaten us—but he could still arrive at any moment.

      I started scouting. Within a few minutes, I’d memorized the park’s layout, identified the best points of entry and escape, and noted several pitfalls I didn’t want to stumble into—poor terrain, exposed ground, places an opponent could corner me. The big problem was hiding spots.

      I surveyed the park one more time, then returned to Izzah. “The best time to strike will be after he begins working with the nexus.”

      She nodded somberly.

      “No hiding spot is large enough for both of us, so we’ll separate. I’ll wait there”—I pointed to a large spruce with drooping branches that brushed the ground, twenty feet from the nexus—“and you can hide in the gazebo on the other side of the bridge.”

      “Isn’t that a bit far?”

      “The only spot closer is under the footbridge.” I canted my head. “I assume you don’t want to go back into the water.”

      She grumbled under her breath. “Fine, I’ll hide in the gazebo. Then what?”

      “We stay hidden until the nexus lights up. When it does, create a splash in the water. He’ll turn to look, and I’ll attack him from behind. If he reflects my lightning, it won’t slow me down this time.”

      I walked her over to the gazebo and pointed out the most concealed point behind its short walls. We went over a few contingencies, which she accepted without question.

      “Are you armed?” I asked, scanning her from head to toe.

      She slipped her hands under the back of her jacket and withdrew two six-inch steel rods.

      I frowned disapprovingly. “Wands? Aren’t you a combat mage?”

      “I—I’m still learning to use weapons instead, so I brought these. I’m very good with them, even if they aren’t blades.”

      Unconvinced, I checked my watch. 12:07 a.m. “I need to get into position.”

      I hurried across the bridge and into my hiding spot in the spruce branches. Behind a curtain of green needles, I crouched on my haunches and set in to wait.

      I’d expected him to be here already. Were we wrong? Had Icarus chosen a different nexus? Izzah was certain this was the most powerful earth nexus in the city, but maybe he’d decided it was too far from Douglas Island and didn’t want to miss his window to charge the spell.

      My thoughts wandered to the thief’s mysterious winged sandals. Sorcery was nearly limitless in its applications, but I’d never heard of an artifact like that. And the reflection spell he’d used against my lightning was top-notch quality. Considering Icarus’s reputation and the brevity of our encounter, I doubted I’d seen all the tricks in his bag.

      Across the pond, the gazebo was still and silent, but worry churned in my gut. All mages used tools to command and hone their elemental magic, but combat mages trained with weapons. Izzah’s wands told me all I needed to know about her lack of martial training, and I questioned my decision to include her in the ambush. I should’ve placed her in the farthest corner, out of the line of fire.

      Too late to change the plan now. My watch read 12:14 a.m. Less than a minute to go. I surveyed the park from one end to the other—and started hard.

      A cloaked man stood in front of the nexus.

      I sucked in a silent breath. How had I missed his approach? Had I looked the wrong way for too long? Had I blinked at the wrong moment?

      Face hidden in his deep hood, Icarus flipped his cloak open to free one hand, revealing the long sword sheathed at his hip. He placed his palm on the stone pagoda and his low murmur reached my ears. He’d begun an incantation.

      Soft amber light rippled out of the tiers of the pagoda. Icarus extended the small object in his other hand into the light, and the amber glow eddied toward the artifact like smoke drawn into a vacuum.

      Water splashed in the pond.

      As Icarus jolted toward the sound, I launched out of my spot. Knives bristled in my hands, and I hurled three in quick succession from less than twenty feet away.

      With unbelievable reflexes—or a lot of luck—Icarus ducked behind the pagoda. My knives glanced off the stone. Pointing a fourth blade, I unleashed lightning.

      The bolt leaped from my blade toward the hiding thief, but light flared off the nexus. My electricity burst apart, thrown off course by the nexus’s elemental power. Growling, I aimed at the ground where my three knives had fallen.

      I cast another bolt. It hit one knife, leaped to the second, then jumped for the third—and caught Icarus in the ankles.

      With a muffled cry, he crumpled. I charged toward him.

      Faster than I expected, he scrambled onto his feet and dropped a small object on top of the nexus. As I closed in, he reached for his sword, but I was faster. I flung my fist at his face.

      His arm shot up, blocking my strike. I jabbed with my other fist and he blocked me again. Twisting away, I left a deliberate opening in my guard and he took it, his punch flashing toward my ribs. I slid aside and grabbed for his wrist—but his arm was already retreating and my fingers closed on air.

      I started martial arts when I was five. For the twelve years that followed, my primary goal in life had been to hone my body and magic into a weapon. These days, I trained like a sane, balanced human who enjoyed the occasional recreational activity, but I was still an expert surpassed only by the rare few who could claim longer hours in the dojo.

      It took three more blocked strikes and a kick that missed entirely for me to realize I was outmatched. He wasn’t better than me, but he was faster. Too fast. Inhumanly fast.

      I gave ground as he pressed his advantage, his punches flying like strikes from a snake. I weaved and dodged, then darted in and slapped my hand against his chest. Under the fabric of his cloak, his torso felt as hard as steel.

      Electricity burst from my hand. Crackling white light blazed over him and his knees buckled. As he fell, he took a swing at me and I threw my arm up to block.

      His punch connected with my arm—and hurled me off my feet.

      I crashed down on my back, pain blazing through my forearm. The force of that hit—too much for a man that size. Gasping, I rolled away before he could kick me.

      Water splashed again. A wave rose out of the pond and slammed into Icarus’s back. He stumbled forward.

      Izzah stood on the footbridge, wands twirling in her hands. Baseball-sized spheres of liquid coalesced on the pond’s surface and whipped at Icarus. He ducked and two spheres struck the ground, gouging holes in the turf.

      I swung to my feet. Icarus whirled away from me impossibly fast, his deep voice rumbling a swift incantation. He sprang into the air, and his flapping cloak revealed the golden sandals on his feet, blurred wings at each ankle lifting him upward. I thrust my hand out and electricity surged down my arm.

      Izzah pointed her wands at Icarus. Water shot toward him in spiraling tentacles.

      With sharp panic, I halted my unleashing. The power ricocheted painfully back down my arm, but I couldn’t release it—if I hit Icarus at the same time she did, the current would travel through the water and electrify the pond, the wet ground, the bridge, and Izzah.

      Icarus dove beneath the water tentacles and they slammed together in a burst of liquid. He swooped down and stopped in midair, six feet above the footbridge. Izzah cast her wands skyward and the pond surged up on either side of him like a gaping maw about to close.

      “Egeirai, blepson eis ton lithon.”

      Icarus’s deep voice cut through the roar of water—and the liquid splashed harmlessly back into the pond. Izzah stood with her wands extended, her expression locked in a surprised gasp.

      It took me two horrible seconds to realize she wasn’t hesitating from shock. Pale dust formed over her body, graying out her colors. Her skin, her hair, her clothes—it had all taken on the appearance of stone.

      “Izzah!” Her name jumped out of my throat in a hoarse, shouted denial.

      Icarus spun toward me as lightning blasted down my arm. It exploded out of my hand and snapped across the space between me and the mythic in a blinding instant.

      In that same instant, the round shield he held flashed toward me—and in the polished metal, I saw my face, teeth bared, dark eyes blazing, black hair windswept.

      At the sight of my reflection, unnatural cold swept through me from head to toe. My limbs locked, muscles paralyzed and rigid. As my wild blast of lightning struck the hovering thief, my mind plunged into the same lifeless cold as my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I could hear my name. The voice called for me over and over.

