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    Donna Keats is a seer. But when she defies fate to save her estranged foster brother she becomes fate’s victim. 
 
    As one of only three couriers alive, Forrest “Rest” Castillo can travel anywhere on Earth in seconds. However, the price of his rare talent is to be forever alone. Anyone who gets close to him becomes a potential hostage for the powerful people that seek to own him. 
 
    Two years ago, Rest retreated to the isolated beauty of the Arizona desert to save those who have his loyalty and love, but it was the wrong strategy. It’s not his life that should be sacrificed for peace. Nor will it be Donna’s. 
 
    Rest’s enemies are about to learn that this former Army Ranger is not as alone as they believed, and that no conspiracy can be buried forever. 
 
    The time has come for Rest to walk the Path for justice, and Donna will match him step for step. 
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    Desert Devil is a stand-alone paranormal romance in the Old School series. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Want More? 
 
    
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The gaps in the photograph album were significant. Two gaps: two photos missing. Both would have been of Forrest Castillo. 
 
    Donna Keats studied the photo of her nine-year-old self. She’d been a chubby-faced kid with solemn brown eyes. She remembered the dress she wore in the photo. It had been pink because Donna’s mom, Ellen, believed all little girls liked pink. 
 
    “It’s comforting, and it makes them feel pretty,” Ellen had said; right before she’d bought the other girl in the photo, Breanna, the same dress. 
 
    Donna hadn’t felt pretty. She’d felt anonymous; just one more girl in a parade of pink dresses. 
 
    Fifteen years later, wearing a faded black t-shirt over cut-off denim shorts, she snapped the album shut. The answers she sought weren’t in the photograph album, and at midday, the attic of her parents’ house was worse than a sauna. Washington, DC in summer was hot and humid. Donna sneezed and scrambled up from the dusty floor. She returned the album to its storage crate and jogged downstairs. 
 
    For a wonder, she had the house to herself. The rambling house on its half-acre lot near the Potomac River was usually crowded with children. Luck had been with Donna, however, and she’d arrived that morning as her mom was shepherding her current flock of three foster children off for a day at summer camp. It wasn’t that Donna disliked kids, it was simply that she knew how curious they were, and she was happier not to have anyone shadowing her as she searched for a tangible memory of Forrest Castillo. 
 
    Fifteen years ago, Forrest—or Rest, as he’d called himself—had been one of those foster children. He’d been special, though. Like Donna’s dad, Rest was a courier. Of course, at fifteen, he’d only just been developing his rare magical talent for opening portals and navigating the Path that connected them, but Tony Keats had been adamant that the boy he taught would one day exceed him in his courier abilities. 
 
    Donna didn’t know if that prediction had come true. What she had learned recently was that Rest’s talent was fated to kill him. 
 
    She headed for the large country kitchen with its giant refrigerator. After the attic, she needed a drink. The sharpness of grapefruit juice chased away the taste of dust. She rattled the ice cubes remaining in her glass and crunched one thoughtfully. 
 
    The Defense Department would have a photo of Rest, either in its secret operations files or his regular Army Ranger file, but getting her dad to ask for the files wasn’t an option. Until she’d identified where the threat to Rest was coming from, she couldn’t risk alerting anyone to her interest in his whereabouts. Otherwise, she might lead them right to him. 
 
    Since resigning from the Rangers two years ago, Rest had vanished. He was off the grid, and none of her discreet inquiries had elicited even a hint as to his whereabouts. That was why she needed a photo of him. Her friend Sadie was an exceptionally strong finder talent who could detect a person even through a ward or enchanted armor, but Sadie needed a photo or a personal connection to her target for her finder talent to work. 
 
    Donna had returned to her parents’ house to find a photo. She’d had one until a year ago when she’d burned it, and deleted its digital counterpart. It had been a ritual action. Drunken rituals usually bit the next day. This one had waited a year to hit her with violent regret. She’d been trying to forget Rest; to move on, as he had.  
 
    He’d just been a boy she’d known. A big brother. 
 
    The lie was big enough for her to choke on. 
 
    And now, when it was urgent, she couldn’t locate any other photos of him. It seemed that Rest knew about finder talents and had deleted all digital traces of himself. There was no mention of him on social media. This final revelation, that his photos were missing from the Keats’ family album, emphasized how serious he was about hiding. 
 
    Perhaps he’d even substituted a photo of someone else in his official files. He’d been special ops long enough to develop the sort of paranoia—and skills—required to risk tampering with Defense Department files. 
 
    Donna rinsed her glass and up-ended it on the kitchen sink, staring out the window. If she couldn’t locate a photo of Rest in the next few hours, she’d have to risk asking her dad for help in finding him. Urgency drove her. Every minute was a countdown to Rest’s death. 
 
    The summer sky was a perfect blue, the few clouds in it white and puffy. As a kid, she’d loved to lie on the lawn and imagine shapes in the clouds. There had been all the time in the world for dreaming. Once she’d seen a cloud dragon and shouted for everyone to look. Only Rest had. Tall and lanky at sixteen, he’d grinned at her. “Careful, princess, or it’ll snatch you away.” 
 
    There were good memories at the house. The yard was big enough for kids to kick a ball around, and a tall oak tree on the north side provided shade. 
 
    Donna clutched the edge of the counter. “The oak tree…” 
 
    Her dad had cut off the tree’s lower limbs years ago after one of the kids fell while climbing it and broke her arm. Before then, they’d all played in it, but Rest had been older, stronger, taller and braver. He’d climbed further than any of them, and he’d secured his birdhouse up high, out of reach. 
 
    Was it still there? 
 
    She ran outside, transitioning from the air-conditioned atmosphere of the house to the humid yard with only a grimace for the discomfort. The oak had grown in thirteen years. She wandered around under it, peering up through the branches and trying to remember where Rest had tied the birdhouse; hoping it was still there. 
 
    “Yes!” She punched the air. She could see the birdhouse up above her, its timber walls graying but intact. 
 
    Rest had spent an entire winter making the birdhouse in her parents’ garage. Donna hadn’t been there, but her mom’s emails to her at boarding school had mentioned Ellen’s suspicions that Rest was using the project as an excuse to avoid the chaos of the house. At seventeen, he’d been older than the other kids.  
 
    Donna thought her mom was wrong. 
 
    Rest had mentioned the idea of making a birdhouse while she’d been home for Christmas. He enjoyed making things, and before his grandfather passed away, the old man had taught Rest the basics of carpentry. The birdhouse had been a tribute to his grandfather’s memory. As such, it had the personal connection to Rest that Sadie needed for her talent to find him. 
 
    “If I can get it down in one piece.” Donna studied the oak tree. She’d need a ladder to reach its branches. Then from there… “Don’t look down.” She gulped. “And don’t think about it!” 
 
    Before she could wimp out, she carried the tallest ladder from the garage, set it securely against the trunk of the oak, and began climbing. Three rungs up, she reversed direction. The light sandals she wore weren’t going to help. Barefoot was best for climbing trees. She kicked off the sandals and started up the ladder again. 
 
    There was a tricky moment as she released one branch, only to get distracted by a wasp circling her face and waving it away when she should have been reaching for the next branch. Panicked by her sudden sway, she grabbed the branch and released her breath on a gasp of relief and chagrin. “Concentrate.” 
 
    The oak had begun to grow around the rope that secured the old birdhouse to its branch. Donna tied a thin cord around the birdhouse’s main structure, looping it inside the miniature porch so that the posts and roof held the cord. Then she secured the other end to the branch. Once she cut the old rope, she would lower the birdhouse to the ground. Her hands slipped and sweated on the pocketknife, but she finally sawed through the rope and the birdhouse swung free—and didn’t break. Rest had built it well. Quickly, she lowered it to the ground, then followed it more cautiously. Her arms ached and her legs were wobbly with relief, but she staggered on as fast as she could. Life would be easier if her parents didn’t realize what she’d done and ask questions. 
 
    She put the birdhouse in the trunk of her rental car and returned the ladder to the garage. Then she went upstairs to shower. The sooner Sadie had the birdhouse, the sooner she’d find Rest. Conscious of an ominous sense of danger hovering, Donna hurried. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The drive from Phoenix had been simple enough. Donna crossed the famous Route 66 heading north, then veered west. The tiny town of Tedium appeared soon after. Well, soon, as people in the West calculated distance. The late afternoon sun was blazingly hot and bright when she parked outside the town’s only restaurant. Three vehicles were already parked outside the diner: all pickups. They dwarfed her fuel-efficient rental car. 
 
    She got out and stretched. At least the heat here was dry, unlike the sweltering humidity she’d grown up with. Mountains on the horizon emphasized the flatness of where she stood. Heat haze shimmered from the roads. High up a hawk or vulture or some kind of large bird circled, hunting its next meal.  
 
    As she walked into the diner, she pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. She’d dressed to fit in with the locals, wearing a blue and white t-shirt and dark gray hiking shorts, but she didn’t really need to stop here. She ought to keep driving. Sadie had pinpointed Rest’s location at a ranch outside of town. All Donna had to do was drive there, deliver her warning, and leave. 
 
    Except emotions complicated everything. 
 
    For two years she’d wanted an excuse to contact Rest, and now that she had it, she was delaying. Did she really think she could learn anything about Rest here? What did she need to know?  
 
    The honest truth was that she was scared; scared that when she drove to Rest’s home, she’d find a woman there. 
 
    Perhaps a couple of questions asked in the diner might tell her if he’d found a woman he wouldn’t run away from, but if he had, so what? She’d still have to deliver her warning to him. 
 
    But I wouldn’t drive there hoping… 
 
    Idiot! She was an idiot to still be wishing and dreaming. 
 
    He’d made his decision two years ago and cut her out of his life. No, he’d cut himself out of his old life. She wasn’t the only person he’d left behind. 
 
    She’d spent two years missing him and comparing all other guys to him. Even when she’d tried to forget, her heart had remembered him. 
 
    The same heart that gave a huge thump and tried to choke her when she recognized Rest sitting at a table in the diner with three other men. They all wore the sturdy cotton shirts and faded jeans of ranchers, along with dusty boots and western hats pushed to the back of their heads.  
 
    Donna stood in the doorway, not breathing. The unexpectedness of Rest being there robbed her of momentum. She couldn’t go forward, and she refused to go back. 
 
    Then he looked up. 
 
    Her breath rushed back into her lungs. 
 
    His eyes widened. His chair scraped the wooden floorboards as he stood. 
 
    “Hi.” She didn’t know if Rest went by another name here, so she said nothing else, only looked. She wanted to smile, but her mouth wasn’t responding to commands. Emotion had shaken her usual composure. 
 
    He was tanned and rugged, average height which was more than tall enough for a petite girl like her. 
 
    For an instant, she thought she saw a welcome in his eyes and a softening of the straight line of his mouth.  
 
    Then he tipped his hat forward, shading his eyes, and his voice was harsh. “How did you find me?” he demanded, skipping niceties like hello. 
 
    The lack of welcome sent her stomach into freefall. 
 
    One of the men at the table laughed. “Man, I wouldn’t be complaining if someone like her found me. Unless she’s your ex-wife?” 
 
    “You got married?” Donna squeaked. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    At Rest’s horrified response, the men at the table laughed. 
 
    He scowled at them before he clasped her elbow and led her to an empty booth on the far side of the diner. 
 
    An older waitress in a tie-dyed t-shirt and long cotton skirt immediately approached and asked what they wanted.  
 
    “She’s not staying,” Rest said. 
 
    Donna avoided his gaze across the table. “Coffee, please.” Then in a major concession to Rest’s attitude. “Perhaps to go?” 
 
    The waitress inhaled sharply. “I do not serve environmentally wasteful plastic cups in my diner.” 
 
    “Ariel,” Rest said with a note of warning. 
 
    “You’ll drink your coffee here, in a real cup, like a decent person.” The woman stomped off. 
 
    The trio of men at Rest’s former table didn’t laugh, which was testament to the respect the woman commanded in the small town. 
 
    Donna could no longer see the men. Her back was to the door. Rest, as a former Army Ranger, had positioned himself in the booth so that he couldn’t be taken by surprise. 
 
    Nausea churned in her stomach at the obvious suspicion he directed her way. She could survive his behavior shattering her adult fantasies of meeting him again, but his inhospitable attitude insulted her memories of his kindness. As children, a six year age gap had made it difficult for them to be friends, but he’d always treated her as an older cousin might: with indulgence and a degree of care. 
 
    Now, he was a hostile stranger; an attractive, hard man. His hands were scarred and calloused. 
 
    She wanted to find her way back to the trust that had been between them. “Rest, no one knows that I’m here or that you’re here, except for a friend of mine who is a finder talent and she won’t tell anyone. I had to find you.” 
 
    There was a momentary softening in the suspicious stare aimed her way. “Do you need help?” 
 
    When she shook her head, his mouth went tight again.  
 
    “Your coffees.” The cups rattled a moment in their saucers, a mismatched pair, but the aroma of the coffee was rich and seductive; far above the usual standard for diner coffee. 
 
    Donna took a reviving sip, then a second, before putting the cup down and beginning resolutely. “I’m here because I had a vision about you.” 
 
    “A vision?” he said too neutrally. 
 
    “Sometimes secrets come back to haunt us, don’t they?” she asked, painfully rueful. She wouldn’t change any of the decisions she’d made in life, but she had to live with their consequences. “I was thirteen, away at boarding school, when I had my first vision. Magical talents tend to kick in at puberty.” 
 
    He tapped a finger on the table. “You’re a witch, like your mom.”  
 
    Magical talent was rare in the world. Even the fact that her dad was a courier and her mom a minor witch hadn’t guaranteed that she’d be born with any talent for magic.  
 
    “Yes, I’m a small-time witch, like Mom. However, witching is my secondary talent. I’m also a seer.” She took a deep breath. “I chose not to tell my parents because they would have registered my talent with 13OPS.” 13OPS was the government’s covert magical investigations bureau, and so much more. “I wanted to choose my own life.” 
 
    They stared at one another, Rest’s history lying between them. He hadn’t had that choice. A 13OPS agent had seen Rest operating a portal as a kid. The wizard had recognized the situation of Rest’s emergence out of thin air as the action of portal travel, and acted accordingly. In other words, the agent had seized Rest and brought the fifteen-year-old boy to Tony Keats for training. 
 
    Donna shook her head. She obviously had only a limited window of time to convince him to listen to her warning before he kicked her out of his town. Whatever she’d dreamed of…hoped for…he didn’t want her here. 
 
    She cut to the chase. “Three days ago I was in the gallery, rearranging the jewelry case, when the vision started. I’ve always imagined a portal as a swirling tunnel, and that’s what I saw. There was a swirling tunnel with a harsh, whipping sound like sand swept up by a storm wind along the beach, and out of the tunnel came a demon, wild and crimson and wearing fire. It opened its mouth wider and wider and its teeth were gold. It was going to eat you. I knew you were the courier, not Dad. Then a raven flew in and the vision went black.” 
 
    He waited out her small silence without comment. 
 
    She drank some coffee. Not that she needed more stimulation. Her pulse was pounding with remembered adrenaline as well as current emotional stress. “When I woke up, I was holding one of the pendants from the case.” She unhooked its chain from around her neck. “This one. The crystal is black tourmaline. It blocks hostile magic.” She pushed it across the table to him. “On the other side, you’ll see someone’s etched in a stylized bird. I think it’s the raven from my vision.” 
 
    “That’s a dramatic story.” 
 
    She tipped her chin up in a request and challenge. “Give me two more minutes before you tell me you don’t believe me.” 
 
    He sat back. 
 
    “My visions tend to use dream symbolism.” She rubbed her arms. The diner’s air-conditioning was barely coping with the heat outside, but remembering the vision chilled her. “My visions aren’t merely visual or auditory. The important ones have an emotion attached. In this vision…you were going to die. The raven saved you.” She leaned forward. “Rest, it’s going to happen soon. There was too much urgency to the vision and how it’s goaded me on. You’re in danger.” 
 
    “I am, now that you’ve found me.” 
 
    She frowned. “I won’t tell anyone.” She sighed, achingly disappointed by, yet resigned to, the suspicion in his brown eyes. “But you’re not going to believe me. Time will prove that—if you’re alive to test my honesty. Rest, I don’t know why you dropped off the face of the Earth and it’s none of my business. I won’t bother you. I won’t contact you, again.” Making the promise hurt. As a woman, his harsh rejection punished the fantasies she’d stupidly allowed herself to dream while travelling here. And then there was the history between them. Not just as adults. Of all the kids who’d passed, and continued to pass, through her parents’ home, he’d been the one she’d trusted the most. That he couldn’t return her trust hurt. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” she said impulsively. “I’ll leave right now, if you put the pendant on and promise not to take it off for a week.” 
 