      I could feel a touch on my face. Warm hands urgently brushed my hair, my cheeks, my jaw.

      My mind snapped back to awareness, and I had a second to panic about my paralyzed body and fogged vision before the magic broke. I pitched forward, crashed into a body, and took us both down.

      Izzah wheezed as I landed on her, but she managed a strangled, “Kai!” and threw her arms around my neck. My hands found the cold grass and I pushed up, lifting her too. I sat back and she released me, scanning my face with tears standing in her eyes.

      “You’re alive!” she said weakly. “I thought you—I’d woken up so I figured you would too, but I wasn’t sure and—and—”

      She broke off, gulping. I skimmed her from head to toe, relieved to see no sign of dusty stone texture on her rich russet skin or raven hair. Stretching my hands out, I checked that I’d also lost all resemblance to a statue.

      My watch glowed with blue numbers. 2:08 a.m.

      “No!” I said hoarsely. “We were frozen for almost two hours?”

      Izzah sucked in a horrified breath. “We missed it. The fire nexus—we already missed it!”

      Scrambling to my feet, I scoured the park. The earth nexus was dull and mundane, the artifact gone from its top, and there was no sign of Icarus. I was sure I’d hit him with my lightning, but it either hadn’t knocked him out or he’d recovered and fled.

      My hand flew to my earpiece and I switched it on. “Aaron?”

      A quiet beep, then Aaron’s voice erupted. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “I was trapped in a spell,” I answered tersely. “Where are—”

      “Wait,” Aaron interrupted. “Were you turned to stone?”

      Shock cut through my urgency. “Yes—how did you know?”

      Izzah watched anxiously as I listened to Aaron’s reply.

      “Because I’m standing beside six mage statues,” he growled. “When you stopped answering, we didn’t know if you were occupied, injured, or dead—but since you didn’t bother to tell us where you were going, Ezra and I went ahead to the fire nexus.”

      “You did?” By the mention of statues, I was guessing they’d had no more luck than me in defeating Icarus. “Where’s the nexus?”

      “Turns out the only good one is at the Pandora Knights guild. I know half the guys here, so I alerted them and we staked out the nexus.”

      “And Icarus came.”

      “Damn right he did. Turned half the mages to stone in twenty seconds, so I called the retreat. I didn’t know if he was killing them or what.” He sighed in relief. “But if you’ve recovered, then we know it’ll wear off.”

      “In about two hours.” I looked at Izzah. “The air nexus is the final one, isn’t it?”

      “And our last chance to stop him,” she confirmed anxiously. “If we don’t, and the Andromedis shower happens as predicted, he’ll unlock the Andromeda Spell and gain some form of invincibility.”

      “Where is the best air nexus?”

      She hesitated. “Some sorcerers say the Atkinson Lighthouse in West Vancouver. Others say the Shangri-La tower in downtown Vancouver.”

      I’d hoped to reunite with Aaron and Ezra for our final confrontation with Icarus, but if there were two equally viable nexuses, we had to cover both.

      I rubbed a hand over my hair, my mind spinning through all the possibilities. “Which one do you think he’ll go to?”

      “I’m not sure.” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know.”

      “You haven’t been wrong yet,” I said softly. “What’s your best guess?”

      She twisted her hands in her lap. “The lighthouse is farther, but he has lots of time to get there. And it’s secluded. The tower is in the middle of downtown, and the nexus is on a private terrace. It would be difficult to reach.”

      “So,” I said, “you think he’ll go to the tower.”

      Surprise brushed across her features. “But I was just explaining why the lighthouse is the more logical choice.”

      “Which you wouldn’t have bothered to do if you thought he was going there. You’d have just said the lighthouse.”

      She blinked in bemusement.

      “Aaron,” I said, “you and Ezra go to the lighthouse. We’ll head for the tower.”

      “Are you sure, Kai?” Aaron asked warily. “This guy is too powerful to take on alone.”

      My gaze met Izzah’s, her eyes flashing with a mixture of apprehension, excitement, and burning determination.

      “I’m not going alone.”
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      In the heart of downtown Vancouver, the Shangri-La tower was the tallest building in sight. The glass monstrosity reared above the other skyscrapers, a nose-bleed-inducing sixty-one stories. Its first fifteen floors were a hotel, and the remaining forty-six were luxury condominiums.

      I parked half a block away in a back alley. Seeing as I was starting the motorcycle with an electric spark instead of a key, I couldn’t drop it off with the valet. As Izzah and I walked toward the sleek tower, I pulled off my vest, bundled it up inside out, and handed it to her. Understanding that it would be less conspicuous with her, she tucked it under her arm like a spare jacket or purse. I peeled off my gloves and stuffed them in my pockets.

      The streets were far from abandoned—cars zoomed by, their headlights dazzling my vision, and purveyors of the downtown nightlife waltzed along the sidewalks. I checked my watch. We had one hour to reach the top floor and figure out how to defeat Icarus before he could use the nexus—and we had another complication to add to the mix.

      Aaron had delivered a final warning before setting off for the lighthouse. “Icarus can make himself invisible,” he’d said grimly. “It isn’t lumina magic—it’s sorcery of some kind. It’s how he got into a room with a dozen mages and took out half of us before we could defend ourselves.”

      Invisibility also explained how Icarus had slipped past security at the collector’s house and stolen the Andromeda Spell, and how he’d appeared out of nowhere in the Nitobe garden.

      I linked my arm with Izzah’s as we walked through the unassuming glass doors of the Shangri-La tower.

      The hotel lobby cast aside all pretenses of modesty. Exterior walls of steel and glass swept up three stories to the ceiling, from which hung shimmering crystal chandeliers. Polished white marble covered the floor and interior walls, but dark, blocky furniture—clusters of deep chairs and inviting sofas, low tables, and sideboards with soft-shaded lamps—offset the sharp corners and bright openness. Wooden screens, each painted with Asian-style landscapes, offered privacy to the sitting areas. Large potted plants with tropical flavors added splashes of color.

      Izzah and I walked up to the sleek front desk. The blond and curvaceous young woman behind it looked me over curiously. After all our fun tonight, I looked too shabby for her usual clientele, but she wasn’t suspicious—yet. Izzah and I had planned to act like a couple, but I made a swift change of plans.

      Slipping my arm from Izzah’s, I leaned against the desk and smiled warmly at the clerk. “Good evening. Or rather—good night?”

      The girl giggled and blushed at the intensity of my attention.

      Maintaining eye contact, I subtly deepened my voice. “I was hoping you could help me. We were at the lounge earlier this evening, and we’ve discovered that my friend”—I tilted my head toward Izzah—“lost her wallet.”

      The clerk nodded eagerly.

      I leaned closer and murmured, “She’s convinced a woman in the bathroom stole it, but … you know how it usually goes. She’ll find it under the bed tomorrow.” My smile invited the clerk in on the joke.

      Beside me, Izzah stiffened. The clerk had eyes only for me.

      I glanced down as though hesitating, then looked up at her through my eyelashes. I had no idea why that look caused women to melt, but I’d used it to great effect several times. “Could we trouble your security person to go over the surveillance footage with us?”

      My up-through-the-eyelashes look scored another point as the clerk blushed more deeply. “Let me make a quick call. I’ll have someone come down to help you.”

      She sashayed into the back room. As soon as she closed the door, the smile dropped off my face and I straightened.

      “I don’t know what surprises me more,” Izzah said coldly, her arms folded as she studied me. “That you can act that sweet and flirtatious, or that every moment of that popinjay display was insincere.”

      “Is flirting ever sincere?” I asked dryly.

      Her mouth thinned, my answer offending her further. I faced her, my jaw tight with displeasure. We’d finally found a comfortable camaraderie with each other and now she was picking a fight with me?

      The door behind the desk opened and the clerk stepped out, her smile coy and two buttons of her prim blouse undone to reveal more skin. “Our head of security will be here in a moment to help you. Also”—she slipped a piece of paper across the desk—“this is for you.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, taking the paper and stuffing it into my pocket without looking at it. Touching Izzah’s elbow, I drew her several steps away so the clerk couldn’t easily engage me in conversation. “What’s the problem?”

      “Nothing,” she insisted despite her obvious ill-temper. “What’s on that paper?”

      “The woman’s phone number.”

      “What? How do you know? You didn’t look at it.”

      I shrugged. “It’s always a phone number.”

      Izzah made a disgusted noise as though I’d confirmed how horribly conceited I was. Before I could retort, a middle-aged man in a security uniform rounded the corner, heading toward us. I swiftly analyzed him, homing in on the keychain clipped to his belt beside a walkie-talkie.

      “Your turn,” I whispered, pulling Izzah close to breathe the words in her ear. “Distract him and I’ll lift his keys.”

      She stared blankly at me, her cheeks flushing almost as pink as the clerk’s. Visibly pulling herself together, she flashed her dimples at the approaching man.

      “Are you the two looking for a lost wallet?” he asked, smoothing his receding hair.

      “Stolen wallet,” Izzah corrected lightly. “Can we speak privately?”

      Smart move, getting out of sight of the desk clerk, who was watching me with beady intensity. We followed the security guard around the corner into a quiet nook with a long gas fireplace.

      “I’m terribly sorry about your wallet,” the man said brusquely, “but I’m afraid hotel policy doesn’t allow me to show security footage to the public. You’ll have to file a police report.”

      Izzah shot me a “What do I do?” look. I tilted my head in a “get on with it” motion. She grimaced, then transformed her expression into one of despair. Whirling on the guard, she made her lower lip tremble.

      “But you don’t understand!” Her tone edged toward hysteria. “My wallet has my security pass card in it. If I lose it, I’ll be fired! I can’t lose my job!”

      With a wail, she threw herself against the man’s chest and cried noisily into his shirt. The man’s alarmed stare shot to me, silently begging for a rescue. Clearly, he wasn’t experienced enough with female behavior to recognize fake hysteria.

      “Darling,” I cooed soothingly, stepping up to Izzah, “it’ll be fine, I promise.”

      As I slid an arm around her, I jostled the guard—and his keys came free in my hand. I tucked them into my pocket as I tugged gently on Izzah. She let out another wail, then released the man and fell into me instead. I wrapped her in my arms.

      “I guess we’ll head to the police station,” I told him over her head. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t be of more assistance,” the guard muttered uncomfortably, inching away from us. With an awkward nod, he hastened out of the nook.

      I waited a moment, then whispered, “He’s gone.”

      Izzah’s sniffling ceased. She raised her face, cheeks dry, no sign of a single tear. “Did it work?”

      “That wasn’t what I meant by a distraction, but it worked.”

      She twisted her mouth. “I don’t know how to be all smoldering and sexy like you.”

      Surprised, I responded without thinking. “You’re sexy as hell.”

      Her russet cheeks flushed and she tried to duck her head—but my arms were still around her. We realized it at the same time and stepped sharply back.

      Slipping the stolen keys out of my pocket, I examined the small black key fob on the ring. If we were lucky, that little bit of plastic and microchip would unlock every door in the building—though there was only one door we cared about.

      And beyond it, the air nexus—and Icarus—waited.
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      Navigating the building took us ten minutes, but we eventually found an elevator that rose to the 61st floor. The key fob activated it, and the elevator shot upward, leaving my stomach behind. The floor numbers sped by, then the elevator slowed. My equilibrium returned as the elevator stopped and a robotic female voice intoned, “Floor sixty-one.”

      The doors slid open. We stepped into an elegant foyer bookended by pristine leather sofas. Across from us was a set of double doors: the penthouse suite.

      “Do you think the owner is home?” Izzah whispered.

      “No idea.” I jangled the keys, wondering if security carried a master key to every unit. Seemed unlikely.

      Cautiously, I approached the security panel beside the doors. I touched two fingers to the blinking panel and sent a surge of electricity into it. It crackled violently, split down the middle, and released a wisp of acrid smoke. The lights in the foyer blinked out.

      “Hmm.” Izzah’s voice floated out of the complete darkness. “You may have overdone it.”

      “Seems so. Can you get the light off my vest?”

      Rustling sounds answered me, then light bloomed. I reclaimed my vest, got out my lock picks, and passed it back to her. She aimed the light at the bolt, and thirty seconds of careful prodding later, I swung the door open.

      “Ooh,” Izzah breathed.

      We walked into a luxuriously decorated, open-concept condo. The fifteen-foot floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a panoramic view of downtown Vancouver. Sparkling city lights called to me, but I focused on the interior.

      “Keep your guard up,” I whispered. “He could be here.”

      She nodded soberly, but the flashlight’s gleam revealed her awed excitement. We scoped out the first floor, checking each of the three bedrooms and five bathrooms. Then we ascended the stairs to the second level, where we found a guest suite and a huge outdoor terrace with multiple sitting areas and a full-length swimming pool.

      The nexus was subtle—a circle of lines and symbols carved into the terrace’s stone floor. Glass panels acted as both railings and windbreaks, but someone had altered them to swing open and allow the powerful winds to sweep in.

      Icarus didn’t appear, nor did he attack us, so I assumed he wasn’t yet present. Returning to the main level, I stopped beside the kitchen island and stared across Vancouver Harbour, dotted with the twinkling lights of ships. A wispy layer of clouds hung below the penthouse, hiding the shorter skyscrapers. Everything was below my vantage point, an endless sea of rooftops and lights.

      “Can you believe this place?” Izzah’s voice echoed down the hall. “Look at the size of this bathroom. And this bathroom. And this one! These are bigger than my apartment.”

      She reappeared, navigating with her headlamp’s light. Pausing beside me, she too gazed out the window. “This is beautiful. Can you imagine living in a place like this?”

      I could. I had. Different buildings, similar levels of luxury.

      But I didn’t say that. Turning away, I studied the space. I’d closed the front doors but left them unlocked since the broken security panel was a dead giveaway. Somewhere in this penthouse, we needed to make our stand against Icarus.

      Izzah’s presence pulled my attention back to her. She was staring, mesmerized, at the view outside the windows. Her ponytail was crooked, the long strands of raven hair tangled and wisps framing her graceful cheekbones. Soft light caressed her face, a hint of dimples showing in her cheeks.

      Her gaze darted to me. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I quickly turned away. “We need a plan.”

      So we started planning—together. We collaborated on a strategy, then retreated to a corner where we could watch the front door. Behind us, a short hall led to the terrace stairway.

      I leaned against the wall, my vest on the floor beside my feet, ready for me to don it when Icarus arrived. We’d agreed it was unlikely he would fly up to the terrace. Six hundred feet was dangerously high for a pair of flapping sandals. With his invisibility spell, he shouldn’t have an issue reaching the penthouse—at which point he’d have to open the door. Invisible or not, we would see that.