    His dark gaze finally moved from her face to the pendant lying on the table in front of him. He turned it over thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s a plain crystal,” she said. “It’s not a beacon or anything. It’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “If I wear it.” He straightened the silver chain that held it.  
 
    “If you wear it, I’ll leave. No questions asked. I’ll forget you’re here.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth indented at that promise, either from irony at knowing how impossible her promise was to fulfil or because somewhere hidden in him he also felt the wrongness of there being no ties between them.  
 
    Or did he hear the pain in her voice? 
 
    He looked up abruptly. “Okay.” He lifted his hat, looped the chain over his neck, and tucked the black tourmaline crystal beneath his shirt. He stood, placing money on the table. “Don’t come back.” 
 
    She brought the coffee cup to her mouth, instinctively attempting to mask her expression. The coffee tasted bitter as Rest walked out. 
 
    The atmosphere of interest and amusement with which the waitress and other three diners had observed Donna and Rest died, replaced by shock and discomfort. 
 
    Donna quickly turned back from watching his departure. She’d warned herself not to expect a gracious welcome. After all, he was trying to hide and she’d chased him down. But she’d never anticipated his utterly final dismissal. 
 
    Didn’t he remember…? 
 
    She shook her head sharply, and added a tip to the money he’d left to cover their coffees and whatever he’d eaten before her arrival. Then she left. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Rest drove out of town with the crystal staying stubbornly cold against his chest. He had the windows of the pickup down and a hot wind blew in. He braked in a cloud of dust and pulled the crystal out from beneath his shirt. When his fingers touched it, he realized that it had warmed with his body heat. The cold sensation was something deeper, something Lt. Wayne Liu would have said had to do with Rest’s malfunctioning heart chakra.  
 
    But the lieutenant was dead. 
 
    “And I’m next.” Or so Donna said. Rest shoved the pickup back into gear and accelerated toward the ranch. Even in the vast distances of the West, it wasn’t possible to outrun your thoughts—or apparently, your past. 
 
    Donna. Prettier than ever, determined, and…hell’s blood, he recalled her eyes stricken with his rejection but trying so hard to hide it. 
 
    He pounded the steering wheel.  
 
    No one took rejection well, but Donna had lived it for too many years. 
 
    Rest had witnessed it before, which was why it ripped and twisted his guts that he’d meted out that rejection, again. 
 
    In many ways, she was her parents’ greatest victim. 
 
    His frown intensified as he turned off the road, onto his own land. He’d traded a witch a week’s portal travel for the wards that protected his home, but he couldn’t detect them. They weren’t his kind of magic. If Donna had confronted him at his ranch, would the wards have let her in? The briefing he’d given the witch had been to set the wards to keep out all evil and all who intended him harm. 
 
    Donna wouldn’t mean him harm, but she could be used by the same people connected to the government whom her parents served. It would be a smart tactic to lure him out. He’d cut ties with everyone from his former life. Now, he lived quietly on the outskirts of Tedium, occasionally trading ranch work for help with his project those times when a job was beyond one man’s ability. 
 
    Yet the sight of Donna and hearing her say she’d had to find him, had exposed the falsity of his claim that he didn’t look back. If she’d needed help, he’d have given it, risking everything. 
 
    There were few people in the world that he cared about. Donna had been one of them from the time she was a cute kid with a goofy sense of humor that she’d concealed from her parents. He respected what Ellen Keats did for the foster children who passed through her home, including him, but that didn’t mean he’d missed her impatience with her own daughter. The result was that Donna had learned not to push for attention in the family. Ellen always made it clear that the foster children needed, and perhaps she’d even inferred that they deserved, her attention more than her own daughter. 
 
    On his last visit to the Keats’ house, Rest had sat down to dinner with them and with the two brothers they’d been fostering, a thirteen-year-old wizard and his year-younger brother. Donna had been eighteen. She’d looked around the large kitchen and he’d seen the walls closing in on her. So when she’d asked him if he’d go for a walk with her along the river “because I know I can’t run alone at night in Washington”, he’d said yes. And he’d said yes, too, when the boys had pleaded with big puppy eyes to join them. 
 
    Donna hadn’t begrudged the boys joining them. After the walk, while the brothers stumbled upstairs for showers and bed, she’d smiled and thanked him. “They’ll remember this. A Ranger hero explaining the training and telling them stories of military adventures. Thanks, Rest.” She’d stood on tiptoe, kissed his cheek sister-fashion, and vanished upstairs. 
 
    He’d stood there a moment, proud of the choices he’d made. The army had given him a chance to escape his childhood and his magical talent—or so he’d thought, then. 
 
    He got out of the pickup and slammed the door. Hell, but he was tired of his paranoia. If 13OPS had sent Donna to lure him out of hiding, they’d chosen the right bait. However, it didn’t make sense. If they’d sent her, then they already knew where he was and there was no need for game playing. They could just drag him out.  
 
    Meeting Donna—and sending her away—had stirred up thoughts and emotions he’d buried two years ago, working till physical exhaustion let him sleep. Guilt and the thought of how much more he could cost people had ridden him hard till he’d found a kind of peace here in the Arizona desert. 
 
    As far as he knew he was one of only three couriers alive. There was Donna’s dad, Tony Keats, who worked for the American government and its allies, and turned a blind eye to things that Rest refused to accept. Then there was Blossom. She lived in Hong Kong and worked for business and organized crime, and very possibly, for the Chinese government. Anyone going after Blossom had to have a death wish. Too many powerful people owed her and relied on her portal travel. They would defend her to the attackers’ death. 
 
    Which left Rest. He was independent and unaligned, and that made him vulnerable—or at least, people thought that made him vulnerable—to intimidation. For two years, the easiest solution had been to drop out of sight. People had to find him before they could threaten him. 
 
    Donna had found him. If she wasn’t involved with 13OPS, how had she gotten his photo for her finder talent friend to locate him? 
 
    He swore as he strode toward the old ranch house. 
 
    The hurt in her eyes when he’d told her to go and not come back cut at him. He’d done it for her. If his paranoia had even the slightest element of truth and she’d arrived in Tedium through some manipulation of the military or government that had owned him, then he had to make it clear that she was unimportant; that she couldn’t be used as a weapon to control him and his courier talent. 
 
    He’d done what he could to protect her. Now he had to be alert to any newcomers to town or trespassers on his ranch. If he had to run, he could do so in a second. 
 
    But what if she hadn’t lied or been sent here to entrap him? Maybe he had slipped into paranoia and no one pursued him. Could she be a seer? 
 
    He knew so little about them. While seers weren’t quite as rare as courier talents, 13OPS and others would be equally keen on controlling one. Donna would have had valid reasons for hiding such a talent from her family—and being sent away to boarding school might have enabled her to do so. 
 
    If she had seen his death in a vision, what should he do? He had weapons, but his only magic was his courier talent, and that couldn’t defend him against a demon. Did he hang his hope on the pendant he’d promised to wear? 
 
    He took off his hat, slapped the dust from it against his thigh, and hung it on a hook by the front door. He had a commitment to keep. Deciding how to respond to Donna’s unexpected intrusion into his new life—and how to lockdown his own turmoil surrounding it—had to wait ten minutes. He collected his gear from the spare room that served as his office, opened a portal and stepped into it. 
 
    People he couriered complained about how strange the Path between portal entrance and exit was for them, but he couldn’t comprehend it. To him, the Path was a simple tunnel, vast and silvery, as if spun from a non-sticky spider web. It bounced faintly when he jumped on it, but was otherwise stable. Tony Keats’s training had helped Rest to focus his talent and identify the exits he needed to use for his clients’ various destinations. The more often an exit from the Path was used, the clearer it showed in the spider web tunnel. 
 
    Rest had only used the exit to the old colonial house in the Punjab countryside a dozen or so times, but already the thread he needed to pull to open a gap in the Path shone a pale green. He stepped through the gap and into India. The dreamy light of dawn washed a faint golden color over a stone fountain. Fish swam languidly in the shallow pool, undisturbed by the portal opening. Wide verandas enclosed the courtyard, deep with shadow. Jasmine and fragrant herbs scented the air. 
 
    Larry Gordon loped out of the house. The billionaire was in his late sixties, rangy and weathered. He’d spent his life investigating life’s mysteries. The odder they were, the more interested he was. Now that he was retired from the tech world, the brilliant computer scientist had turned his intellect to an ancient puzzle. 
 
    “Right on time,” Larry greeted Rest happily, before turning his head and shouting back toward the dining room. “Hurry up!” 
 
    His two assistants got stuck in the doorway, both rushing to respond to the imperative hail. 
 
    Larry, meantime, buckled on the belt Rest handed him. By now, all three were familiar with the procedure for portal travel, and the other two men grabbed their belts and cinched them swiftly.  
 
    Rest checked that the lead ropes, which were actually leather straps, linked securely to the hooks on the left side of their belts. Rest had borrowed the idea from Tony Keats. With his former team, he’d trusted their commonsense and hadn’t roped them. Moreover, they’d needed to be free to act independently immediately on exiting a portal. Civilians were different.  
 
    In the confusion of the Path, civilians generally panicked, and whether they were mundane or magical made little difference. 
 
    Larry was mundane, as were his two young assistants. They were really bodyguards who doubled as extra hands and strong backs to carry all the equipment Larry brought with him on these expeditions. 
 
    “Water?” Rest asked. He refused to babysit his courier clients, but at the same time, he wasn’t going to transport them to a desert and leave them without sufficient water through the heat of a long summer’s day. There were canteens attached to the men’s waists, but they weren’t enough. 
 
    “In our packs,” the assistants answered in unison. 
 
    Rest readjusted his grip on the end of the strap that linked to Larry’s belt. Tony Keats had always worn a belt the same as his courier clients and fastened the lead rope to it. But Rest refused to be harnessed. The strap had the same kind of loop as a dog’s leash and he slipped it over his wrist and gripped the leather. 
 
    The three men shuffled in anticipation. 
 
    Rest walked forward into the portal and kept walking steadily along the Path. The thread he needed to exit into a remote arid region of Kazakhstan took a little finding. 
 
    Larry had based himself in the Punjab region of India to enjoy a more favorable climate and supply route, while matching the time zone for Kazakhstan. Since Larry had the money to employ a courier, and the connections to reach Rest’s agent and hire him, it made sense to stage the expedition this way. Larry spent his daylight hours pursuing his quest along the ancient Silk Roads, and his nights analyzing his finds and recovering from the blistering heat in comfort. 
 
    His two assistants’ stolid personalities suited them to portal travel. Since they couldn’t rely on their senses, they simply followed Rest’s initial instructions and walked forward with their eyes shut. When their senses returned to them, they knew they’d exited a portal. 
 
    Larry, himself, bounced along happily even within the confusion of the Path. In fact, it fascinated him as much as the puzzle waiting for him in Kazakhstan. Yesterday, he’d found the remains of what he believed to be an old temple. Today, he was returning to continue exploring it. Although he had no magic of his own, he’d used his wealth to purchase some powerful and useful enchanted objects to help him in his search. 
 
    Rest grasped a faded purple thread and opened the gap to the sand-smothered grounds of the old temple. His three clients followed him through the portal. 
 
    A roar akin to someone opening the door of a furnace engulfed them. It was as if a dragon inhaled. 
 
    A massive creature formed of fire reared above them. Its eyes were black holes, but its mouth was crimson with golden fangs, and those teeth were on full display. The creature seemed ready to eat them. 
 
    “Back!” Rest shouted.  
 
    But the three men weren’t his former team. They weren’t trained for magical combat or even prepared to encounter a situation that required it. They stood frozen. 
 
    The portal behind them shuddered. Rest staggered under the hit. The creature wasn’t attempting to eat them. It was devouring Rest’s magic instead. 
 
    If it succeeded, they’d be stuck in the remote Kyzylkum Desert without transport. And that was the best scenario. Rest didn’t know if he’d survive the violent loss of his magic. If this was the demon Donna had seen in her vision, he had to assume he wouldn’t. 
 
    He reacted instinctively, pulling on his connection to the portal he’d opened and to the Path itself. It seemed freaking insane to turn his back on the creature of fire and magic, but he had no weapons with which to fight it. His magic was that of a courier, not a wizard. Darius might have blasted the thing apart, but Rest could only retreat. 
 
    He tugged violently on the lead rope, and that woke Larry’s two assistants from their transfixed horror. They picked up the older man between them and turned to follow Rest. 
 
    It was only seven steps to return to the portal. 
 
    Seven steps. They’d exited too fast, and that was his fault. He’d become complacent doing courier work for civilians. Two years ago, he’d never have been so reckless. 
 
    On step one, agony struck him in a flashing burn across his back. 
 
    On step two, he dropped to his knees. The creature was sucking the magic from him and he was fighting to hold the portal open while under him the ground shook. 
 
    One of the assistants extended a hand to haul Rest up.  
 
    The creature lunged and sunk a fang into Rest.  
 
    Rest screamed as the spectral fang pierced his back and sank deep. It went right through him and scraped the black tourmaline crystal hanging from its silver chain around his neck. 
 
    A demonic shriek tore the heavens open. 
 
    Rest’s magic flooded back to him. He steadied the portal, dragged the other three through it with him, and sealed it shut. He had a momentary glimpse of the temple ruins and sand spiraling in a mini-tornado, before the silver safety of the Path embraced him. 
 
    If he’d been alone, he’d have collapsed there. As a courier, the Path strengthened him. But the other three men needed the normal world. He hauled them forward, ignoring how they lurched with the double blindness of terror and the Path’s confusion. All that mattered was that they moved. Finally, he reached the green thread to open a gap to the Punjabi colonial house. He opened the portal into the courtyard and they spilled out in a disorderly fashion. 
 
    The two assistants sat down on the stone rim of the fountain still linked by the lead rope, and Larry, perforce sat with them. He leaned forward, bracing his hands on his knees. “What was that?” 
 
    Rest decided that the fact that the older man could ask the question meant that he’d be okay. “I intend to find out.” He dropped his end of the lead rope and stepped back through the portal into the Path. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Donna drove as far as Route 66 and stopped. Without the obsessive need to find and warn Rest the exhaustion of a long day of travel caught up with her. She decided not to admit that she was also heartsick. He hadn’t just turned his back on his old life. He’d specifically kicked her out of his new one. She might never learn what happened to him. 
 
    As long as he kept his promise to wear the pendant—and the Rest she’d known had always kept his promises—he’d be safe. She tried to convince herself that his safety was all that mattered. She’d met her seer duty and warned him. Now, she was free. 
 
    I will make myself free of him, she vowed. Free of memories and dreams that involved him. Leaning her forehead against the steering wheel of her rental car, she sighed. Freedom sucked. 
 
    It had been stupid, and she was paying the price for it now in terms of disappointment, but she’d travelled here with a sense of anticipation. She’d gone as far as to imagine his ranch, as well as him. There’d be cattle and horses and a welcome just for her. 
 
    Don’t come back. His harsh words rang in her mind. 
 
    Rejection never got any easier. 
 
    She’d switched off the car’s air-conditioning when she parked at the motel, and although it was early evening, the day remained hot enough for the car to heat up quickly. The discomfort was the spur she needed to get out and book a room. 
 
    Despite the ageing building, the motel room had been updated. Seeing the clean bathroom she decided on a shower before thinking about dinner. She had a busy and rewarding life without Rest in it, and she needed to return to it. So she’d have an early dinner and bedtime, then an early start, and she’d be home tomorrow, even with a detour to throw off anyone who might be interested in her whereabouts. She’d been honest with Rest: no one would find him through her. 
 
    Someone hammered at her motel room door.  
 
    She dropped the clean clothes she’d been pulling out of her bag. “Pepper spray!” But she hadn’t bought any after disembarking from the plane. Darn it. A basic precaution for self-defense and she’d failed to obtain it. She just kept making mistakes. She’d assumed she’d be safe here, anonymous, but she should have pushed on to Phoenix. If she hadn’t gotten absurdly lost, taking the wrong country road because she’d been distracted by her mental replay of how badly her reunion with Rest had gone, she could have been halfway to Phoenix. 
 
    The hammering redoubled. “Donna!” 
 
    Rest. 
 
    She stopped panicked for all of one second before she thought to ask herself why he’d come after her. She didn’t query how he found her. The motel was an obvious place for a traveler to stop if they weren’t driving all the way to Phoenix. Would he have followed her all the way to the city? 
 
    One glimpse of his face and the grim aura surrounding him told her something bad had happened. “Just a second.” She hastily closed the door long enough to undo the old-fashioned chain, then invited him in. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was attacked by a fire demon.” 
 
    She grabbed his shirt. “Already?” Her stomach knotted. If she’d delayed even a couple of hours in warning him, she’d have been too late. He’d be dead. 
 