      If he did fly up to the terrace, at 3:30—three minutes before the deadline—we would head up the stairs and prepare to ambush him at the nexus instead.

      “What do you think?” Izzah whispered, leaning beside me. We’d switched off our lights, and the ambient glow of the city scarcely penetrated the shadows. “About Icarus? He has the flying sandals, the reflective mirror, invisibility …”

      “He has a sword as well,” I murmured. “I saw it last time.”

      “All four godly gifts.” Her white teeth flashed as she worried her lower lip. “What if he is Perseus? What if he’s an immortal demigod come to claim what’s rightfully his?”

      “One problem with that theory. If he’s a demigod, then he wouldn’t need a spell to turn him into a demigod.”

      A strip of light brushed across her cheek as she looked away.

      “What?” I asked softly.

      “I’m not convinced that’s what the spell does. You said it, didn’t you? If it makes its user invincible like Perseus, it would be called the Perseus Spell. Why is it called the Andromeda Spell? Andromeda had no special abilities …”

      I waited, knowing she was hesitating over words she wanted to say.

      “Andromeda was special only …” Izzah unconsciously touched her chest. “… only in her love for Perseus. That was her gift, her power. She loved him with all her heart.”

      “What would the spell do, then? What would make it so powerful and sought after?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      I checked my watch. 3:09 a.m. We were so far ahead of schedule we now had a boring wait ahead of us—assuming Icarus didn’t arrive early. Assuming he showed up at all. Maybe he would go to the lighthouse. I wasn’t worried about Aaron’s and Ezra’s safety, not in a secluded location where they could both let loose, but their ability to stop Icarus concerned me. The man was a master of escape.

      Not wanting to dwell on it, I watched that line of light slide over Izzah’s features as she tilted her head to watch the suite’s front doors.

      “Artifacts and mythology are a passion of yours,” I murmured. “Why did you join the Odin’s Eye guild? They’re bounty hunters, not scholars.”

      She fidgeted with her jacket zipper, then undid it and slid the garment off.

      “Overheating,” she mumbled, tossing it across the hallway into a dark corner. She wore a tight, black V-neck sweater, and I couldn’t stop my gaze from following the curve of her neck down across her collarbones to the soft swell of her chest. “I wanted to join an adventurer guild.”

      Her statement yanked my attention back to her face. Luckily, she was staring at the doors and hadn’t noticed my wandering gaze.

      “I want to explore ancient ruins and recover fabled artifacts and discover mythics of legend.” She sighed. “But those guilds only take the best. I don’t have the skills, so I joined Odin’s Eye to learn combat and fill out my résumé.”

      “How did you get in without combat skills?” I asked, then added quickly, “No offense intended, but I heard they only take experienced combat mythics.”

      “I’m not a useless damsel, Kai. I’ll have you know I’ve got more tricks in my bag—some badass ones.”

      A smile pulled at the corner of my mouth. “I’d like to see what you can really do.”

      “Who says I’ll show you?” she asked, her mood souring. Her gaze dropped to my mouth before flicking back up. “Nice try. I’ve got your number-lah now.”

      “You’ve got my number?” My brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that flirty little smile of yours won’t work on me.”

      Flirty smile?

      She gave me a long, hostile look. “You’ve been flashing me that smile since we met—little hints of it, hmm? Thought you could sweet talk your way into my good books, eh leng chai?”

      Annoyed, I snapped, “Why do you keep calling me that?”

      “Leng chai? It means ‘pretty boy,’ but don’t change the subject.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Remind me what we were talking about.”

      “You, testing your whole flirt playbook on me all night. I’m not buying it.” She made air quotes and mimicked a male voice. “Is flirting ever sincere?”

      My temper flared. “I haven’t been flirting with you.”

      “Oh no? You haven’t been checking out my ass every time I turn around, or giving me sultry looks I barely catch before you look away, or sneaking hints of a smile like you might actually have a playful side under all that alpha need for control?”

      I stared at her, momentarily speechless. “I wasn’t—I didn’t—you think I was—”

      She watched me stammer, her defensive anger fading into confusion.

      “I wasn’t flirting with you,” I repeated in an angry growl. “That was me thinking you’re smart and beautiful and attractive.”

      Her mouth popped open. She closed it so fast her teeth clicked. “Isn’t that what flirting is?”

      “No,” I said sharply. Flirting was … flirting was a calculated manipulation to gain a specific result. It was something I planned, like with the clerk, not … I shook my head. “I wasn’t flirting with you.”

      She blinked slowly, then a devious look overcame her features. “On purpose. You weren’t flirting on purpose.”

      I glared at her, unwilling to repeat myself a fourth time.

      “Oh, come on, Kai. All those little smiles?”

      I crossed my arms against growing prickles of embarrassment. “I don’t remember giving you ‘little smiles.’”

      She laughed. “Oh, you were, leng chai. You were.”

      Her throaty laughter drew my gaze back. A mischievous smile played on her lips as she pushed off the wall to face me.

      “You don’t like being wrong,” she observed, studying my face. “You don’t like it when things are out of your control. You want to be in charge.”

      I frowned but didn’t disagree. She shifted closer, but I kept my arms crossed as a barrier between us.

      “Newsflash, Kai. You’re out of control now. You’re not in charge. And …” She leaned closer, her breasts brushing against my folded arms. “And you’re very, very wrong that you haven’t been flirting with me … all—night—long.”

      She breathed the last three words, then her hands were reaching up. She ran her fingertips across my cheeks, slid her fingers into my hair, and pulled my head down.

      Our lips met.

      Hot adrenaline ignited my veins. Resolutely ignored lust broke free. I finally acknowledged it: Since I’d first pinned her under me behind the wall at the collector’s property, this had been sizzling between us. Interest. Attraction. Flirtatious desire. And it’d been growing more difficult to ignore all night.

      My hand found her cheek, holding her face to mine as I closed my mouth hungrily over hers. Another soft, throaty laugh vibrated her throat, and she pulled against my hand.

      “Back in control already?” she teased.

      A rueful smile tugged at my lips—then I pulled her hard into my chest, spun her around, and pressed her into the wall. She gasped, then my mouth was covering hers.

      I kissed her hard before pulling back. “Can you see the door?”

      She peered out of the hall. “Yes.”

      “Good. Keep an eye on it.” Then I kissed her again, craving the mouth I’d been watching all night. I pushed harder into her, feeling every line of her lean, sexy body against mine. Those endless legs. Curvy hips. Small, firm breasts. And—

      I slid my hands down her sides, then pushed them behind her and grabbed hold of her perfect ass.

      “I knew it!” she exclaimed breathily. “I knew you were staring at my backside half the night.”

      Ignoring that, I pulled her hips against mine, and my tongue slid impatiently between her lips. With a quiet sound of pleasure, she tangled one hand in my hair to hold my mouth against hers. Her other hand slid down my shoulder and she dug her fingers into my hard bicep.

      “Aha,” I murmured against her mouth. “I knew you were feeling me up while you dried my clothes.”

      “How could I resist?” Her head fell back against the wall as I kissed the edge of her jaw. “You and those dark, smoldering eyes.”

      I caught her earlobe in my teeth, biting gently, and she shivered against me. “You’ve been teasing me all night.”