    He eased her back, out of the doorway, and shut it behind him. “What more can you tell me about your vision?” 
 
    “Are you okay? Did it hurt you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Describe your vision.” 
 
    It wasn’t so easy for her to shrug off her emotions. She was worried about him, dammit. “The thing in my vision wasn’t a demon. It looked scary and dangerous, but there was no scent of brimstone.” 
 
    “Your visions include scent?” 
 
    “If it’s important.” She could smell his scent: dirt, male sweat and something of the desert. She realized she still gripped his shirt, and although he didn’t seem to notice, she was embarrassed. She released her grip. “Are you sure you faced a demon? Did it try to possess you or take you to Hell?” 
 
    “It tried to steal my magic. It would have, but its fang struck your crystal.” 
 
    Relief made her knees wobbly. She sat down abruptly on the bed. “The raven saved you, like in my vision.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I need to know what I faced.” Tension tightened his jawline. He stood between her and the door, but his stance suggested he was holding himself under control and that he really wanted to pace. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything about the vision that I forgot. There was fire and—” 
 
    He flicked her comment aside with a quick gesture. “I want you to hear about the encounter from all of us who faced it.” 
 
    “You weren’t alone? But…” Why did I assume he would be? Just because he cut me out of his life doesn’t mean he hasn’t formed new bonds. New friends, a new lover… 
 
    “I was couriering a client and his two assistants. They may have observed something I missed, and our recollections may prompt a forgotten detail from your vision.” 
 
    The odd note in his voice as he hesitated on the last word jerked her out of her emotional shock that Rest had so nearly died. She looked at him, really looked at him, deep into his eyes and found suspicion there. 
 
    “You think I set you up,” she said flatly. He was being half-way honest. He wanted to know the nature of what he’d faced, but he also wanted to test her story. “If you don’t trust me, how can you trust anything I say?” 
 
    His rigid stance by the door broke and he paced. “Donna, safety for you and for everyone who knew me in my old life, lies in me remaining hidden. People want to control a courier, and hostages are the way to do that. Wayne died because people were playing political games involving my team. That was my lesson. My existence threatens those I care about.” 
 
    “So why are you still couriering?” she asked angrily. Had he really dropped out of sight because he believed it protected her and others? She’d let him go, accepting his right to choose his life path, but that was when she’d thought he was turning his back on his old life because it sickened him, not because he was trying to protect those in it. The stubborn, honorable idiot. The people being protected had a right to choose whether they’d rather have him or safety. 
 
    “Money,” he said succinctly. “I bought the ranch outright, but I don’t run cattle so the ongoing costs have to be paid somehow. Couriering brings the most money for the least effort and…some of what your dad said has stuck with me. He and I have a rare talent, and that brings an obligation to use it. But I won’t surrender my independence again, so if you’re involved with 13OPS or anyone else—” 
 
    “I’m not.” She got up from the bed. “If you need to double-check my story to be at peace, I’ll go with you. However, I mightn’t walk away afterwards.” 
 
    He halted in front of her.  
 
    She tipped her chin up to meet his gaze. Her fists clenched and unclenched. She wasn’t a violent person, but some violent urges were coursing through her. Two years of hurt and trying to convince her heart to want someone else, and all because Rest had chosen unilaterally to sacrifice emotion for safety. “For the record, I don’t like being protected by being banished from your life.” 
 
    “That is not what I did!” 
 
    “You said, Don’t come back,” she repeated his command to her at the diner. 
 
    His lips thinned as he closed his mouth on a protest. 
 
    She nodded once, sharply, as if he’d conceded her point. “So where are we meeting your clients? At your ranch?” She slung her handbag over one shoulder. It thudded into her ribs. She was angry and her movements were clumsy. 
 
    “India,” he said, and clasped her hand as he opened a portal and led her through. 
 
    She had a second in which to close her fingers around his, then the chaos of the Path engulfed her. 
 
    As many times as she’d travelled this way—and her dad had been generous in including her on some of his less classified journeys—the Path remained completely unknown to her. The only reliable sensation was the feel of Rest’s hand holding hers. Every other sense rioted uncontrollably. She tasted strawberries and smelled wet cement. It felt as if she floated like an astronaut without gravity, even as she made herself walk steadily on nothing. With her eyes closed, at least she didn’t see the starburst patterns of chaos, but she heard that wail of Andean flutes and the percussion of a large animal’s heartbeat. 
 
    And then they were out, stepping into a pretty courtyard where water flowed in a white stone fountain and fat koi glimmered orange in the shallow pool at the base of the fountain. 
 
    “We’re at the client’s house,” Rest said. He didn’t release her hand, and she didn’t try to pull free. As frustrated as they were with one another, there was a bond between them. “I was couriering him and his two assistants to a temple ruin in Kazakhstan when—” 
 
    “You’re back! He’s back,” a man shouted from inside the house. 
 
    Verandas enclosed the courtyard on all four sides. The house was old and elegant, a remnant from the days of the British Raj. Rose bushes edged the wide verandas, their petals falling in drifts of yellow and pink. 
 
    Donna had a few seconds to admire the setting before her thoughts scattered in shock at the sight of the man who raced out in response to the shout. “Larry?” 
 
    The elderly man rocked to a halt on the veranda at the sight of her, then beamed. “Expert, discreet assistance. Very good,” he said approvingly to Rest. 
 
    Rest dropped her hand. “You know him?” 
 
    She made a conscious decision to ignore his suspicion and the heavy threatening aura that suddenly enveloped him. “Larry?” She smiled and hurried forward to hug him. “Of course I do. Larry’s a sweetheart.” 
 
    The older man chuckled and returned her hug with the two thumping slaps to her back with which he greeted friends. “Don’t scowl at me because your girl’s found a better man.” 
 
    Glancing around, she saw Rest’s truly impressive scowl. She was annoyed with him, and annoyed that he didn’t trust her, but if she stayed silent when a simple explanation would defuse the tension, then she was stoking conflict for no reason. I’m more mature than that. Aren’t I? “I had no idea Larry was your client. The last we heard he was on some secret treasure hunt.” 
 
    “We, who?” Rest asked. 
 
    “My illustrious boss and I,” she responded pertly. 
 
    “I don’t even know where you work,” Rest grumbled. He jumped up the shallow steps and joined her and Larry in the shade of the veranda. 
 
    “I’d have told you if you’d asked.” Instead of ordering me away! She linked her arm through Larry’s and walked on into the house. 
 
    Larry glanced between the two of them, an amused smile dawning, before he gallantly escorted her into a dining room that was large and airy with a hint of sandalwood; probably from the polish used to put the gleam on the carved wooden furniture.  
 
    Two obvious bodyguards in their mid-twenties stood by the table. They waited till she was seated, then sat themselves. 
 
    Rest took a chair opposite her. 
 
    “We were having brunch.” Larry gestured at the plates on the table. “I’m not sure where Rest couriered you from, Donna, but if you’d like Belgian waffles, or anything else, the chef prefers to be busy.” 
 
    “Marcel’s waffles are divine.” Donna spied a half-eaten one on Larry’s plate. The billionaire preferred to travel with his private chef and could afford to indulge the idiosyncrasy. “I’d love some.” 
 
    Larry glanced at Rest, who nodded impatiently. 
 
    One of the assistants rose and departed to deliver their order. 
 
    Thank heaven for Larry’s hospitable instincts. He’d inadvertently given Donna time to think, and she saw a looming problem. When she’d acceded to Rest’s request that she meet with his client to double-check her story and expand on her vision, she’d anticipated meeting a stranger; one who wouldn’t be able to determine her identity and attach the label “seer” to it. But Larry was far from a stranger, so how was she to keep him from learning of her seer talent? 
 
    Under the table, she kicked Rest’s foot. She gave him a meaningful look, wishing that telepathy was a real thing. As it was, she just had to hope he could interpret correctly, and respect, her silent entreaty for him not to mention her vision. There could be another reason, the reason Larry had assumed, for Rest to bring her into the loop on the “demon” he’d faced: her knowledge and experience as a treasure hunter. 
 
    She tried to make it seem that she casually answered Rest’s earlier grumble about not knowing who she worked for. “When I’m not treasure hunting,” she stressed the last two words. “I work in an exclusive gallery in San Francisco.” 
 
    Larry was a man who liked to be informed—which was to say, he gossiped—so it was likely that he knew something of Rest’s history. Would he know that her dad had trained Rest? If Larry didn’t, then hopefully she’d phrased her response in a way that Larry would assume she’d met Rest while treasure hunting; while at the same time, her response gave Rest the cover story for why he’d brought her here. With a bit of luck, and Rest’s cooperation, she could keep her seer talent a secret. 
 
    A treasure hunting connection would also downplay the importance of her relationship with Rest. Although his unilateral decision to cut her out of his life two years ago infuriated her, she could respect his intent to keep their relationship on a needs to know basis, and no one needed to know about it! 
 
    What relationship? Hurriedly, she pushed that question, and the insidious hope that spawned it, aside. She needed to concentrate.  
 
    To be sure that Larry didn’t zero in on her story, she went on the attack. She frowned at the older man. “How often has Viola warned you to be careful?” 
 
    “You won’t tell her?” Larry recoiled, flinging his hands up in horrified beseechment.  
 
    Hiding her amusement at his theatrics, she addressed Rest. “Viola is my boss. I work with her to acquire treasures, specifically of the magical variety. The gallery in San Francisco is hers.” 
 
    Larry sighed as he gulped coffee. “She’s also my ex-wife. Terrifying woman.” Humor gleamed in his blue eyes. “Gorgeous, but terrifying.” 
 
    The assistant returned with coffee for Donna and Rest. 
 
    Donna cautiously relaxed. She still needed to lead the conversation away from the chance of Rest explaining that he’d brought her here because she was a seer who’d foreseen the creature attacking them. But for now, her treasure hunting credentials supplied a credible alternative explanation. “Speaking of terrifying…Rest thought I might know something about the creature of fire you faced earlier.” 
 
    Larry stiffened. He directed a chairman-of-the-board stare at Rest. “You told her of my expedition?” 
 
    “No,” Rest said calmly. “Although I could if I wanted to. I never signed a confidentiality agreement.” 
 
    “It was implied,” Larry said. 
 
    “And respected right up until I opened a portal into a near-death experience.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    The arrival of their waffles provided a useful distraction. 
 
    “Very well,” Larry said as Donna spooned extra strawberries onto her waffles which were already generously lavished with fresh cream. “But I don’t wish the information concerning my expedition to be passed on to Viola. I wish to surprise her with its success.” 
 
    “I won’t tell her,” Donna promised. “As long as you’re careful. Hospitalization negates the promise.” 
 
    Larry laughed. “Motivation to stay in one piece. Fine.” It was obvious by his slight flush that he appreciated her implied concern for his well-being. You only blackmailed people into being careful if you cared about them. “Rest, if you’d like to describe the attack. I suspect you noticed more details than us.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I miss, please add it.” Rest ate steadily as he described exiting the portal into an assault by a magical creature intent on siphoning his magic. “It hit a protective amulet I was wearing and that broke its power or concentration long enough for us to retreat into the portal.” 
 
    Donna dipped her head, thanking him silently for not mentioning her vision or that she’d given him the crystal that saved him. Reassured that her seer talent would remain a secret, she was free to indulge her professional curiosity and imagination. “It could have been a temple guardian.” 
 
    Rest was on his second mug of coffee, and his third waffle. “A temple guardian?” His fork tilted as he looked a question at her. Cream dripped from a pierced strawberry. 
 
    She licked the taste of strawberries and cream from her own lips. “A temple guardian has been found twice along the Silk Roads. And it is Silk Roads, plural. There were a number of routes the old traders took from China to the Middle East and beyond to Europe. But the term ‘temple guardian’ may actually be misleading. You said it sucked up your magic?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She glanced at Larry, who was watching avidly. She’d question Rest later, in private. For all of his fascination with fantastical mysteries, Larry didn’t have magic. But he did have ambition. It was better that he not know some things. “It may be that the priests who set the guardian were also wizards—” 
 
    “Obviously,” Larry interrupted. “Or they couldn’t have set up the spell.” 
 
    She nodded. Clients had to be managed carefully, particularly clients who would dearly love to possess magic and didn’t. Sometimes their egos got in the way of thinking clearly. 
 
    Then again, didn’t egos get in the way for everyone at some point? Including her own, given that she’d been mad at Rest for doing no more than protecting himself, and possibly her, by sending her away. If she was a reasonable woman, she might actually have to forgive him. It was a mark in his favor that he’d kept her secret and not told Larry, or the billionaire’s quiet assistants, of her seer talent. 
 
    She tipped her coffee mug at Larry in acknowledgement and challenge of his contention that a wizard would have had to create the temple guardian. “But were they wizards who wanted to defend their temple or were they more ambitious?” 
 
    Larry’s forehead wrinkled, but Rest got her point.  
 
    “You think the guardian might be a weapon designed to siphon magic from magic users who enter the temple grounds?” 
 
    “Yes. And as for why it didn’t attack you on your first visit…it is old. It’s quite possible that it needed to siphon some magic from the enchanted objects Larry brought there yesterday before it had enough power to attack you today. When a temple guardian attacked in Turkey in the 1960s, it was three days after the archaeologists arrived, and two days after the wizard in the group—the photographer—used a minor light spell.” 
 
    “Where do you learn this stuff?” Larry was honestly interested, but not as disingenuous as he tried to appear. Like all treasure hunters and collectors, he wanted to know her sources, and the more secret they were, the more he wanted them. 
 
    Luckily, she had her own question to distract him. “Why were you digging around in the ruins of a forgotten temple?” 
 
    Larry picked up his cup of tea. 
 
    Neither of his assistants participated in the discussion, nor looked particularly interested in it. In fact one was staring out the window. 
 
    Donna had met Larry’s assistants before, although not these two. Viola, his ex-wife, claimed that Larry chose his assistants for their similarity to water buffalo: placid, powerful, incurious, but in an emergency, lethal. 
 
    Rest, however, was a courier not a water buffalo, and he didn’t wait for Larry to decide if he wanted to answer Donna’s question. “Larry’s looking for an apple that legend says came from the Garden of Eden.” 
 
    “Huh. The story of the lost trader.” Donna contemplated Larry as he scowled at Rest for sharing his secret, then scowled at her, presumably for not being surprised, impressed, or, most annoying of all, ignorant of the tale. “How did you ever come across the story?” 
 
    “How did you?” 
 
    She considered his question for a minute. “I heard it as a campfire tale.” It hadn’t actually been told to her around a campfire. It had been at a lodge in Siberia. She’d been snowed in with three other treasure dealers and the man who held a legendary topaz and was considering selling it. They’d been swapping stories, trying to outdo each other. It had been a memorable and informative three days. 
 
    “You know some interesting people,” Larry said, and looked from her to Rest. 
 
    Rest was impatient to move the conversation back on track. “I assumed the apple was just a story.” 
 
    “It probably is.” Donna spoke over Larry’s objection. “Paradise fruits are rumored to grant a person all knowledge. The story goes that Eve smuggled out three fruits when she and Adam were exiled from the Garden of Eden. Solomon ate one, and gained his reputation for wisdom. Some people suggest that the Buddha ate the second, but I don’t—” 
 
    “It’s possible!” Larry burst out. “The travel routes existed, linking the regions. The apple could have reached a prince in India.” 
 
    “The third fruit,” Donna continued before Larry sidetracked them into one of his endless arguments. The man could speculate for hours, about anything. “The third fruit was rumored to have been owned by a trader who fled from the major Silk Roads in his panic concerning Genghis Khan’s approaching horde. It’s clever to think he’d have sought refuge in a temple.” She made her peace with Larry with that bit of praise. 
 
    Rest pushed his plate away and leaned back from the table. “If the priests at the temple were wizards capable of setting up a guardian that has survived centuries of burial, could they have stolen the apple from the trader?” 
 
    “Or negotiated for it.” Larry steepled his fingers over his empty tea cup. “The question I have is whether they would have saved it or would one of them have consumed it, perhaps thereby acquiring the knowledge to build the temple guardian? But then, we have Donna’s assurance that temple guardians have been found elsewhere, which suggests that this was a spell known to wizards of the time.” 
 
    “Unless the wizard who ate the paradise fruit travelled on from the temple, perhaps even fleeing ahead of the Khan’s men, to set up the spell in other places? Which would make your temple guardian the prototype for the others.” Donna couldn’t help but be caught up in the puzzle. 
 
    “Whatever happened, I won’t open a portal back to the temple ruins,” Rest said. “As a courtesy I wanted to explore the issue openly with you, Larry, but it is too dangerous.” 
 