      “Me?” she squawked. “I didn’t—”

      “Your voice goes right under my skin.” I pressed my mouth to her neck and she moaned softly. “You’ve been pushing all my buttons.”

      “I—I didn’t mean to,” she protested breathlessly.

      I brought my mouth back to hers and nipped her lower lip. She checked the suite doors, then looked up at me. For all her claims about having no idea how to do a “smoldering look,” her eyes burned right through me and left me raw—and ravenous.

      My mouth crushed hers again. Our tongues flirted, our breathing fast and heavy, our hands sliding over each other. When my fingers found their way under her shirt and slid across the smooth, hot skin of her lower back, I gathered my self-control with effort.

      Pulling back, I reluctantly withdrew my hand to check the time. 3:18 a.m.

      “Fifteen minutes,” I said.

      “We should probably pay attention now,” she murmured, her gaze traveling greedily over my face. She touched the corner of my mouth. “One more time.”

      “Huh?”

      “That little smile—the teasing, flirty one.” She laughed at my blank expression. “Maybe it’s better you can’t do it on command.”

      I leaned against the wall again, this time with Izzah tucked against my side. As my breathing evened out, tension replaced desire. The minutes dragged by, our nerves winding tighter.

      Tilting my wrist up, I watched the time tick over to 3:28. Five minutes left. Would he come?

      A soft sound. A flicker of light under the suite doors. The handle turned and the door slowly opened, revealing an empty threshold.

      Icarus had arrived.
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      Izzah and I slipped up the stairs and out the terrace door. Icy wind whistled over the protective glass panels, and the patio stones gleamed wetly in the moonlight. We ducked around the corner, out of sight, and as I pulled on my vest, she waved her hand toward the swimming pool. Water sloshed out of it and across the stone, thickening the layer of moisture.

      The soundless buzz of a covered electrical socket drew my attention. I’d blown the breakers inside the penthouse, but this one was still working. Flipping the cover open, I pressed two fingers to the power outlet.

      Electricity flooded into me and tiny crackles ran up my arm.

      “There’s so much wrong with that,” Izzah whispered dryly.

      We waited in tense silence. Icarus must be moving with caution, but he was in danger of missing his 3:33 a.m. deadline.

      Izzah gasped and pointed upward. “Look!”

      I dared to raise my eyes from the terrace. The velvety night sky stretched from horizon to dark horizon, the view unbroken by any obstacles. Stars glittered, fighting to be seen through the city’s yellow radiance, and the moon hovered low.

      A streak of light flashed through the sky. Then another, shooting across the stars.

      “The meteor shower,” Izzah breathed. “It’s beginning!”

      I snapped my gaze back to the door, and a few seconds later, a shadow passed through it—Icarus, once again visible with his cloak sweeping around him. He moved cautiously onto the terrace, his steps disturbing the layer of water. When he saw no sign of trouble, he strode to the twelve-foot glass panels that surrounded the space and pushed three of them open. Wind howled into the terrace.

      “Ready?” I whispered, my fingers pressed to the socket.

      Izzah’s hands closed on my shoulders in answer, and she pulled herself onto my back so her feet were off the ground. As Icarus faced the nexus, I planted my palm on the thin liquid coating, fixed my stare on my target, and unleashed enough volts to stop his heart.

      Electricity surged across the wet terrace and into Icarus’s feet. His legs buckled, his body hit the water, and the electricity blazed through his flesh. He howled in pain—and I knew something was wrong.

      That amperage should have paralyzed his entire body with involuntary muscle spasms. He shouldn’t have been able to scream.

      Letting the current in the water die, I pulled more electricity into my body—three seconds. In three seconds I could build a charge equivalent to storm-spawned lightning—something that could bring Icarus down despite his inexplicable resistance to my magic.

      But three seconds was too long. Icarus shoved to his feet, spat an incantation, and leaped off the ground. The golden wings of his sandals blurred as he shot six feet above the conductive layer of water.

      I thrust my hand up. As a bolt of electricity leaped at him, his hand appeared from beneath his cloak, clutching the small shield. “Egeirai, apothoumai!”

      My bolt rebounded off the shield and hit me. I channeled the power into the ground under my feet, leaving me and Izzah unharmed. As long as she touched only me and not the ground, she’d be safe. But we couldn’t stay put. Time for Plan B.

      The socket beside me was dead, the breaker blown. I shot to my full height and Izzah sprang off my back, pulling her wands from her pockets.

      Icarus raised his shield, its glossy face pointed at me, and began a ringing incantation. “Egeirai, blepson eis—”

      A jet of water shot up from the floor and hit the shield, tearing it out of his hand. I launched forward, pulling blades from my vest.

      Icarus chanted a new incantation and vanished.

      Izzah raised her wands again. A wave of water rose from the pool and swept sideways like a moving wall. It splashed across Icarus’s invisible body, coating his shape.

      Tiny throwing stars bristled in my hands. If he was resistant to my power, then I would punch a hole right through his protections—a bleeding wound conducted electricity far better than skin or clothes.

      Icarus, clad in a layer of glistening water droplets, swooped at me. I hurled the bladed stars at his chest—they hit him with loud clanks. As they bounced harmlessly off his body, I whipped three more into the air—not at him, but around him.

      As spinning blades whipped past him on either side, I threw a bolt of electricity at the nearest one. White lightning arced across all three bladed stars and the snaking power caught Icarus across the chest.

      The current blasted over him, and as he tumbled out of the air, his invisibility spell failed. The bolt should’ve knocked him out cold, but he hit the ground and launched off it, his winged shoes propelling him toward me like a cannonball.

      He slammed into my chest with inhuman strength. I flew across the terrace, crashed into the floor, and skidded between the open glass panels.

      The floor vanished as I slid off the edge of the building.

      “Kai!” Izzah’s scream rang out over the howling wind.

      My desperately scrabbling hands caught the open panel’s metal track. My fall halted, my feet scraping helplessly at the slippery window pane below. Wind buffeted me. I clutched the track as hard as I could, terrified to move in case I slipped, the metal cutting into my hands.

      Izzah’s head appeared above me, her face pale and terrified. “Kai! Hold on!”

      She leaned over the edge and grabbed the shoulders of my vest. I panted, my arms burning and hands on fire.

      “I’ve got you,” she cried. “On the count of three. One, two, three!”

      I pulled myself up with all my strength. She heaved me over the edge and back onto the terrace, and we tumbled onto solid ground in a tangle of limbs.

      A pale glow danced over the surrounding glass, blinding after so long in the dark. Icarus knelt at the nexus, a small object lying in its center. White light snapped and twirled across the symbols carved in the stone.

      Icarus finished his incantation. Leaving the Andromeda Spell to absorb the nexus’s power, he turned to face Izzah and me. Beyond him, blazing streaks shot across the inky sky. The meteors were increasing in number, the night filling with more and more burning dots and long white tails.

      “Well, children,” he said in a deep voice. “Your interference leaves me no choice.”

      Reaching up, he pushed his hood off. Wavy white hair fell to his shoulders and a grizzled beard covered his lower face. A laurel wreath made of silver encircled his head, each leaf glinting with a rune etched in gold. His pale, wrinkled eyes glared from beneath heavy brows as he unclipped his cloak and pushed it off.

      A bronze breastplate covered his chest. Rune-etched bracers glinted around his forearms, and the golden sandals fluttered at his ankles. He reached for the hilt of the great sword at his hip.