    Donna managed not to snort. As if Rest cared about courtesy to a client. He’d been judging her honesty. She thought she’d passed and that he no longer suspected that her vision and the temple guardian he’d encountered were an elaborate setup. At first it had probably seemed damning that she and Larry knew each other, but as Rest relaxed into the discussion of temple guardians she deduced that he’d worked out the obvious: that if it had been a setup, she and Larry would have pretended to be strangers. 
 
    “You’ll need to hire wizards to deactivate the guardian,” she advised Larry. 
 
    “No, no, no.” He shook a skinny finger at her. “You’re thinking like a witch. I’ll leave my enchanted objects behind and go in safely as a mundane.” 
 
    “And how will you find the paradise fruit without a magical sensor?” she asked. 
 
    He tapped the side of his nose. “That’s for me to know…” 
 
    It was true. He had his secrets. She had hers. “Be careful. Or I will tell Viola.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll be careful,” he said instantly. 
 
    She grinned, and when Rest stood, she followed him out. 
 
    The billionaire had a question as he escorted them to the courtyard. “Rest, if Eden is real but hidden, could you open a portal to it?” 
 
    Startled by the question, Donna tripped over fresh air.  
 
    Rest caught her arm, steadying her. “No. As I explained when you hired me to courier you, I need an exact location, so unless you’ve found the Garden of Eden…?” 
 
    “Nooo, not yet,” Larry’s expression was wistful but determined. 
 
    Rest kept hold of Donna’s arm. “Let me know if you need me. Twenty four hours’ notice. I’m not counting today’s events, so you have ten trips remaining in our contract. But I won’t courier you back to the temple ruins.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Rest opened the portal and Donna entered with him. They re-emerged in her motel room. Now that they were alone, in private, she expected his apology for suspecting her. After all, she’d saved his life by warning him and giving him the black tourmaline crystal.  
 
    Instead, he had a question. “Does your boss know you’re a seer?” 
 
    “Yes, she won’t tell Larry, though. Viola’s an Old School girl.” 
 
    His forehead crinkled. 
 
    “You know, another Minervalle School graduate?” she prompted. She couldn’t understand his look of puzzlement. 
 
    “Minervalle? Isn’t that the fancy boarding school you went to in England?”  
 
    His bewilderment seemed genuine, which sparked hers. She sat down on the bed. “Surely my parents mentioned something about it to you when they enrolled me?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he worked out that he’d missed something important. “Like what?” 
 
    She yawned. It had been a long day, and now she was comfortably full of yummy Belgian waffles. She felt sleepy. “That the school taught magic.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence, filled by the noise of the air-conditioner and traffic on the old highway. 
 
    “No, Tony and Ellen didn’t mention that.” He sat down on the bed beside her. 
 
    “Huh.” She was tired and as the bed dipped under Rest’s weight, she didn’t try to stop her slide that left her leaning against him. “And all that time, I thought you were being tactful by not asking me questions about Minervalle School.” 
 
    “I knew you were happy there.” 
 
    “I was.” She smiled. “Minervalle gave me a place to belong.” 
 
    She remembered how scary it had been when her parents enrolled her at an English boarding school when she was ten. She hadn’t known what to expect. What if she hated the food? What if the other students hated her? 
 
    However, what she’d found was a welcome and acceptance she’d never known before. Even with the hundreds of students, the teachers had time for her as an individual. Plus, older students mentored younger ones. From feeling forgotten and irrelevant at home, Donna found a place where she was valued. 
 
    It had changed her, given her confidence. 
 
    The first time she’d come home from boarding school, her parents’ house had been filled with kids. There was Rest and three younger children: a girl of eleven, and two boys aged ten and eight. Rest had volunteered to take the younger kids to the park to fly kites that he’d helped them make. They’d take drinks and sandwiches and have a picnic. 
 
    “What a wonderful idea,” Donna’s mom, Ellen, had exclaimed. “A picnic! We’ll all go.” 
 
    Rest had looked at Donna, then back to Ellen, before, with a glance at Tony standing by the fridge in the large kitchen, he spoke. “I can handle the kids. Donna—” 
 
    “Will enjoy the chance to play with ordinary kids,” Ellen had said, ending the matter. 
 
    Donna had shrugged and smiled tightly at Rest as the other kids stampeded to grab their kites, and her parents went to change into sensible walking shoes. “It’s okay. Thanks for trying.” 
 
    “It’s not okay.” He’d walked away. He’d tried to give her time alone with her parents on her first return from boarding school, but her parents hadn’t valued the gift—or her. 
 
    She suspected she’d been an accident, and that Ellen, in particular, would have preferred fostering kids to raising her natural child. Fortunately, Minervalle School had instilled a sense of self-worth in Donna that saved her. The quiet, too-solemn child she’d been had blossomed through her teenage years into a woman of confidence and a degree of daring. 
 
    It was memories like those, memories of Rest’s kindness and sense of justice, that dissolved much of her anger that he’d pushed her away for two years. Rest was a natural protector. Of course he’d have tried to look out for her, even if he should have let her decide whether she was willing to accept the danger of having him in her life. 
 
    Perhaps it was a good sign that he didn’t move away as she leaned against his side. “Thanks for letting me know you survived the temple guardian’s attack.” 
 
    “Thank you for the crystal.” He went to unloop it from around his neck. 
 
    “Keep it. You don’t have to wear it, but…it’s yours.” 
 
    He released the chain, letting the crystal pendant remain beneath his shirt. “Thanks. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    She looked a question at him. 
 
    “For bringing you to India. I never suspected Larry might recognize you.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell him I’m a seer, so it’s all good.” 
 
    He stood. “It’s not that simple. Everything I said about it being safer if people aren’t linked to me still applies, and now, Larry knows that you and I are still in contact. Your dad is protected by the government, but I’m not. The opposite, in fact.” 
 
    Since she hadn’t wanted Larry to learn of her seer talent for fear that he’d gossip about it, she could hardly argue convincingly that it didn’t matter that Larry now knew of her connection to Rest. “What’s done is done,” she said inadequately. 
 
    Rest shook his head in brief, silent disagreement. 
 
    She got up and walked across to where he stood by the door. “For now, there’s something we forgot to do.” She hugged him. 
 
    His body went solid, and his arms remained by his sides.  
 
    She sniffed. “I missed you.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    She pulled back. “If I say I missed you, I missed you.” 
 
    A small smile started in his dark eyes. Finally, he relaxed enough to return her embrace.  
 
    That felt good.  
 
    It wasn’t romantic, it was just…essential.  
 
    She squeezed him, quickly, before stepping away. “I really did miss you.” 
 
    “Okay.” He smiled. He was devastatingly attractive when he did. A dimple creased his left cheek. 
 
    She frowned up at him. “Are you going to try and send me away again?” 
 
    “Try?” he queried.  
 
    But his raised eyebrow and attempt at a stern voice were easily dismissed now that his body language had accepted her. 
 
    “Well, it’s not as if I’ll listen to you.” 
 
    “Donna.” His momentary easy humor evaporated. 
 
    “You get to choose your friends,” she said. “You don’t get to choose your family.” 
 
    Both of his eyebrows flew up. “And you’re family?” 
 
    As a starting point. What more they could be to each other was something he’d taken from them when he vanished two years ago. She punched his arm. “Yes!” 
 
    It was obvious that he needed to process that information. He rubbed his arm, although she’d barely tapped it, and frowned at her. “I…” 
 
    She decided to spell things out. “Right now, are you worrying about my safety?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’d do that for anyone.” 
 
    She held up her hand in a stop gesture. “Do you have memories that include me? A history in which you care about my feelings?” 
 
    He nodded once, warily. 
 
    “If I told you I was homeless and pregnant—” 
 
    His gaze flew to her stomach. “You’re what?!!” 
 
    “I’m not. But if I was, would you take me in? Sadie, my finder talent friend, says you have a ranch. A ranch would be a great place to raise a kid, or kids,” she added thoughtfully. 
 
    “You…I…we…uh.” 
 
    Donna laughed. “We’re family. You care what happens to me. I care what happens to you. When the chips are down, we know we can rely on each other.” She was struck by an unpleasant thought. “You do know that, don’t you? When your team walked into that trap, I was in Washington and I made Dad bring me with him to you at the hospital. You were waiting for news on your friend. You do remember, don’t you? After that, there was the furor with the military and 13OPS, and I couldn’t get near you before you vanished.” 
 
    It had been a life-changing experience for her. She’d thought Rest had felt the same. They had connected as something more than people who’d shared a childhood. 
 
    What if I was wrong? 
 
    Before her cold shivers could start, Rest answered. 
 
    “I remember you at the hospital. I’d scrubbed Darius’s blood off my hands, but it was still on my uniform, and you hugged me anyway.” 
 
    “I thought the blood was yours!” Just remembering her fear for him had her body reacting in panic mode. “I hugged you to make sure you were in one piece.” In the hospital, she’d sat by him as long as she could. There’d been another guy waiting with him, a corporal as determined as Rest not to be moved till they knew their friends would survive. Captain Darius Selbourne had been critically injured. He’d lost a leg, but thanks to a healer mage, survived. Sergeant Gabe Shelby had been burned. He’d been treated and released to wait with them. 
 
    “When you vanished…” She paused, recalling the fraught situation two years ago. The trouble had far exceeded her own quietly hidden emotional disturbance. Rest had been important to a number of people’s plans. “I gathered from what Dad said, and the people who arrived at the house to discuss matters with him, that 13OPS put significant effort into ‘recovering’ you as an asset.” Her nose wrinkled at the last word. “You’d chosen to leave. I…accepted that the best way to help you was to let you stay gone, not to search for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “They would have been watching you. The fact that you sat with me at the hospital would have marked you as a person of interest.” 
 
    She nodded. “Agents followed me on a few of my business trips. It was annoying. Viola and I had to reassign our projects since some of our clients and treasures had to be protected from 13OPS scrutiny. They record everything!” She paused. “Not that they’re all bad. I have a friend in 13OPS, another Old School girl. She told me when the bureau downgraded interest in me. I’ve started picking up confidential jobs, again.” 
 
    He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve put all that at risk, again. When Larry mentions your presence with me—” 
 
    “He can keep a secret.” Her shoulders slumped. “He also likes to prove that he knows more than other people. Sometimes a clue is all that is needed for a secret to unravel.” 
 
    “Which puts you in danger.” 
 
    “Maybe. It definitely needs considering.” She took a quick, determined breath. Now was the time for courage. She didn’t want to spend the next two years, or longer, thinking of what might have been. “At least I haven’t unpacked my bag.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “We need to work out how to handle the situation.” She forced a confident tone. Working in Viola’s gallery had taught Donna how to sell an object—or an idea. “Maybe this is for the best. Sooner or later, hiding will cease to work for you. You need a plan to take control of your life. I have allies, people we can definitely trust. I assume your ranch is warded?” 
 
    “Yes.” Such a wary assent. 
 
    “Then I’ll join you there. I’ll be safe if I stay with you.” And I want to stay with you. She crossed her fingers behind her back for luck. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    She managed a faint grin. “You’re meant to say, ‘you’ll be very welcome, Donna’.” 
 
    “Aren’t you meant to wait for an invitation?” 
 
    Her grin became genuine. “Not when I’m family! Now, I rented the car under a false ID, so I don’t think anyone’ll trace it to me. How strong is your courier ability? Dad can manage people and struggles to courier animals, but he used to say that you would be more powerful than him. Can you drive a car through the Path?” She moved forward, wanting to hurry before he changed his mind. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    She tucked her hand in his arm. “The thing is, it would save time, and if someone did manage to trace my false ID, the distance I drove the car would fool them if you returned it to the outskirts of Phoenix via portal travel.” 
 
    “You’ve developed a talent for scheming,” he said slowly. 
 
    “Aww.” Whether he meant it as a compliment or not, she smiled widely, teasing him. “Thank you. So, can you do it?”  
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    Which was how she ended up at his ranch. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    It was surreal to drive out of the Path in Rest’s pickup and into the darkness of an Arizona ranch. There were no city lights here. Donna was eager to see where he lived. Remembering the birdhouse he’d made as a teenager, she expected something special. Something Rest. The darkness made it difficult to see details, but the outline of the house and surrounding buildings was disappointingly ordinary. 
 
    His home was a mid-twentieth century ranch house. Barns and a couple of sheds were set to the side of it. A few trees growing around the yard at least softened the starkness, not that there wasn’t beauty in the low rolling land that stretched out to the mountains on the horizon and rose up to a low hill behind the house. But it was the sky that dominated, bright with stars and with the moon so low that it felt as if Donna could race across the desert, jump up and catch it.  
 
    Assuming she had the energy. Despite the time they’d saved in returning her rental car by travelling most of the distance via portal rather than driving, it had still been a long day. She’d had an early flight from Washington to Atlanta before flying on to Phoenix under a false ID and driving out to warn Rest.  
 
    She was smothering yet another yawn as she walked into the living room. Rest hadn’t unlocked his front door, just pushed it open. The living room froze her yawn in mid-gape. It was so unlikely; as if grandparents lived here, not Rest. The furniture was old and worn, but fitted comfortably in the small space. 
 
    Rest looked around, following her gaze. “I bought the furniture with the place.”  
 
    “Oh.” Whoever he’d bought the ranch from, they had clearly furnished their house once, then never updated. Nor had Rest. But everything was clean and when she got over the shock of first appearances, the room wasn’t actually a vintage time capsule. There were things like a modern television and music system. “It’s kind of cool. You’ve got a retro vibe going.” 
 
    He gave her a look that suggested she was crazy. “The bed’s new. If you want to shower, the bathroom’s the second door on the left. I’ll change the sheets.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    He ducked a shoulder in minor embarrassment as he walked around her. “I only have one bed. I don’t usually have guests. I have camping gear. I’ll take the floor.” 
 
    His embarrassment was nothing to her flood of shame. Her face reddened. She had invited herself into his home with no thought for how that affected him. She’d even been a little bit proud of herself for inveigling her way into his life. “I’ll take the floor,” she said gruffly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Rest, I invited myself.” 
 
    He snorted. “You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want you here. You’re a guest.” 
 
    She folded her arms. “Do you give your other guests your bed?” 
 
    His expression blanked.  
 
    It took her a second to interpret his lack of response, a second that she decided to blame on exhaustion. Rest didn’t have guests. That was the life he’d chosen. She squeezed her eyes tight shut for a moment, determined not to cry. 
 
    The three guys he’d been talking with at the diner meant he wasn’t a hermit. But still…she guessed that his was a lonely life. Pity would only offend him. “The sofa will be fine for me. I’m short, see?” She gestured up and down her body. 
 
    He gaze followed her hand, before his black eyebrows drew together in a scowl. “Have your shower.” 
 
    “If you promise that—” 
 
    He grabbed her shoulders and guided her to the bathroom. It was an enamel green, black and white 1950s bathroom. He released her there, but only to grab a large blue towel from a cupboard and shove it at her. Then he closed the door. 
 
    “Stubborn!” she shouted. But she had her weekender bag with her and the thought of a shower was heavenly. Her travels for work had taught her that while you might think that leaving pajamas out saved room in your bag, the unexpected was likely to happen at night, and it was a heck of a lot easier to deal with whatever occurred in pajamas than naked. So she had pale blue cotton pajamas with her to change into after her shower. 
 
    The warm water made her sleepy and washed away her angry embarrassment. The only thing worse than a self-invited guest was one who objected to their host’s arrangements. So she found Rest in the master bedroom of the small house and set her bag down just inside the door. 
 
    He looked up from flinging a blanket across the bed. His dark gaze flicked over her for an instant, before he concentrated on his bed-making. “We can talk in the morning. I have a few things to see to, but I’ll be around, so shout if you need anything.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” she said quietly. Talking in the morning was a good idea. They were both tired and emotionally off-balance. 
 
    “’Night, Donna.” 
 
    She crawled into his bed that smelled of sun-dried sheets. The window was wide open, curtains pulled back so that she could see the sky and feel the wind blowing in, the land cooling slowly. 
 
    She heard footsteps and a few seconds later saw Rest crossing to the barn. Did he have animals? She hadn’t seen cattle. 
 
    Her eyes closed, not even opening at a strange braying noise. Rest would handle any problems. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Morning on the ranch was lazier than Donna had expected. She woke early, but heard Rest already moving around. She joined him in the kitchen, eating a quick breakfast of cereal and toast. Neither spoke much beyond “pass the jelly, please”, but the shared meal wasn’t uncomfortable. 
 
    “I have a couple of chores to do, then we can talk,” he said. “Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He grabbed his hat. 
 
    She took her cap from the back pocket of her shorts and put it on. Of course ranch chores would be outside. She was excited to see more of Rest’s new life. How many horses did he have? 
 
    The barn was empty of livestock, mostly. 
 