      I launched to my feet and charged him. I had to stop him from drawing the sword. Whatever its power was, I knew we couldn’t fight it.

      Icarus tried to wrench the sword free, but I dove for the ground and my boot slammed into his ankle. He pitched forward, releasing the half-drawn blade to slide back into its sheath. I spun on the ground, water spraying as I moved, and slammed my heel into his thigh.

      He dropped to one knee, but now he was low enough to strike back. When his fist flashed out, I rolled away. His strength was dangerous and I couldn’t afford to take a hit. As I moved, water flowed away from me, opening a dry patch of stone tiles—Izzah clearing the conductive water so I didn’t shock anything I wasn’t intending to shock.

      Icarus lurched up and growled, “Egeirai, thes me tachyn!”

      The runes on his left bracer shimmered with faint light. As I rolled to my feet and took up a fighting stance, he shot toward me—and his speed was blinding.

      I lunged backward, barely evading his fist. Inhuman strength, inhuman speed. Not a demigod’s inheritance, but sorcery spells set in his bracers. Still, knowing how he was so much stronger and faster than me wouldn’t help me survive.

      Skittering backward, I planted my feet and took a quick centering breath. He hadn’t defeated me yet. Icarus wasn’t the first opponent I’d fought with supernaturally enhanced speed and strength.

      As I propelled myself forward again, power crackled up my arms. We clashed in a flurry of blows, and each time my body contacted his, I delivered a blistering shock into his flesh. It wouldn’t stop him—but the pain was an effective distraction.

      We broke apart. My body sizzled like a live wire, and Icarus’s face twisted with anger, his breath coming in pained pants. Shaking himself, he charged.

      His attacks were fast but clumsy and basic, and they relied on his enhancements. I could do better. I would be better.

      I sidestepped his charge, caught his arm, and threw him onto the ground with a burst of white electricity. He rolled away from my kick and I sprang back, only to leap in again. We slammed together once more. When we broke apart, blood ran from his nose and stained his beard.

      He darted backward with impossible speed, then leaped into the sky. His winged sandals lifted him above my head, and he laughed as he grabbed the hilt of his sword. Desperation cut through me. Drawing on my power, I thrust my hand out and aimed for his face.

      Lightning shot across the distance—and he swept his sword through it, dispersing the bolt.

      “A good try, mage,” Icarus said. “But—”

      Mist formed from the surrounding air and condensed around his head, cutting off his taunt. The water bubble engulfed him from the shoulders up.

      Icarus wobbled in the air, grabbing at his face. His fingers plunged into the water but did nothing to dislodge it. I raised my arm again, building another charge, but Icarus grabbed the hilt in both hands and swung his sword.

      A distorted ripple shot out from the blade in an arc. It flashed down, hit the terrace inches in front of me, and gouged a foot-deep rift in the stone. I backpedaled, almost knocking into Izzah, who stood a few yards behind me with her wands pointed at Icarus.

      The man flailed at his submerged head, then his winged sandals blurred and he shot skyward. Izzah whipped her wands up to move the water bubble with him, but he was too fast. He broke free of the liquid. Coughing and spluttering, he spotted us below him. His sword swung back.

      I launched at Izzah. Crashing into her, I threw us down as the deadly ripple of power slammed into the terrace. A new chasm appeared, and crumbling stone fell through the gap and hit the penthouse’s floor with hollow clunks. Flipping onto my back, I flung a bolt of lightning.

      He swept it aside with his blade. He had every advantage, and we had nothing. The part of me that was always analyzing, always logical, knew we couldn’t win.

      I grabbed Izzah and ran for the terrace stairs. She clutched my hand, racing beside me. Icarus whipped the shining blade down and I threw us to the side. We hit the floor again and debris sprayed us. A cleanly sliced fissure gouged the stone inches from my arm.

      Icarus swept out of the air. His sandals stopped at my feet, hovering just above the terrace, and he pointed his blade at my chest. The silvery glow of the nexus, only feet away, reflected off the blade.

      “I’m not the killing type,” he said in his deep, rough voice. “Stay right where you are and I’ll let you live.”

      Holding Izzah against my side, her breathing sharp and panicky, I stared into his pale blue eyes and searched for the truth. I couldn’t tell if he was lying, so I didn’t move or speak.

      Above, light blazed. Meteors streaked across the sky like an endless surf, pale flares coming thick and fast. The sky was on fire with them. Wind gusted and whistled through the glass panels as the silvery glow around the nexus faded.

      “I’ve waited my entire life for this,” Icarus murmured. Keeping his blade on us, he stooped and swept the small artifact off the stone nexus. “For this moment. This very one.” He squinted at the fiery sky. “Maybe it’s fitting that I have an audience.”

      He held the Andromeda relic between his finger and thumb—a smooth ruby set in a thick gold ring.

      “Everything I carry,” he told us, “is rightfully mine. I’ve reclaimed my bloodline’s heirlooms. Perseus, King of Mycenae, was my ancestor, and this is his final treasure. This will elevate me into the halls of the gods.”

      Triumph lit his face as he raised the ring toward the heavens. With his sword aimed at my chest, I could do nothing to stop him.

      “Philtate en to eschato kardias mycho, aneche: arrektos, atrotos, athiktos hos phlox en astrasin orchoumene!”

      The words thundered from his lungs, silencing the wind and dimming the fire-streaked sky. The air grew heavy with power and the sweet scent of flowers whispered across my senses. A faint light glowed from the ring’s ruby heart.

      Icarus clutched the artifact, staring at it with expectant awe. Gradually, his anticipation melted into confusion. He tilted the ring toward the blazing meteor shower, then twisted it in his fingers. His gaze darted to his hand holding the sword.

      I couldn’t tell before if he was lying, but now his thoughts were stamped on his face. The Andromeda Spell wasn’t working; he needed to put the ring on to gain its power. He was debating whether he should attempt to put it on one-handed or kill his hostages and free up his sword hand.

      As his attention flicked back and forth, his hesitation lasting a matter of seconds, water burst from beneath Izzah. The jet of liquid erupted under her back and propelled her upward with shocking speed.

      She lunged past his sword and snatched the ring from his hand.

      Icarus roared in fury and swung his sword at her. I shoved up, reaching desperately, knowing I couldn’t save her.

      The ruby flashed in the meteors’ light, and she slipped the ring onto her finger.
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      Everything was happening all at once and too fast: Icarus’s sword speeding toward Izzah’s unprotected body, Izzah sliding the ring onto her finger, and me reaching out hopelessly to stop it.

      My body flashed hot.

      The electric charge inside me skyrocketed, power gathering in an instant. Suddenly, I was vibrating, bursting from within, electrified in a way I’d never felt before. My power didn’t need to build—it was already there, potent and overwhelming.

      I didn’t stop to think. I simply unleashed it.

      As Icarus’s lethal blade slashed for Izzah, thunder split the air. A crackling white bolt thicker than my arm leaped from my body and slammed into the man’s chest, flinging him sideways off his feet. His breastplate shattered, its magical resistance broken. Bronze shards skittered across the terrace.

      Gasping in pain, Icarus shoved to his feet and drew his sword back, aiming for me. Having just attacked, I had no time to build up another charge powerful enough to stop him. To have any chance, I would need to draw on an existing current, but I’d already blown the penthouse’s breakers. There was no power in reach.