    “If you see a snake, it’s probably the resident python, but it could be something more poisonous, so step back and call for me.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed in a small voice. Her gaze darted into the shadowed nooks of the barn, while he filled two buckets with feed and carried them out. The braying noise she’d vaguely heard last night repeated itself loudly, now. 
 
    On the far side of the barn she stopped and stared. “That’s a camel and two donkeys. Why?” 
 
    Rest put the buckets down at his feet and shrugged. “They needed a home.” The camel lipped at his hand. His easy way with the animals was appealing. 
 
    Still, she was puzzled. “I haven’t seen any cattle or horses?” 
 
    “It’s not a working ranch. I’m letting the land recover. It’s been overgrazed.” He studied the land with an air of ownership and responsibility, a cowboy without cows, but with a love of the land.  
 
    She wanted to hug him for being himself; the kind of man who even while hiding from his old life, had found a new battle to fight and wouldn’t abandon it. He would restore the land. 
 
    However, if he didn’t undertake typical ranch work, how did he fill his days? “So what do you do? I know that’s a rude question and you don’t have to answer, but you don’t get muscles like yours by lazing around.” 
 
    He grinned as he emptied the buckets of feed into a trough. The donkeys nudged him aside and pushed in. “I’m building a house.” 
 
    Involuntarily, she glanced back at the old ranch house. 
 
    “That’s temporary. I repaired it sufficiently to continue living in, but I’ll demolish it when the new house is finished. I’ll probably leave the barn, though, and the yard attached to it.” 
 
    She turned in a full circle. “I don’t see another house.” She grabbed his arm as a thought struck her. The camel blinked its ridiculously long eyelashes at her impulsive action, then sniffed her hand. “Are you building an underground bunker, like a doomsday prepper?” 
 
    Rest laughed. 
 
    The taller, darker brown donkey brayed. 
 
    “Smart ass,” Donna muttered at it, and the donkey brayed again. 
 
    “I’m building an adobe house. It’s on the other side of the rise.” He pointed back at the low, rocky hill behind the house. “Do you want to see it?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    For a predominantly flat landscape, the climb up the hill had a couple of steep rocky bits, but once over the crest, the house was right there. And it was bigger than she’d expected. She gawked at Rest. “You did all of this in two years?” 
 
    “A year and a half. It took me a while to work out what I wanted to do and find the land.” 
 
    “It’s a house, Rest,” she told him as if he didn’t know. She gestured at the expanse of it as it snuggled and snaked along the contours of the rocky hill. Its stucco walls were a mellow rusty orange with a matt-finish gray metal roof. “You built a house!” 
 
    He grinned at her enthusiasm. He was a man proud of his work, but for the first time there was also a hint of the boy he’d been, the one who’d smiled at her when he’d had few smiles for anyone else.  
 
    Her heart melted.  
 
    “I bought the adobe bricks rather than make them myself, which saved time.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said distractedly. “Can we go inside?” 
 
    The house was beautiful. They walked in the back door, which opened directly into the kitchen. It was messy.  
 
    “The plumbing has only just gone in,” Rest said. “I’m starting on the cabinets. I have to decide on the tiles I want for the backsplash.” 
 
    “Something blue and homemade,” she said dreamily. “They’ll contrast with the terracotta tiles on the floor. I love the color of this wood, and the smell of it.” There was sawdust on the floor. 
 
    “It’s reclaimed oak.” 
 
    The ceiling was high and white. The walls were a subtly darker eggshell white. The adobe construction gave the house a soft, organic feel. It was a place of comfortable curves. The internal doorways were larger than standard, and lacked doors. 
 
    “Is this the living room? I like that you’ve kept the kitchen separate. I know other people prefer to be able to join in the conversation while they cook, but your kitchen is big enough for company, and I like the separation. Someone watching TV won’t be distracted by someone else cooking.”  
 
    She marveled at everything she saw, touching and staring. Analyzing. The house was way bigger than one man needed. 
 
    Rest was building a family home. It painfully contradicted his current lifestyle. At the old ranch house, there was no evidence of a woman living or even visiting. The chasm between how he lived and what he dreamed was poignant. 
 
    Her thoughts scattered as she saw the window seat built wide and long beneath the large window that looked out across the desert. “A window seat!” She sat down on it. “I’ve always wanted a window seat. When you were making your birdhouse, you added one for me.” She smoothed her hands over the seat’s plastered finish. “You need brightly colored cushions. Jewel tones. Emerald, ruby, turquoise.” 
 
    “The birdhouse.” He snapped his fingers. “Is that how your finder talent friend found me, the personal connection?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you?” She thought she had. “Yes. Sadie has the birdhouse tucked away in her Washington townhouse. Don’t worry. No one’s going to get to it. Her husband, Marcus, takes their security seriously.” 
 
    Rest shook his head once, sharply. “Forget its current whereabouts. Did you climb the old oak tree for it?” 
 
    “Yes, and I survived. Don’t fuss!” She got up and linked her arm through his. “Show me the rest of your gorgeous home.” 
 
    He resisted her slight tug. “Donna, you shouldn’t put yourself at risk for me.” 
 
    “And if I think you’re worth the risk?” 
 
    The atmosphere flashed to volatile, an emotional thunderstorm brewing. Donna welcomed it. His house spoke so truly of his dreams.  
 
    His cellphone buzzed. The instant he read the message on it, his expression locked down, and that was its own giveaway. 
 
    “Trouble?” she asked. 
 
    He clamped her arm against his side and walked her into a portal and out almost in the same instant. That he’d used a portal to transport them from the adobe house to the kitchen of the old ranch house told her that the message on his phone wasn’t merely trouble. It was an emergency alert. 
 
    A drawer rattled as he pulled it open abruptly. He dropped his phone onto the counter and switched on what was likely a burner phone from the drawer. He punched in a number from memory. “Austin?” 
 
    A low, angry voice answered. “Someone dumped Darius unconscious on my porch.” 
 
    Rest’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Donna, aware that she was listening and letting her overhear the conversation. “I’m coming in.” 
 
    “We’re ready to go.” 
 
    He switched off the phone.  
 
    “It could be a trap.” She recognized the names. Austin had sat with her and Rest in the hospital, waiting for news on whether Captain Darius Selbourne survived his injuries. This was Rest’s old team. 
 
    “High likelihood,” he agreed. He strode past her and opened a cupboard by the front door. He took out a semi-automatic handgun, checked that the safety was on and that it was loaded, and handed it to her. “Two men will return with me. They’ll be the ones I’m holding onto. If there’s anyone clinging to them, shoot to kill.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. The gun was cold and heavy in her grip. 
 
    “You told me once that your school taught you how to defend yourself, guns included.” 
 
    She gulped. “Yes. But don’t you need—” 
 
    “I have a knife.” And by the way he said it, that was enough. 
 
    A portal opened, and he stepped into the Path. The portal shut. 
 
    Alone in the house, she had a moment of panicked fright. She gripped the gun two-handed and breathed slowly, steadily, as her training kicked in. A gun fired in panic was a risk to everyone, including the person holding it. Rest was relying on her. She sidled along the living room wall till she could step back into the corridor. From there, she could see who exited the portal, but hopefully wouldn’t be seen immediately herself. If there were more than three men, she had instructions to shoot to kill. 
 
    “Stop shaking,” she ordered her hands sternly. She had the safety off and the heavy gun ready to aim and fire. 
 
    The portal reopened and Rest emerged, gripping the wrists of two men. “Safe, Donna. Stand down.” 
 
    She lowered the gun, clicked on the safety, and let him take it from her. Then she took a deep, shuddering breath.  
 
    He clasped her shoulder, waiting for her eyes to focus on his. “I have to collect Gabe.” 
 
    She nodded, recognizing the name. Gabe Somebody was the last surviving member of Rest’s former team. 
 
    The portal opened, and Rest walked backward into it. 
 
    It closed, and she was left staring at the two men suddenly present in the old-fashioned living room. 
 
    “Who the f—” 
 
    The shorter man elbowed the taller one in the stomach. “I’m Austin. Rest said a friend of his would greet us with a gun. He didn’t mention his friend was pretty.” Austin smiled. Dark brown hair curled in an expensive cut and his teeth gleamed. He was gorgeous. He wore a white business shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, an expensive watch, and black trousers. His shoes were highly polished. 
 
    He didn’t recognize her. 
 
    “I’m Donna.” 
 
    The portal re-opened before she could say anything else. Rest walked out with a tall, black guy dressed like Rest in a t-shirt, jeans and boots. The guy carried a duffel bag. His eyes scanned the room and halted at Donna. He extended his hand to her. “Gabe Shelby. Good to meet you under better circumstances, Donna.” 
 
    Austin and Darius stared at him. “You know her?” Austin asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Gabe’s hand closed gently around hers. “So do you.” 
 
    “Nope.” Austin winked at Donna. He even made that clichéd move charming. “I’d remember.” 
 
    Donna ignored him, although she noticed that for all of his obvious flirting, his eyes were as wary and suspicious of her as Darius’s overtly hostile expression. Austin had changed, but Gabe still looked much as he had in the military. “You were at the hospital,” she said. “Did your burns heal?” 
 
    “I got some mage healing. I’m good.” 
 
    “Donna? Donna.” Austin clicked his fingers. His gleaming smile vanished, but so did the suspicion in his eyes. Instead, recognition and respect appeared. “You were the girl at the hospital. Tony Keats’s daughter. You stayed near Rest and kept vigil with us. Man, how’d I forget you?” 
 
    “It was a stressful time.” 
 
    “Austin Menez,” Rest briefly re-introduced Austin. “And Darius Selbourne.” 
 
    Captain Darius Selbourne had led Rest’s special combat unit. During their long vigil at the hospital, while the medic mages worked on him, he’d lost his right leg from the knee, but kept his life. Tall and lean, with a swimmer’s broad shoulders and chest, he glowered at Donna briefly before transferring the scowl to Rest. “Why do you have Tony Keats’s daughter in your house? You said you were cutting all ties to your old life.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Darius growled as Rest moved to Donna’s side. 
 
    She brushed her fingers against Rest’s hand. There was a time to keep secrets, and a time to put some cards on the table. “Tell him.” 
 
    “All of it?” 
 
    “Your team aren’t Larry,” she said. The three men watched the brief exchange closely. She returned their steady regard. “I’m a seer.” 
 
    Rest summarized the situation. “She saved my life. Yesterday, she found me in time to warn me of a threat against my life when I used a portal. It happened late yesterday. I was transporting a client to a lost temple on the Silk Roads when a magical construct left there centuries ago activated and tried to drain my magic. The crystal Donna gave me broke its power. Darius, it wasn’t an elaborate plot. Donna is in as much danger as any of you for knowing me. That’s on me. I brought her to the debriefing with my client and it turned out he knew her. So she stays till I can guarantee she’s safe.”  
 
    “So, a lifetime commitment?” Austin asked, and laughed. 
 
    Gabe shook his head and ambled into the kitchen. 
 
    Darius massaged his right thigh. “The timing’s suspicious. Someone wants to contact you enough that they kidnap me, and she turns up.” His angry gaze tracked the way she leaned into Rest, and how naturally he put an arm around her. “Aw, hell. Rest—” 
 
    “She’s…family,” Rest said. 
 
    Darius’s mouth compressed. 
 
    Austin snatched a piece of paper out of their former captain’s hand. “They left a note with Darius.”  
 
    Rest kept his arm around her as he reached across and took the note from Austin. He read it aloud. “Rest Castillo. I apologize for the crude tactic. I had to get your attention. Phone me…and he gives a cellphone number.” 
 
    Gabe leaned in the kitchen doorway. “Someone should have told this guy to be careful what he wishes for. He’s got our attention, now.” 
 
    “Did he sign his name?” Donna craned her neck. 
 
    Rest tilted the sheet of paper her way. “No. No way to trace him—or her, I guess.” He looked at Darius. “I’m sorry whoever it is involved you.” 
 
    Darius flexed his fingers in a way Donna had seen wizards do. “They chose me because I’m crippled.” 
 
    Gabe’s crack of laughter sounded from the kitchen. “They don’t know who they’re messing with, Captain.” 
 
    “How did they get the jump on you?” Rest asked Darius. 
 
    “I was at my cabin at the lake. The cabin itself is warded, but I should have set the perimeter wider. I’ll fix that when I return. They were able to sneak through the woods without triggering any alarms. They shot me with a tranquilizer gun.” 
 
    “Dumped his unconscious body on my porch,” Austin said. “I got a message on my cellphone, the one I use for my real estate business. Told me a package had been delivered and that it was time sensitive. I have wards around my yard, but they got through them. The wards on the house held, hence dumping Darius on my porch. I nearly disregarded the message as spam or a wrong number, but the back of my neck crawled. I drove home, found Darius with the note pinned to him, and called you. He woke up as I phoned you.” 
 
    Gabe returned with mugs of coffee. Without anyone saying anything, they took their coffees and headed outside.  
 
    Darius sat on the old wooden chair that had a pair of Rest’s boots beside it. 
 
    Austin hitched himself up to sit on the porch railing. If he cared about his expensive clothes getting dirty or torn, it didn’t show. 
 
    Gabe stood in an easy slouch. 
 
    The steps weren’t taken, so Donna sat on the top one and sipped the bitter coffee. The day was heating up already. She positioned herself with her back to a post and her bare arms and legs in the shade of the porch roof. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Rest studied the top of Donna’s head as she raised the mug to her lips and blew on the hot coffee. She couldn’t be as relaxed as she appeared. She’d freaked when he’d handed her the gun. She’d regained control fast, though. He’d been proud of her when he’d opened the portal and she’d been waiting, as instructed, ready to shoot. She’d been his backup plan. If he’d been walking into a trap baited with Austin and Darius, he’d intended to haul them back through the portal and onto his territory, the ranch. 
 
    The adrenaline was still cooling in his veins. A potential ambush on exiting a portal brought back the violent failure of his team’s last mission. 
 
    This was the first time they’d been together in nearly two years. He could see the changes in his friends. 
 
    Superficially, Gabe was the least changed, but two years ago he wouldn’t have thought to make coffee and include Donna in the group.  
 
    Austin looked slick. There was no other word for it. He radiated success. He could give lessons on how to hide in plain sight, Rest thought wryly. Yet for all the trappings of success, there was a restlessness to Austin that spoke of dissatisfaction. 
 
    Darius was real the worry. There was no wedding ring on his finger and he had an air of isolation and bitterness. Yes, it was summer, but why was he at the lake when the woman he’d been set to marry hated it? Lauren preferred Boston.  
 
    “I never thought you’d end up in a desert,” Austin said. “Where are we, exactly?” 
 
    “Arizona, north of Phoenix, just outside a town called Tedium.” 
 
    No one commented on the town’s strange name. Its founders had been hippies in the 1960s. In the interests of dropping out, they’d wanted to keep everyone away, and so they’d named the town to be Dullsville. Whether the name worked some magic or not, the town remained small and overlooked. 
 
    The team had a two year gap and a current crisis to manage, and yet, silence seemed easier. No one, not even Austin, followed up with questions of the ranch’s location or raised questions of what they faced. Maybe they were all dealing with memories, as he was. 
 
    Rest gripped the porch railing and stared out at his land, able to see for miles. He needed its openness. The ambush that had ended the team had occurred in a jungle, and the claustrophobia of that crowded, alien environment still engulfed him in nightmares. The Arizona desert soothed him. It countered the memories. 
 
    The memories rose around him: the heat of the Congolese jungle, the smell and sounds of it at night, and the magic that had coiled in the clearing in which they’d exited the portal he’d opened. 
 
    His team hadn’t been sent to take out the warlord who’d been using child soldiers and strapping bombs to hostages. Instead, they’d been told to extract one of the hostages, a woman with high level connections in the French government; a woman who was also a geomage studying the potential riches to be mined in the area. 
 
    Their enemies had used magic to hide themselves long enough for the team to emerge from the portal. 
 
    The team hadn’t expected a double-cross. They’d operated according to the procedure they’d honed over multiple missions.  
 
    Gabe had taken point. He had no magic of his own, but he was sensitive to it, and more than that, he was a superb tracker. Darius followed, with Austin and Wayne moving out just ahead of Rest. He always exited last, holding the portal open in case they needed to retreat; staying near it so that they could leave fast. 
 
    The explosion of fire had caught Gabe first. Darius had run for him, casting a spell that flung the fire away from Gabe and back into the forest. There’d been screams sounding shrill over the sustained burst of machine gun fire that tore across the clearing. 
 
    Wayne had dropped silently. 
 
    Darius had fallen, trying to shield Gabe. Austin had run to them, his own magic flaring out in a pulsing shield. He was a minor wizard and Rest had known he wouldn’t be able to hold the shield beyond a count of ten. Rest had picked up Wayne’s butchered body. The weathermage had been nearly torn in half by the spray of gunfire. Rest had run on, closing the portal and opening another one at Darius’s shoulder. 
 
    Austin hadn’t hesitated. In the Path, the others of Rest’s team would be completely disoriented and could get lost in the weird scrunching and warping of it, but Rest could find them. Austin had grabbed Darius and rolled their captain into the portal. Gabe had managed to rise to his hands and knees and crawl in. Rest barreled through with Wayne’s body over his shoulder, grabbing at Austin so that he kept at least one of the team safe. 
 
    Even in extremis, the team had known the perils of the Path and the risk of losing time they didn’t have to being lost in it. They’d formed a human chain. Darius was unconscious, but Gabe gripped his ankle, Austin grabbed the tatters of Gabe’s burned shirt, and Rest held Austin’s shoulder as in a vice. 
 
    He’d opened the portal inside the 13OPS medical center within the Washington DC military base. Without the healer mage on duty there, Darius would have died. It had been too late to save Wayne, but they’d brought him home. 
 
    Rest’s injuries had been relatively minor. He’d refused healing magic—no need to waste it on him—and refused to clean up, too, till Darius had been stabilized. It had been a hours-long fight between the healer mage and death. Sometime during that vigil Tony Keats had arrived and Donna had been with him. 
 
    How she’d gotten into the secure facility he hadn’t questioned. Likely she’d insisted on accompanying her dad, and Tony could be remarkably stubborn himself. If he’d decided Donna had a right to be there for her foster brother, he’d have gotten her in. 
 
    That was the day Rest realized she’d grown into a strong woman, one who mattered to him. Just how deeply she mattered, he hadn’t dared to examine, not when he’d acted on the decision to cut her out of his life. For her sake. 
 
    But now she was back and showing every sign of digging in. She wanted some kind of relationship with him. They were both dancing around it, calling it “family”, but it was more than that. So much more. 
 
    Donna broke the silence. “Have you seen each other since the team disbanded?” 
 
    “No.” Gabe stared at the horizon. 
 
    Rest tipped up his mug, and found it empty. He froze for a moment with the mug at his lips. How long had he been lost in his memories? How long had the silence stretched? 
 
    “You need privacy to talk.” Donna stood up, collecting his empty mug from him and holding out her hand for the others. She dangled them by their handles from her fingers. “I’ll pop these in the kitchen and go to the other house.” 
 
    Austin’s eyebrows rose at the mention of a second house. 
 
    Darius was more focused. “Tell us about yourself,” he invited, or ordered, Donna. 
 
    “The fact that I’m a seer is a secret.” She led with what was most important to her. “I’m also a minor witch, although I seldom use magic. I work in an exclusive gallery that specializes in rare, often magical objects, and I also do fieldwork as a treasure hunter. I enjoy it. I have a gift for languages. I read, write and speak Cantonese, German, French and Spanish, plus Arabic with an Egyptian accent.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Austin exclaimed, impressed. 
 
    Darius and Gabe were listening just as intently. 
 
    It might have been two years, but Rest knew his friends. They hadn’t so much accepted Donna, not yet, as that they’d accepted his statement that she stayed. So they were trying to get more information. She’d become a risk factor they had to add to their mission plan. The mission itself was obvious. Whoever had kidnapped Darius was a threat that had to be identified and neutralized. It was one thing for Rest to choose to hide, but Darius, Austin and Gabe couldn’t be expected to do the same. Nor could Donna. 
 
    It was also obvious that she recognized that his friends were interviewing her. Despite the old porch, her casual clothes, and the mugs dangling from her fingers, she exuded quiet professionalism. It was exactly the right approach to gain his team’s approval. Any attempt to win their friendship would have triggered their suspicions. But stating her skills and experience and letting them talk for her, that worked with his team. 
 
    “No combat experience,” Darius summed up Donna’s potential contribution. “You have muscle tone, but you don’t hold yourself as if you’re ready to fight.” 
 
    “You’re not my enemy,” she said quietly. 
 
    “And she did point a gun at you,” Austin contributed. 
 
    Gabe shook his head, grinning faintly. 
 
    Darius’s mouth compressed. 
 
    Rest straightened from his slouch. “Donna, put the mugs in the kitchen and rejoin us.” He held the screen door open for her. Whatever he said, she’d hear, even in the kitchen, unless he spoke under his breath. The house was too small for it to be otherwise. He watched her cross the living room and enter the kitchen. Then he met Darius’s gaze. “What happened with Lauren?” 
 
    His old captain’s jaw tightened. “We broke up during my rehab. She wanted a hero, not a cripple.” 
 
    Austin swore.  
 
    Rest had guessed it was something like that. He’d never liked Lauren. Never liked the way she’d eyed up the others on the team, Gabe especially, when Darius wasn’t around. “Donna is not like Lauren,” he said bluntly. “And I will not have her put in danger because you can’t tell the difference.” 
 
    From the edge of his vision, Rest saw Gabe nod once in approval and agreement with the blunt statement. However, Rest kept his attention on Darius. 
 
    “There can be other kinds of betrayal.” The objection came from Austin. He negated it in the same breath. “But I remember her now from the hospital. The blood on us scared her nearly to death, and she held onto you anyway.” 
 
    “Like a limpet,” Donna said from the doorway. She walked onto the porch. “And it wasn’t the blood that scared me. You all were terrifying. You were furious. You’d lost one of your own and feared you were going to lose Darius, as well. The medical staff tiptoed around you.” 
 
    “But you stayed.” Rest looked down at her. “Did I say thank you?” 
 
    “Nope. You ran, instead.” 
 
    His head jerked back at her verbal punch. 
 
    “To avoid the situation we’re in, now,” Gabe said gently. But his hand gripped the porch support too tightly. He was angry, though not with Donna. Probably with the situation. 
 
    “Is there anyone else I need to extract?” Rest asked. “Anyone who can be held as a hostage and used against you?” 
 
    “No,” the three men said in chorus. 
 
    “I think my parents are safe,” Donna said. “With Dad couriering for the government…” 
 
    “They’ll look after him, and Ellen,” Rest agreed. “All right. We need to work out why Darius was kidnapped at this time and left with a message for me. I’ll state it bluntly. I have no idea.” He looked at Darius. “I can give you a list of clients I’ve worked with in the last two years, as well as those Bo has rejected. Bo is my agent,” he added for Donna’s benefit. Before they split, Rest had told the team he intended to freelance as a courier, keeping his location secret by using an agent who was himself impossible to pin down. 
 
    “Bo is also my uncle,” Gabe added.  
 
    It was a relationship kept under wraps. The man was Gabe’s father’s half-brother. Gabe’s parents and grandparents were dead, and no one knew of the two men’s relationship. They both lived in Louisiana, on the bayou, and navigated the swamp to speak privately.  
 
    When the team had formed, they’d all shared that background of isolation, and they’d come to rely on each other. It had looked as if Darius might change that when he’d gotten engaged to Lauren. But look how well that had turned out? 
 
    Rest rolled his shoulders. “It’ll take time, though, to check who among them would be able to learn about us. Our missions were classified.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to the most likely possibility,” Darius said evenly. “That the people who kidnapped me did so under orders. We always knew the military would want you back, Rest. Your talent is rare and your skillset as a combat courier is unique. The only way for you to be independent was to vanish.” 
 
    “We could ask Dad if he’s heard anything,” Donna said. “I could ask him.” 
 
    “And reveal that you’re in contact with Rest?” Darius challenged. 
 
    Rest intervened. “It wouldn’t help, Donna. Tony would lie if he was ordered to. His loyalty isn’t to me.” 
 
    She shrank back. “Or to me.” 
 
    Ouch. Rest hadn’t meant to hurt her. 
 
    Austin raised his eyebrows, silently querying if it was true. 
 
    Rest nodded. He hadn’t meant to disclose it, but Donna had never been a priority for either of her parents. “The obvious way to get answers is for me to phone the number in the note.” 
 
    “Why would 13OPS or whoever commanded your unit wait two years to get in contact with you?” Donna asked. 
 
    “I’ll ask them.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Darius ordered. “The timing has me interested, too. Donna, you claim a vision impelled you to find and warn Rest that he could die. Are you sure it referred to the temple guardian?” 
 
    “Yes. It fits what Rest described he faced and…the pressure on me to warn him vanished. I don’t think my seer vision applies to your kidnapping, which isn’t to say that Rest isn’t in danger again.” She leaned a shoulder against a porch post, thrusting her hands into her back pockets. “I…there is one other thing I know, or that I overheard. It’s probably irrelevant.” 
 
    She took her hands out of her pockets. She was fidgeting and uncomfortable. “I was at my parents’ house the day before yesterday and overheard Dad talking to Mom. He mentioned a name I’d heard in another context, which is why I paid attention. It didn’t seem immediately important to mention to you, Rest.” 
 
    “We had other things to deal with.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Dad said, ‘…they tried to lend me out to that lobbyist Svenson. He shouldn’t even be aware of what I do.’ I didn’t hear who ‘they’ were, but I assume he meant his handlers in government.” 
 
    “Or 13OPS,” Rest said. 
 
    “13OPS wouldn’t let a lobbyist into their discussions,” Darius said. “They’re paranoid freaks.” 
 
    Donna folded her arms. The self-protective gesture wasn’t lost on any of the men watching.  
 
    Rest had focused on how his friends were still to trust her. He hadn’t considered that she had no reason to trust them.  
 
    She frowned at Darius. “I have a good friend in 13OPS.” She paused. “I also have friends who’ve encountered Gerald Svenson’s name in a couple of difficult situations recently. If he’s tried to get my dad to work for him and failed, he could be interested in employing Rest. It might be that Svenson isn’t too particular about how he achieves that.” 
 
    She unfolded her arms, rubbing her right thumb over her left knuckles. “My friends haven’t encountered Svenson directly. But their situations involved some degree of magic. A woman who knew him decades ago reported that he has a small talent for magic. She called him a street wizard. We don’t know what he intends to do, but among other things, Svenson seems to be collecting fantastical creatures.” 
 
    “What kind?” Gabe asked. He was the hunter of the group, and had learned his skills in the bayou which had unique monsters. 
 
    “Anything, although he’s interested in the more powerful creatures. He also employed the Stag Agency to get an amulet for him. They won’t take any further contracts from him.” 
 
    Darius frowned. “Stag agents are wizard mercenaries. What could a lobbyist have done to get himself blacklisted?” 
 
    Donna chose her words with obvious care. She definitely didn’t trust the team. 
 
    By Austin’s frown, he’d noticed.  
 
    Gabe gave a small nod of approval.  
 
    Or perhaps it wasn’t that Donna didn’t trust Rest’s team as much as she had secrets of her own to guard, ones that went beyond her seer talent?  
 
    That she knew about the Stag Agency was interesting, and she spoke of them confidently. “The contract to obtain the amulet led to the Stag agents crossing paths with Marcus—uh, with Marcus. One of their agents went rogue and Marcus took him out. Stag decided they were more scared of Marcus than Svenson, and heeded Marcus’s warning to steer clear.” 
 
    “What sort of guy scares Stag?” Darius demanded. 
 
    Donna looked at Rest, in a message just for him. “I’m friends with Marcus’s fiancé, Sadie.” 
 
    Sadie was the finder talent who’d located him. Donna wasn’t about to reveal her friend to his team. But she’d trusted him with the information. He nodded fractionally, agreeing to respect the confidence. He refocused the conversation on the key issue. “Do you think Svenson is dangerous?” 
 
    Her hands went back into her pockets. She was nervous. “I don’t have any evidence. He could be collecting fantastical creatures for some weird private zoo, but I think he’s actually collecting power.” 
 
    “A lobbyist would think in terms of power,” Austin said. “Controlling a courier would give him a lot of influence.” 
 
    Rest stood immovably. “No one’s going to control me, again.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean they won’t try.” 
 
    Darius swore. “This guy Svenson mightn’t have anything to do with this.” 
 
    “Assume he does,” Gabe said. “It opens up some interesting speculation.” 
 
    They stared at him. 
 
    “General Olafur retired into an expensive consultancy with a security corporation,” he said. 
 
    “The general got knifed, same as us,” Darius said. “You know it was politics he was involved in that spilled over and compromised the mission. He apologized. He dealt with the leak and he got out.” 
 
    “Into a very nice job.” Austin rubbed his chin. “We never questioned it because he presented himself as a victim, same as us.” 
 
    Darius stood. “No.” It was a warning not to go down that path of suspicion.  
 
    Austin held the captain’s gaze, then turned deliberately to Donna. “Our last mission was compromised. A desk jockey with gambling debts sold the mission briefing to an interested party. The details are classified, but international crime organizations use local militias to rip the riches from troubled regions, whether that’s from mines, forests, or the people themselves. Our mission crossed paths with their objectives. When Rest opened a portal, our enemies were waiting.” 
 
    “Or that’s what we believed,” Rest said slowly. “Gabe is the hunter in our group. He sees a track before the rest of us.” 
 
    They were all on their feet, all unsettled with that waiting feeling. The other shoe was about to drop. 
 
    Gabe nudged it. “What if they weren’t waiting for us in the jungle because of leak? We walked into determined resistance. What if the commander was fed wrong information? What if we were set up?” 
 
    Austin shook his head. “He was a jackass, but he wasn’t incompetent. He’d have double-checked the intelligence…” 
 
    “Unless it came down as an order from the General,” Gabe concluded. Evidently, in their two years apart, he’d thought about the ambush a lot. This degree of suspicion hadn’t sprung from Donna’s mention of a lobbyist wanting to control a courier talent. 
 
    “The commander got out fast after the mission failed,” Rest said. “We assumed it was his nature, clearing out before the sh-dirt could fall on him. But a man would also remove himself if there was danger. Like an investigation that might need a sacrificial goat if it threatened a general.” 
 
    “It’s all speculation,” Darius said harshly. “Stupid speculation. Why would General Olafur sacrifice his own team? We were one of his key assets.” 
 
    Donna sighed quietly. “I’m not saying Svenson was involved, but a skilled lobbyist would know how to tempt a man, and he’d have contacts in the military-industrial complex to deliver those temptations. Everyone has a price.” She looked at Austin, who nodded. She traded in rare, magical treasures. He sold real estate. They both knew about human greed and desperation. 
 
    “No,” Rest and Darius said together. 
 
    Donna looked at him sadly, as if she was sorry she had to disappoint him with the harsh reality of the world. “Rest, your price is others’ safety. Maybe the person who kidnapped Darius and had him delivered to Austin’s doorstep is nothing to do with Svenson. But they knew which buttons to press with you. That’s a lobbyist’s skillset. Think back. You were deeply embedded in the military. You couldn’t be sent on courier jobs at anyone’s whim. For someone to use your talent, they had to extract you from the military.” 
 
    “So they risked him in an ambush?” Darius challenged her reasoning. 
 
    She tilted her chin and spoke bluntly. “He survived. The ambush could have included a bomb to take everyone out. It didn’t.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence as they considered her point. 
 
    Rest broke it. “We need answers. First from General Olafur. Then from whoever’s at the other end of this phone number.” He flicked the note that had been pinned to Darius’s unconscious body. The four people in the world that he cared about were here, at his ranch. For them, he’d go to war. Confronting a retired general would be the easy part. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Donna braced her hands on the edge of the old sink and stared out the kitchen window. The land baked under the midday sun, heat shimmering in warning that going outside was a bad idea. The ranch house’s air-conditioning was surprisingly effective, but in a way, that just made the situation worse. She was stuck inside the small house with Gabe and Austin.  
 
    Rest and Darius had used the portal to go and confront General Olafur. 
 
    If she could have used her phone or a computer, she wouldn’t be feeling so confined, even with the heat. But until they knew who Rest’s enemies were, she couldn’t risk logging onto the internet and perhaps leaving a clue someone could follow to the ranch. 
 
    Austin had changed out of his business gear and into a t-shirt and cargo pants, then simply dropped into a recliner and switched on the television in the living room. 
 
    Really? That was his response to Darius’s kidnapping and the naked blackmail threat directed at Rest?  
 
    Gabe ignored the heat and the respite offered from it by the air-conditioning, and sat on the porch, cleaning guns and sharpening knives. His response was every bit as unnerving as Austin’s focus on TV talk shows. 
 
    Donna had retreated to the kitchen. She had no intention of cooking—besides, lunch had cleaned out Rest’s supplies. They needed to go grocery shopping. The kitchen was simply a place for her to get some space. She hadn’t had a vision and her seer’s intuition wasn’t shouting, but she felt twitchy. Change wasn’t coming. It was here. 
 
    Canned laughter blared from the television in the living room. 
 