      Except I could feel it—the current flowing through the rest of the tower. I could feel it energizing the city, miles upon miles of cables, transformers, substations, generators. Power waiting for me to take it. I’d never drawn electricity from this far, but—but somehow, I knew I could.

      So I did.

      Electricity tore out of the power cables running through the building and surged toward me. Erupting from the floor, it leaped into my body in a twisting net of white light. It should’ve electrified the puddles of water on the tiles, but I could prevent that now. Not a single spark would touch Izzah. Every volt, every ion, every minute electron was under my control.

      As Icarus flung the blade in an arc, I unleashed the maelstrom inside me. The bolt arced across the distance and hit the swinging sword. Last time, the weapon had dispersed my attack in an instant.

      This time Icarus was hurled backward and he slammed into a metal post between two windows. He fell to the ground in a heap, his clothes smoking and glass raining down around him. The stench of charred fabric and flesh caught on the wind.

      The sword lay where Icarus had dropped it, the glowing steel melted.

      Groaning, Icarus stirred. Power vibrated through me, and I waited, not keen on attacking a downed man. Curled forward and holding his middle, he raised his bloody face. An enraged sneer twisted his mouth.

      He shot into the air, his golden sandals a blur. With a backdrop of fiery rain lighting the stars above him, he flew backward through the broken window into the tower.

      For the third time, I pointed at him and cast a bolt of lightning that cracked the air with thunder.

      Something shiny gleamed in his hands—his round, reflective shield.

      My blast hit the artifact and rebounded. The lightning struck my chest—and rebounded again. Bolts exploded out of my body in every direction, but I caught the escaping energy and sent it surging downward. The tower’s electrical cables couldn’t handle the current, so I sent the power through the steel beams of its outer structure. The tidal wave of electricity raced down sixty-one stories and met the city’s underground power lines.

      With distant cracking booms, Vancouver’s lights blinked out.

      Icarus lay in an unconscious sprawl among the debris of the penthouse’s windows. His bracers had shattered and the silver leaves of the laurel wreath had blackened. The wings of his golden sandals were nothing but crumbling black ash.

      As steam rose from my clothing, I looked across the darkened city. It took a long moment for the sight to compute. Had I … had I taken out the entire downtown power grid?

      “Kai?”

      Izzah’s faint call snapped me out of my numb disbelief. She sat on the ground beside the nexus, hunched forward as though in pain.

      “Izzah!” I rushed over to her. “Are you hurt?”

      As I slid my arm carefully around her shoulders, she smiled wanly. “I think I’m okay. This spell—putting the ring on was … was very intense.”

      The ruby glowed deep in its center, and inside me, effortless power vibrated, awaiting my command. Despite the magnitude of magic I’d channeled, I wasn’t tired. I felt energized … unstoppable … invincible.

      Izzah’s dazed eyes ran over me. “You make a magnificent demigod, leng chai.”

      “Is that what I am?”

      “I think so. What does it feel like?”

      I considered the sensation of limitless electricity coursing through my veins. “Intense.”

      She laughed, her gaze turning to the ring. Her expression softened. “I understood as soon as he said the incantation. Do you know Ancient Greek?”

      I shook my head.

      “I only caught one word. Kardias. It means ‘heart.’” She lightly touched the ring. “This isn’t the Andromeda Spell, but Andromeda’s Spell. Do you see now?”

      I pulled her closer. “Explain it to me.”

      “Andromeda created this spell for Perseus. It doesn’t make the wearer invincible. It lets the wearer give strength to someone else—someone they care about.”

      Now that I knew it was there, I could feel the invisible thread that connected this power to the ring … and to Izzah. The impossible strength thundering inside me—she’d given it to me. How long would it last? No spell was eternal, but I could wield this power for hours, for days, for … who knew.

      I closed my eyes. Limitless power. Invincible strength. Blindly, I reached out, following the nebulous link between this magic and its source. My fingers brushed against the smooth ruby, then I closed my hand around Izzah’s.

      Soft as a summer breeze, with the faint scent of orchids, the power drifted away. Moments later, it was gone, leaving me hollow and exhausted.

      “You gave it back?” Izzah whispered. “You could have kept the spell going until it ran its course!”

      Opening my eyes, I rubbed my thumb over the back of her hand. “Keeping it for selfish reasons didn’t seem fitting for such a selfless spell.”

      Her brow furrowed, then she smiled. As she slipped the ring off her finger, flickering lights reflected on its polished surface. Together, Izzah and I looked up.

      Downtown Vancouver was dark, the orange light pollution snuffed out. A blanket of glittering stars dusted the velvet sky, and hundreds of meteors sped across it. They flashed and streaked, burning heads with blazing white tails. Undimmed by the city’s glow, falling fire rained across the sky.

      For a long minute, we watched with breathless wonder, then Izzah whispered, “Kai?”

      The falling stars reflected in her eyes, and I didn’t want to look up again. “Mm?”

      “Now that this is over …” Pulling her gaze from the celestial display, she waited a beat. “I like coffee.”

      My brain buzzed blankly, then I clued in. “I know a good coffee shop by the museum. Do you like museums?”

      Her dimples came to life. “However did you guess?”

      With a quiet laugh, I pushed to my feet and held out my hand. As she grasped it, I looked across the wrecked terrace and into the penthouse.

      The spot where Icarus had lain was empty.

      “No!” I snarled.

      Izzah twisted to follow my gaze, lost her balance, and fell onto her butt. “Go after him,” she said, wincing. “I’m too tired to keep up.”

      I hesitated.

      She waved me toward the penthouse. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

      With a quick nod, I hastened across the terrace and down the stairs into the pitch-black hallway. As I switched on my light, a thump echoed out of the foyer. A bright glow flashed through the crack between the doors, and I halted. Was Icarus right there, waiting to ambush me?

      Steps approached the door, then someone flung it open. Light flashed across the room, blinding me.

      “There you are.”

      I blinked to clear my vision. Two men in black combat gear stood inside the doors. Aaron’s hair shone vibrant red in the glare of my light, one hand planted on his hip. Ezra’s eyebrows were arched in amusement, the scar running up over his left eye and into his dark brown curls pale against his bronze skin.

      My throat bobbed but I couldn’t make a sound.

      “Oh,” Aaron exclaimed. “Look at that, Ezra. He’s actually speechless.”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions, Aaron,” Ezra said seriously. “He may have sustained a throat injury in battle.”

      Snorting, Aaron strode toward me—and only then did I notice the heap of a human being he was dragging behind him. He casually dumped Icarus at my feet. Angry red burns marked the man’s unconscious face and blood matted his grizzled hair.

      “We found this guy in the stairwell,” Aaron explained, “one level down from here.”

      “He seemed suspicious,” Ezra added, “so we brought him along.”

      “Not in the same condition we found him, though. Hope that isn’t a problem.” Aaron raised his eyebrows. “Where’s the girl? Izzah? Don’t tell me you were too busy saving the damsel to catch the bad guy.”

      Ezra tsked in mock disapproval.

      I finally found my voice. “Why are you here?”

      “It turns out,” Ezra said, stuffing his hands in his pockets and rocking back on his heels, “that the nexus at the lighthouse washed away last winter during a storm.”

      Aaron nodded. “No sooner did we get there than we turned around and came right back. Figured you might like some help.”

      “We would’ve told you the plan,” Ezra mused, “but you stopped responding again.”

      “I didn’t get any notifications.” I hesitated. “Unless my phone died …”

      They gave me smugly knowing looks. I scowled.