    Having Rest’s old team here, as well as news of the threat against him, had interrupted her and Rest’s awkward but important reunion. They couldn’t go back to casual friendship, but she desperately wanted to hope that they could go forward. The easy nature of their time spent together over breakfast and meeting his animals gave her hope that they could. So she was on tenterhooks. She wanted to be alone, or at least, private, with Rest. Yet she couldn’t ignore the fact that the chance to observe Rest with his old team had removed the bitter edge to her anger that he’d left her behind two years ago. His interaction with his team made it clear he’d left everyone behind, including them. 
 
    But that was the past. It couldn’t be allowed to decide the future. Despite her seer talent, or perhaps because of it, Donna adamantly believed in the power of free will. Every decision, little and big, created the life you made for yourself. 
 
    She needed to think about the life she wanted. An advertising jingle blasted from the television. She grabbed her baseball cap and let herself out the back door, heading for Rest’s new adobe house to decipher what secrets of his soul it revealed and to give herself time to consider her choices. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    It was summer, but rained descended steadily on Cape Cod. Rest opened the portal to a back alley two streets from General Olafur’s holiday home. Darius had worked his magic on the darknet and located the general. Roughly. They didn’t know if he was at home, fishing or whatever, but they knew he was on Cape Cod. They’d need to stake out his house, without tripping any wards or mundane security systems.  
 
    Or they could just stumble over the general as he exited a local store, carrying milk. 
 
    Darius had a spell ready. He flicked it out. It was a look-away spell designed to enclose Rest and him in a bubble with the general. 
 
    Rest’s magic was exclusively portal-related. He couldn’t sense the spell Darius used, but he trusted him. When Darius said “now”, Rest moved up on the general’s other side, staying just out of sight of the man’s peripheral vision. 
 
    “Captain Selbourne?” General Olafur noticed Darius.  
 
    “I left the army two years ago.” And unlike the retired general, Darius had left his rank behind. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. You’re looking well.” The general’s gaze skipped down to Darius’s right leg, the prosthetic hidden by his trouser leg. General Olafur juggled the milk to his other hand to shake hands. 
 
    Darius maintained the hand clasp and drew the general off the street into an alley. The narrow space smelled of rain and ocean, but also of trash. 
 
    “Problem, Selbourne?” The general’s voice remained calm. He remained calm—till he glanced back at the street and saw Rest behind him. “Sergeant Castillo!” 
 
    “We have a question for you,” Darius said. 
 
    The general ignored him. “So your team is still in contact with one another. I was told you’d dropped out of sight, Castillo. 13OPS couldn’t find you.” 
 
    Rest remained blocking the street. The general had his back to one wall and opposite him stood Darius with his back to the other wall.  
 
    The general lacked magic, and he’d lost muscle tone but gained weight since he’d retired from the army. His face darkened in a manner indicative of high blood pressure and current strain. Apparently it was obvious this wasn’t a friendly visit. Then again, friendly visits seldom included alleys. 
 
    “Who gave you the false intelligence that sent our last mission south?” Darius asked. 
 
    It was a smart question. Darius had left Arizona refusing to believe that the general could have sold them out, but Darius never let his emotions sabotage a mission. He’d phrased the question for maximum impact. It stated that they knew the general had betrayed them: they just wanted a name. 
 
    If the general was innocent… 
 
    General Olafur shook his head. “You’ll have to ask Commander—” 
 
    “No,” Darius said harshly. “The order came from you.” He was bluffing. They didn’t know anything of the sort. It was Gabe’s guess. Darius was simply respecting the mission. 
 
    However, the bluff worked. 
 
    Olafur sagged against the dirty brick wall. “Paul Webb.” 
 
    Disbelief blanked Darius’s face for a second. Then rage erupted. He sank a fist in Olafur’s gut before Rest could move.  
 
    Then again, Rest wouldn’t have tried to stop him. He’d thought the general’s treachery possible, but he hadn’t truly believed it. Wayne had died because of this bastard. 
 
    “Why?” Darius demanded. 
 
    Hunched over, holding his stomach, Olafur looked at Rest. “You were a military resource. Someone wanted you shaken loose. I was told that it was a setup, but that no one would be hurt. They wanted to kidnap Castillo. A clean operation. Everyone rendered unconscious on stepping out of the portal, and Castillo extracted. It was plausible. No one was meant to get hurt.” 
 
    “Except I’d lose my freedom,” Rest said. 
 
    Olafur straightened, gaze going back to Darius. “I didn’t ask questions. My wife had debts. She wanted a life I couldn’t afford on a military income. Paul Webb offered me a way to start again.” 
 
    “What else do you know?” Darius gritted out. 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t want to know anything more.” 
 
    Darius regarded the general with an assessing expression. In the past, that fractional narrowing of his left eye had been a sign that trouble was brewing, and he was about to unleash it. 
 
    “Captain,” Rest said involuntarily. It was a warning and a reminder. They weren’t in a warzone. There were civilians beyond the alley, and as treacherous a bastard as the general had proven himself to be, killing him would be murder. 
 
    “Extend your ostrich act to us,” Darius ordered the general in a low voice. “You haven’t seen us, you haven’t spoken to us. You know nothing.” He practically spat the last words.  
 
    “I won’t mention your reappearance,” Olafur promised.  
 
    “If you do, you die.” Darius glanced at Rest, tipping his hand up in the old signal to open a portal and get them the hell out of the alley. 
 
    Rest opened the portal, grabbed Darius’s hand, and they walked through, and out, back to the ranch house. 
 
    Donna was gone. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Gabe was on the front porch and Austin in the living room when Rest opened the portal there and he and Darius stepped out.  
 
    “What happened?” Austin switched off the television. 
 
    Gabe came in from the porch. 
 
    “Where’s Donna?” Rest asked. 
 
    “Kitchen,” Austin said briefly. “Darius, that’s your death face.” 
 
    “The general’s still alive. He confessed, though. He did sell us out.” 
 
    Rest ignored the resulting commotion as Austin shouted and Gabe swore. Donna wasn’t in the kitchen. “Donna!” 
 
    There was silence from the living room. Then the three guys crowded into the kitchen.  
 
    Rest opened the back door. “You were meant to watch over her.” 
 
    “Or just watch her,” Darius said, ever suspicious and in an especially critical mood. 
 
    Gabe strode out and crouched down, studying the ground. “She’s headed for the adobe house you’re building.” Evidently he’d been reconnoitering. 
 
    Why wouldn’t she be waiting for news?  
 
    “I’ll get her.” Rest didn’t wait for a response from the team. They could have taken this chance to discuss the situation without her, but his need to know she was safe overrode the opportunity to plan with his team. 
 
    The track between the old house and the new one was familiar ground. He crossed it without thinking, and found Donna in the adobe house, sitting on the window seat. Relief that she was there and safe was disconcertingly sharp; almost as disconcerting as how right she looked in his home. 
 
    She didn’t notice his entrance. She was sitting sideways on the bench seat with her feet up, staring out the window. If the desert heat bothered her, it didn’t show. 
 
    “Your situational awareness needs work,” he said. 
 
    She jumped. “Rest.” 
 
    “Why did you leave the house?” 
 
    She swung her legs down and he sat beside her. 
 
    “I felt crowded. No.” She frowned at her toes. She was wearing sandals, her toenails painted a pretty pink. “That’s not fair to Gabe and Austin. We were giving each other space, I just…I guess I wanted to understand why you chose to live here. This land is so different to my home in San Francisco.” She shook her head. “It’s not important. What did the general say?” 
 
    “He betrayed us.” But Rest was still musing on what she’d said. “You don’t like it here.” It shouldn’t matter, but the flatness in his voice revealed that it did. 
 
    “I like it. There’s freedom, here. But you have to accept the land on its terms. The desert isn’t going to bend to our wishes. It doesn’t make allowance for softness.” 
 
    “It’s not as harsh as it looks.” 
 
    She met his gaze. 
 
    He stood. “When the guys are gone, I’ll show you the reason why I built the house here.” 
 
    There was an oddly tense silence between them, which she broke when she nodded and looked away. 
 
    Belatedly, he realized that he’d invited her to stay on, to remain with him after the need for her to do so for safety’s sake, had passed. 
 
    And she’d accepted. 
 
    “I thought it would take you longer to find the general,” she said. 
 
    The change of subject, despite the heavy issues it carried, seemed safer ground than their suddenly shifting relationship. Rest described his and Darius’s encounter with Olafur as he walked back with her to the ranch house. 
 
    “I can’t believe you let the bastard walk away!” Austin paced agitatedly around the living room, barely glancing at Rest and Donna when they walked in. 
 
    “He gave us a name, somewhere to start hunting,” Darius said. “I’m as angry as you, Austin, but I want the puppet master, not the puppet.” 
 
    Austin swore under his breath, but nodded. 
 
    Darius reached for a laptop. “Good. We need to be ready. I want Rest to call my kidnappers, tonight.” 
 
    Tension that was a quarter uncertainty and the remainder a hunter’s anticipation, invaded Rest’s body. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Darius’s eyes were coldly merciless. “You didn’t recognize the name.” 
 
    “Paul Webb?” Rest frowned. “Was he in the military? 13OPS?” 
 
    Darius had switched his attention to the laptop. “Paul Webb was one of the list of people who tried to hire you, and Bo refused.” 
 
    “Burner phone?” Gabe requested. 
 
    “Third drawer,” Rest answered. “Tell Bo I’ll extract him, just give the word.” 
 
    Gabe halted in the doorway to the kitchen. “Uncle Bo’s careful. He’s an agent for scarier people than you, Rest, and he has enough protections to keep away the Rougarou himself. Don’t worry about Uncle Bo.” 
 
    Darius raised his voice. “We don’t just want to know why he rejected Paul Webb as a client. Find out who referred him to Bo to try and hire Rest.” 
 
    “Got it.” The back door slammed as Gabe walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    Austin glared.  
 
    Rest understood the feeling. They boiled with anger and the need for action, and there was nothing for them to do. They weren’t the intelligence gatherers for this mission. 
 
    So they’d be the supply sergeants.  
 
    “We need weapons,” he said. 
 
    “And food,” Donna interjected. “And I need clothes.” 
 
    Austin’s wired battle-readiness dialed back a notch. “We need to hit the shops.” 
 
    “Separate cities,” Darius said. “And Rest, you don’t show your face.” 
 
    Rest understood. He was the one on the metaphorical wanted poster. But the thought of Donna shopping alone chilled his blood. 
 
    “Drop me somewhere near a big-box store and I’ll be fine. In and out in twenty minutes. Let me just grab my purse. I’ve got cash.” 
 
    “I might need to borrow some money,” Austin said as she went to retrieve her purse. 
 
    “My problem, so I’ll pay for the weapons,” Rest said. And before his friends could argue. “I can afford it. Courier, remember.” He pushed aside the sofa and lifted the floorboards away from the safe he’d installed beneath them. 
 
    “Sweet.” Austin riffled the stack of bills Rest gave him. 
 
    Donna returned, and they coordinated locations and times.  
 
    The last sound Rest heard as he stepped into the portal was Darius’s sigh of relief that they were going and he’d have some peace in which to work. Rest grinned. 
 
    He wasn’t smiling when Donna returned from her successful and swift shopping expedition, and shuffled through her many bags to present two to Darius. “I’m guessing your kidnappers didn’t provide clothes.” 
 
    Darius stared at her, stunned. 
 
    She put the bags on the floor by the sofa. “You can pay me back later. Hopefully, they fit.” 
 
    As if he couldn’t help himself, Darius peered into the bags. 
 
    Rest glimpsed their contents, too: t-shirts, cargo pants, briefs. “How did you guess his size?” Objectively, briefs were just another type of clothing. But Rest found he didn’t like the thought of Donna buying them for Darius. Nor that she’d considered his size. 
 
    “I erred on the side of too big if I wasn’t sure. Do you have scissors?” she asked Rest. “I need to cut off tags and put everything through the wash. Actually, I’ll do yours at the same time.” She reclaimed Darius’s shopping bags. “Scissors?” 
 
    Rest stomped into the kitchen, found a pair of scissors in the junk drawer, and passed them to her. 
 
    She sat down at the table and began snipping off price tags. It was disconcertingly prosaic. “Is Gabe still talking to his uncle?” 
 
    “No. I took him through to help Austin buy our gear.” 
 
    “Did his uncle say anything useful?” Snip, snip. She muttered as she missed a snipped tag and it fell to the floor. She bent to retrieve it, leaving one hand on the table to prevent a pair of men’s black briefs from falling from the pile of clothing. 
 
    Rest gripped the back of a chair. “Bo knows Paul Webb.” 
 
    She straightened with the price tag in her hand. “As in…?” 
 
    “Here, I’ll finish that.” He sat and picked up the scissors, tugging the black briefs from under her hand.  
 
    She stared at him like he was a bit loco, then sat back in her chair. “Okay. So, Paul Webb?” 
 
    “Bo says he’s another fixer like him, an agent.” 
 
    “Bo’s competition. Huh.” She fell silent, evidently thinking. 
 
    Rest kept snipping price tags. 
 
    “One more bag.” She upended the contents on the table: bras and panties. 
 
    He froze. Then he lifted his gaze slowly to her face. 
 
    She was smiling, daring him. She held out her hand. “Scissors.” 
 
    He picked up a bra and snipped the price tag off. When he glanced back at her, her smile had vanished. Small scraps of cotton sure had an impact. His fingers felt clumsy as he picked up the next bra and found its price tag. 
 
    Donna cleared her throat. “What did Bo say about Paul Webb?” 
 
    “That he’s arrogant. Bo keeps such a low profile, no one knows his real name or where to find him. Paul Webb prefers to trade on his reputation and mixes with the powerful.” 
 
    “An ideal ally for a lobbyist.” She began sorting the de-tagged clothes. 
 
    Rest remembered her mom doing that. The light colored clothes went in one pile. The dark colors in another. “Webb takes risks. Being the middleman who convinces a general to sell out his unit could have massively backfired on him.” 
 
    “The other way to look at it is that he’s exceptionally good at assessing risk. He identified General Olafur’s weak points and struck.” She gathered up the light colored clothes and headed for the laundry. 
 
    “She’s right,” Darius said quietly from the doorway. “Paul Webb is a brilliantly manipulative bastard. If he’s the one who had me kidnapped and left that note for you, you need to keep your conversation with him short when you phone him.” 
 
    Given the short time he’d had to investigate Paul Webb, Darius’s conclusion was damning. He must have found some scary evidence. 
 
    “I’ll brief everyone when you’ve fetched Austin and Gabe.” He returned to the living room. 
 
    Rest checked the time. There were still seven minutes till he was scheduled to collect Austin and Gabe, and whatever weapons they’d acquired. He gathered up the dark clothing and carried it to the laundry room, meeting Donna in the doorway. 
 
    The old washing machine’s loud rattles and whirs echoed in the small space. He dropped the clothes on the floor by the machine.  
 
    She smiled at him. “I found your peg basket.” She waved it in the air. “I haven’t hung clothes on a line in years.” 
 
    He was suddenly aware of how old and worn the ranch house was. He’d focused so intently on the new house, scheduling this one for demolition, that he hadn’t thought of how poor it had to seem to her. 
 
    “Rest?” Her smiled died. She tried to resurrect it. “I guess you’re used to how good sun-dried clothes smell. I noticed it with your bedsheets, too.” She put the peg basket down. “It’s not important.” 
 
    It was, though. She was trying to be normal and helpful, and he was…unsettled to have her in his home. 
 
    “I need to collect Austin and Gabe.” 
 
    “Okay.” She started picking up the clothes he’d dumped on the floor, fussing in a way that suggested the activity was a way to remove her focus from him. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck, annoyed at his own behavior, and opened a portal, stepping into the reassuring normality of the Path. Well, it was normal to him. Distance was different in the Path. Sometimes places that were geographically close could be at extreme ends of the Path. It had its own logic; one that couriers were still trying to learn. Rest operated on instinct and stayed alert. 
 
    He pulled a faintly indigo thread and opened a portal to the side of the hunting store. 
 
    Austin and Gabe were waiting. The trick to using a portal in a public space was to be quick. His friends weren’t waiting outside. They’d bought the weapons, but were pretending some sort of delay at the exit. Austin was on a burner phone. The phone wouldn’t actually be on. He’d be faking a call; giving them a reason to linger.  
 
    At the sight of Rest, Austin ended the fake call, Gabe picked up the crate at his feet, and the two men walked out. As they reached him, he turned to walk with them, putting a hand on either of their shoulders. With their next steps, they were through the portal and walking the Path home. The golden thread for the ranch glowed in the distance. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Donna stood for a moment with her arms full of new clothes and simply stared at where Rest had vanished. His use of portals was a lot more casual than her dad’s. Tony Keats believed in formality and protocol, insisting that those he couriered understood how special the mode of travel was. Even when he’d been taking her back to school after an evening at home, he’d only ever opened a portal from his study. When his couriering was official, he used a room within the Pentagon to open his portals. 
 