      “Did you recover the artifact?” Aaron asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Cool. Then you can have whatever reward the collector gives you for recovering his artifact, and Ezra and I will split the bounty for this extremely wanted rogue.” He kicked Icarus in the golden sandal.

      “Fat chance,” I growled. “Haul that sorcerer downstairs, and I’ll get Izzah.”

      “We’re leaving already?” Aaron groaned. “You do realize that, because you knocked out the power, we had to climb sixty-one flights of stairs? Now we have to go right back down?”

      “Actually,” Ezra interjected with quiet disbelief instead of amusement, “I think he did more than knock out the tower’s electricity.”

      He was peering out the windows. Aaron joined him to stare at the inky vista broken only by the fiery meteors, then they both looked questioningly at me.

      I answered with a shrug. As their expressions morphed to annoyance at my lack of explanation, I left them to stargaze and headed for the terrace to collect Izzah. The adventure was over, the damsel was safe—all in all, she hadn’t needed much saving—and the demigod …

      I glanced back one last time at the darkened city.

      The demigod’s power could return to the ancient legends where it belonged.
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        Andromeda’s Incantation
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        Most beloved in my heart, endure:

        Unbreakable, unwoundable, untouchable

        As a flame dancing among the stars
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Catch up with Kai three years later in

      

        

      
        THREE MAGES AND A MARGARITA

        The Guild Codex: Spellbound / One

      

        

      
        - Buy now on Amazon -
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        Thank you for supporting youth and youth literacy with your purchase of this book! All proceeds will be donated to charity.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Interested in more? I share bonus content, exclusive giveaways, and even witty commentary in my monthly-ish newsletter. Plus I’ll keep you up to date on all things Guild Codex. Sign up here!

      

        

      
        Please review! Reader reviews play an important role in a book’s success by helping other readers discover stories they might enjoy. Please consider taking a moment to leave a review for A Damsel and a Demigod on Amazon!

      

        

      
        Want to chat? I love hearing from readers, so if you’d like to say hi, ask a question, or chat with me and other readers, come visit my Facebook group at facebook.com/groups/annettemarie

      

        

      
        Feedback: Problem with this ebook? Let us know at info@darkowlfantasy.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE GUILD CODEX: SPELLBOUND
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        Meet Tori. She’s feisty. She’s broke. She has a bit of an issue with running her mouth off. And she just landed a job at the local magic guild.

      

        

      
        Problem is, she’s also 100% human. Oops.

      

      

      
        
        - See The Guild Codex: Spellbound on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE GUILD CODEX: DEMONIZED
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        Meet Robin Page: outcast sorceress, mythic history buff, unapologetic bookworm, and the last person you’d expect to command the rarest demon in the long history of summoning. Though she holds his leash, this demon can’t be controlled.

      

        

      
        But can he be tamed?

      

      

      
        
        - See The Guild Codex: Demonized on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reading Order

          

          The Guild Codex

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Guild Codex includes three series—Spellbound, Demonized, and Warped (coming 2020)—which can be read independently or as one epic, interconnected saga. For maximum awesomeness, here’s my recommended reading order. (With more books to come!)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Mages and a Margarita

        Spellbound #1

      

        

      
        Dark Arts and a Daiquiri

        Spellbound #2

      

        

      
        Two Witches and a Whiskey

        Spellbound #3

      

        

      
        Four Shifters and a Stranger

        Spellbound Short Story

      

        

      
        A Damsel and a Demigod

        Spellbound Novella

      

        

      
        Demon Magic and a Martini

        Spellbound #4

      

        

      
        Taming Demons for Beginners

        Demonized #1

      

        

      
        The Alchemist and an Amaretto

        Spellbound #5

      

        

      
        A Little Warped

        Spellbound / Warped Short Story

      

        

      
        Slaying Monsters for the Feeble

        Demonized #2

      

        

      
        Druid Vices and a Vodka

        Spellbound #6

      

        

      
        Hunting Fiends for the Ill-Equipped

        Demonized #3

      

        

      
        Lost Talismans and a Tequila

        Spellbound #7

      

        

      
        Delivering Evil for Experts

        Demonized #4

        (coming fall 2020)

      

        

      
        Damned Souls and a Sangria

        Spellbound #8

        (coming fall 2020)

      

        

      
        (Are you missing anything from this list? Visit the reading order page on my website for info on the bonus stories.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE STEEL & STONE SERIES

        YA urban fantasy by Annette Marie
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        When everyone wants you dead, good help is really hard to find …

      

      

      Piper knows the first rule for an apprentice Consul is don’t trust daemons. But when she’s framed for the theft of the deadly Sahar Stone, she ends up with two troublesome daemons as her only allies: Lyre, a hotter-than-hell incubus who isn’t as harmless as he seems, and Ash, a draconian mercenary with a seriously bad reputation. Trusting them might be her biggest mistake yet.

      
        
        - See the Steel & Stone Series on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Spell Weaver Trilogy

        Urban fantasy by Annette Marie
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        The only thing more dangerous than the denizens of the Underworld ... is stealing from them.

      

      

      
        
        Living in exile among humans, Clio has picked up all sorts of interesting skills. But pilfering magic from the Underworld’s deadliest spell weavers? Not so much.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, that’s exactly what she has to do to earn a ticket back home.

      

        

      
        Conning her way into the Underworld may have gone pretty well, but now she’s got a new problem. His name is Lyre, and he’s a sinfully alluring incubus and gifted spell weaver—and her biggest obstacle to getting her hands on some forbidden magic.

      

      

      
        
        - See the Spell Weaver Trilogy on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE RED WINTER TRILOGY

        YA romantic fantasy by Annette Marie
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        A destiny written by the gods.

        A fate forged by lies.

      

      

      
        
        If Emi is sure of anything, it’s that kami—the gods—are good, and yokai—the earth spirits—are evil. But when she saves the life of a fox shapeshifter, the truths of her world start to crumble. And the treachery of the gods runs deep.

      

        

      
        This stunning trilogy features 30 full-page illustrations.

      

      

      
        
        - See the Red Winter Trilogy on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Annette Marie is the author of Amazon best-selling YA urban fantasy series Steel & Stone, its prequel trilogy Spell Weaver, romantic fantasy trilogy Red Winter, and sassy UF series The Guild Codex. Her first love is fantasy, but fast-paced action, bold heroines, and tantalizing forbidden romances are her guilty pleasures. She proudly admits she has a thing for dragons, and her editor has politely inquired as to whether she intends to include them in every book.

      

        

      
        Annette lives in the frozen wasteland of Alberta, Canada (okay, it’s not quite that bad) and shares her life with her comparatively sensible husband and their furry minion of darkness—sorry, cat—Caesar. When not writing, she can be found elbow-deep in one art project or another while blissfully ignoring all adult responsibilities.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Find out more about Annette and her books here:

      

        

      
        Website: www.annettemarie.ca

        Amazon: amzn.to/2b8ZHlh

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/AuthorAnnetteMarie

        Facebook Reader Group: www.facebook.com/groups/annettemarie/

        Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/annette_marie

        Instagram: instagram.com/annettemarie.author

        Twitter: twitter.com/annettemmarie
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        Thank you for reading A Damsel and a Demigod. Will you take a moment to leave a review? Word of mouth plays a big role in a book’s success and you can help with just a sentence or two.

      

        

      
        Thanks so much!

      

        

      
        Annette Marie
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