    However, Rest seemed to step in and out of portals as readily as other people used their cars.  
 
    She wondered if it was a personality quirk or a matter of different experiences. Rest had used his courier talent in combat. She put the dark-colored new clothes in the tub by the washing machine and left the laundry room, closing the door on the noisy machine. 
 
    If Rest was as swift to collect Austin and Gabe as he’d been with her pick-up, then he’d be back within a couple of minutes. 
 
    Sure enough, as she refilled the coffeemaker, she heard men’s voices on the porch. She decided to leave them to their weapons’ assessment. 
 
    Apparently, the team had other ideas.  
 
    “Donna!” Austin shouted. 
 
    The house was small. She was on the porch in seconds. “You shouted?” 
 
    A faint grin acknowledged her response. He really was handsome, and even more devastatingly attractive when he dropped the practiced charmer act and was just himself. “I’m going to get some magical supplies. You’re a witch, Rest says. Do you want anything?” 
 
    The offer was unexpected enough that her mind blanked for a moment. Then she nodded. “White quartz chips.” 
 
    He nodded and gripped Rest’s arm. The two men vanished into a portal. 
 
    Guns and ammunition were stacked on the porch. There were even grenades. 
 
    “You know what?” She backed away. “I don’t want to know how you got these.” 
 
    “Legally,” Gabe said. 
 
    Darius frowned at her. “What will you use white quartz for?” 
 
    “To reinforce the ward around the ranch. I’m a small-time witch. My magic is best used in support of a stronger caster’s.” 
 
    He nodded acknowledgement of her response and went back to stripping down the gun he held. 
 
    Rest reappeared. “I’ll give Austin twenty minutes. The Savannah store looked as forgotten as he said. It was started by a hippie and inherited by a grandniece who is running down the inventory while restocking it for the tourist trade. He says he knows a couple of other stores like this one, if he can’t get what he wants in it.” 
 
    “What does he want?” Donna asked. 
 
    Rest shrugged. 
 
    “Austin’s got an idea for a confusion spell,” Gabe said. “He’ll cast it on all of us. On the ranch, inside the wards, it’s tough to get a focus on us. The ward repels anyone searching magically for us. But when we leave here, we’re more vulnerable. Austin thinks the confusion spell might blur us if anyone’s searching.” 
 
    Donna considered it. The strategy was novel, but possibly all the more effective because their opponents wouldn’t expect it.  
 
    She’d hung out both loads of laundry to dry in the desert heat before Austin had his spell ready. She’d thought that wizards required less preparation time to cast their spells than did witches. Once they had mastered a spell, a wizard simply had to cast it. Judging by the symbols scrawled in chalk on the porch and the herbs and crystals set at various points, Austin’s spell was either more elaborate than most, or he was seeking a power boost. 
 
    He tried it on himself first. Then double-checked that it didn’t interfere with his ability to use other magic. When it seemed safe, he used the spell on Gabe, Rest, Donna, and finally, Darius.  
 
    Donna didn’t feel the spell settle on her. 
 
    But Darius frowned a few seconds after Austin cast it on him. Just how strong a wizard was the retired captain? 
 
     After that, in what felt like a complete anticlimax to Donna, the men continued stripping down and cleaning their new weapons. At least they’d moved their operation into the air-conditioned living room. And Darius was ready, finally, to give his briefing on Paul Webb. “While we eat.” 
 
    As the sun set, blazing gold across the desert, Rest and Gabe portaled out to grab dinner. They returned with delicious Malaysian take-out and everyone helped themselves. They’d also grabbed beer and soda. 
 
    The beer went in the fridge. They drank soda, staying sober for whatever the night would bring. According to Darius, it could include fire. 
 
    “You’re sh-” Austin broke off with a glance at Donna. “Paul Webb is a fire mage? What’s he doing acting as an intermediary if he’s so powerful?” 
 
    “Less risk, more money, personal preference? Who the hell cares?” Darius stabbed a strip of beef with his fork. “We’re only guessing that the person who had me kidnapped and dumped on your doorstep is Webb.” 
 
    “Likely, though,” Gabe contributed. “Uncle Bo agrees.” 
 
    Darius concentrated on his food. “During rehab, I shifted my focus. I’m not fit for physical combat anymore, so I had to find an environment where that didn’t matter. I found it online, on the darknet. I’ve devised three spells specific to the online world.” 
 
    Donna ate as quietly as she could so as not to halt his explanation. She was surprised both by Darius’s achievement—sending magic electronically was hard—and by his willingness to explain himself with her present. That he didn’t like her was obvious, although given that she’d overheard his admission of being dumped by his fiancé, perhaps it was all women he mistrusted. She hoped so. While his dislike would still be irrational, it wouldn’t be personal. 
 
    Darius educated them briefly on the secrets of the online shadow world. “There are forums on the darknet where people drop in. Agencies like Stag guard their reputations as wizard mercenaries. They have lines in the sand. Clients sometimes want mercenaries who are more…flexible. And there are mercenaries who exist to meet that demand. The forums operate like bars in the real world. Jobs are made available, intel exchanged. People take note of reputations and favors are accumulated.”  
 
    He paused to serve himself more beef rendang. “I didn’t ask for information on Paul Webb, but I ran a search spell in a few different bars. One that caters for those with more esoteric skills returned a discussion a couple of years back that concerned Webb. The conclusion was to tread warily regarding him because while he wasn’t said to have magic, one mercenary claimed to have seen him use fire magic. A second said that there were human torches in Webb’s past. After making that statement, the guy vanished, and doesn’t seem to have visited the bar again.” 
 
    “Misinformation?” Rest queried. 
 
    “As in Webb trying to add to his reputation?” Darius shook his head. “It felt real. My reading is that the guy who mentioned the human torches freaked himself out and vanished.” 
 
    Gabe nodded. “He didn’t want Webb coming after him.” 
 
    “Webb’s keeping it quiet,” Austin said. “Gives him an edge.” 
 
    Donna was fascinated at how the men interacted, questioning, hypothesizing, and checking each other’s assumptions.  
 
    “Austin, you’re to go with Rest when he portals out to phone Webb.” Darius forked up the last of his rice. “If we’re wrong, and we’re not dealing with Paul Webb, we’ve still learned something useful.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “That we’re probably dealing with a magic user.” 
 
    Donna looked at Rest. “Where will you phone from?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Paris. The profound darkness characteristic of predawn buried the city of romance. Shadows clung to the old buildings and shrouded the river. The Seine flowed with barely a murmur. The water would be as cold as death and indescribably filthy, as city rivers tended to be. Rest grimaced. He wasn’t looking forward to taking a bath. 
 
    Austin swore, cursing Darius’s notion of taking precautions, as he eased his way from the riverbank to drop with a mere ripple of water rather than a splash.  
 
    It oughtn’t to be possible to send fire along a satellite connection, but if Darius could work magic on the darknet, then magic was adapting to technology’s evolution. Perhaps a fire mage could use it, too. 
 
    Rest clamped the burner phone between his teeth and followed Austin into the river. As soon as they were both submerged to their armpits, he dialed the number. 
 
    The river wouldn’t only allow them to duck beneath fire. Running water obscured and defeated many kinds of magic, including tracking magic. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    And rang. 
 
    If he had to leave a message, he had one prepared: I don’t deal with amateurs. Then he’d phone back in an hour and one minute.  
 
    But he really didn’t want to return to the river in an hour. He wanted a hot shower and to dry off in the desert night. 
 
    The phone call connected. 
 
    “I got your message,” Rest said. 
 
    “And pulled your former team out. Efficient, but then, that’s why my client wishes to hire you.” 
 
    Aware that the longer the call, the greater the chance of his location being tracked by technological means—and also conscious that the water was freezing—Rest kept his response brief. “No.” 
 
    “Mr. Castillo, apart from residual loyalty to your former team, you have no personal ties.” Webb couldn’t know of the isolation Rest had chosen. In two years, he’d had time to build a new life. Webb was guessing; possibly based on the psych profile the army held for Rest. “I am authorized to offer you a new life where your safety is assured.” 
 
    “And when I say no?” Rest asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    The river flowed sluggishly around him while Rest fought the instinct to simply drop the phone into the water. He didn’t respond well to threats—something his psych profile made clear. However, this was an intelligence gathering mission, so he kept hold of the phone and his temper. “Who would I work for?” 
 
    “I will arrange a meeting.” 
 
    “A name,” Rest said flatly. “Either my eager would-be employer’s, or yours. I won’t walk into the unknown.” 
 
    “But isn’t that the essence of being a courier?” 
 
    Rest counted eight long seconds. The call had gone on long enough to be traced. That didn’t matter as much as emphasizing his power position. Two more seconds and he’d end the call. 
 
    “Very well. My name is Paul Webb.” 
 
    Rest disconnected. He threw the phone onto the riverbank, grabbed Austin’s extended hand, and the two of them slogged a step into the portal that Rest opened in the River Seine. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    A portal opened out front of the old ranch house and Rest walked out with Austin. Both were streaming water from their clothes, but they looked uninjured, certainly not burned. 
 
    Donna’s heart jolted with relief. 
 
    “We’re okay,” Austin said. 
 
    Rest’s gaze sought hers, and when he found her leaning against the porch railing, he nodded his own reassurance. Then he began stripping. “It was Paul Webb.” 
 
    “Catch.” Austin threw the recording device he’d carried to Gabe. 
 
    Gabe tossed him and Rest towels. 
 
    While the two men showered off the Seine, Darius, Gabe and Donna listened to the recording. The device was as powerful as its packaging claimed and they heard Paul Webb’s side of the conversation nearly as clearly as Rest’s brief comments. Darius replayed it a couple of times. 
 
    Rest returned first, rubbing at his black hair with a towel. His feet were bare. 
 
    The porch light was as old as the house and gave the scene a soft, golden glow.  
 
    No one spoke till Austin emerged from the house, pulling on a t-shirt.  
 
    “Paul Webb.” Darius broke the silence. “He bribed General Olafur to send us into a trap. Wayne died.” 
 
    The desert was cooling, losing the day’s heat to the night wind that brought the distant yipping howl of a coyote. There wasn’t a lonelier sound in the world than a coyote’s song. 
 
    “Payback,” Austin said. 
 
    “In this case, I’m willing to shoot the messenger,” Darius agreed. “But I want the person pulling the strings.” He looked at Donna. “You think that’s Gerald Svenson?” 
 
    She was still for a moment, unsettled by the realization that the men weren’t talking metaphorically about shooting the messenger. Then she put her hands behind her on the porch railing and hitched herself up. “I know three things. One, Gerald Svenson is amassing fantastical creatures and magical artifacts. I asked some quiet questions from colleagues in the field, and although he uses an agent, there is an unobtrusive stream of unique items going his way.” 
 
    “Use of an agent—as with Paul Webb,” Gabe said. 
 
    Beside Donna, Rest lifted the towel off the railing and leaned near her. He acted as if he was just getting comfortable, but it was a silent statement that he supported her. 
 
    “My second fact is that I definitely overheard Dad state that Svenson had tried to acquire his courier services. And failed. The third thing is simple intuition. I haven’t had a seer vision concerning Svenson, but when I see his photograph, I think of a spider.” 
 
    “Why?” Darius asked.  
 
    Rest put a hand on her leg. “Not why. How? What does thinking of a spider mean? How do you experience it?” 
 
    “I…that’s a good question.” The coyote howled again and was answered by a more distant howl before she spoke. “There’s a sticky web. The threads tremble in many directions. I don’t feel like they’re a threat to me, but the spider is hunting. Alert.” She looked at the men on the porch who had no reason to trust her or her intuition. “I realize a spider web is a cliché in talking about a lobbyist. Webs of power and influence. But…there’s poison.” She sucked in a tiny breath and gripped Rest’s shoulder. “A spider is an opportunist hunter, and this one is ready to strike.” 
 
    “We have to strike first,” Austin said. 
 
    “Every mission has an objective,” Rest said. “What’s ours?” 
 
    Gabe stood. His chair had been on the far side of Darius’s, on the opposite end of the porch to where Donna sat on the railing beside Rest. Gabe stayed on the edge of light and shadow, where the old porch light’s glow faded. “I’m in for revenge. We owe it to Wayne. But I also want a future, one where I’m safe to have a family.” 
 
    His three friends stared at him. 
 
    “I have a woman.” He looked back steadily. “She’s had her own issues to deal with and we’ve been seeing each other on the sly. The bayou keeps its secrets. But we both want more. She’s almost ready to reach for a normal life, and either I match her or I need to step aside.” His voice deepened and roughened. It would rip his heart out to let this woman go. 
 
    “Wayne would tell us to take care of the future,” Rest said. 
 
    “How do we do that?” Austin asked. 
 
    Donna jumped down from the railing. “By coming in from the cold.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Rest straightened from his slouch against the railing.  
 
    The tone of Donna’s voice meant she was not only serious, but emotionally committed to her suggestion. 
 
    “Like spies?” Austin asked, trying for humor although it didn’t mask his curiosity. “I haven’t exactly been hiding.” 
 
    “In a way you have,” Donna responded. “Like the best spies, you’ve been hiding in plain sight, pretending to be normal. You’re a wizard, Austin. One trained for combat. You all have special skills.” She waved her hands impatiently. “I think the military stuffs up, a lot. But even more often, it gets things right. They put your team together because together you’re exponentially more effective than operating individually.” 
 
    She looked at Rest. “I’m assuming you want to continue to use your courier talent? Because you could have stopped any time.” 
 
    “I needed the money.” He’d explained his decision before, but when she waited, he repeated the real reason he continued as a courier. “My talent is rare. I feel an obligation to use it.” 
 
    “You all do,” Donna said softly. “All of you chose to serve your country. Wanting to help doesn’t go away, and if you want to give of your best, your talents are more powerful when combined.” 
 
    “You haven’t even seen us work together,” Gabe objected, resistance in his voice. 
 
    “Except she has.” Unexpectedly, it was Darius who spoke in support, his tone drawling as he considered her suggestion. “She’s seen us fall in after two years apart, each of us taking up a role in preparing for a mission.” 
 
    Gabe’s hands curled into fists. He stared at them, and slowly relaxed his fingers. “I don’t want to fight anymore. Been there, got the t-shirt, burned the hell out of it.” He looked up, seeking out Rest. “I thought you felt the same. You resigned. Said you weren’t going to be a combat courier, opening portals to hell. You broke the team apart with that decision. Has it changed?” 
 
    “No.” Rest had blood on his hands. He’d done more on their missions than simply open and close portals. “But there is work out there, people who need help that I can’t offer alone.” 
 
    “What sort of work?” Austin asked, while Gabe looked from Rest to Donna, then away into the night. The stars were incredibly serene, bright and clear in the desert sky. 
 
    “Disaster relief. I can travel to places other transport can’t reach. Rescues. Hostage retrieval, if we could gather enough details to be sure it was safe.” Rest noted how Gabe’s shoulders stiffened at the latter possibility. “Currently, I contract with people like the client I was couriering when the temple guardian attacked. Larry has the money to chase mysteries and legends. Treasuring hunting is interesting.” He glanced at Donna. “But if I could do more than that, if I could actually help people, I’d like that. I’m with Gabe, though. I don’t want to fight. I want to take jobs where I’m sure I’ll return.” 
 
    Rest looked at them. His team and Donna. “But I won’t risk you. Reforming the team makes you all targets.” 
 
    “It would be our decision,” Darius said. “Not yours. If I hadn’t been stuck in a hospital bed I’d have told you that before you vanished. We choose our fate.” 
 
    Donna nodded vehement agreement. 
 
    Rest turned away. “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “It would be different, out of the military,” Gabe said. “We’d choose our jobs.” It sounded as if he was coming to agree with reforming the team. “We wouldn’t fight.” 
 
    Donna stared at the weapons pile at the end of the porch. 
 
    Austin rocked back on his heels. “I miss it,” he said. “Not the killing, but the risk. The adrenaline rush. I thought of re-enlisting…” He also stared at the weapons pile. “I couldn’t imagine it without you guys. I realized I didn’t trust anyone else to have my back.” 
 
    Darius scrubbed his hands over his face, muffling his swearing. “We’re all messed up.” 
 
    “You think we’re stronger together.” Rest looked at Donna. 
 
    “I think everyone needs someone to trust. Minervalle—” 
 
    Darius’s hands dropped. He stepped forward, his gaze fixed on Donna. “I didn’t go back far enough. I didn’t think to check where you went to school.” 
 
    Donna looked back at him, matching his intensity. “What do you know of Minervalle School?” 
 
    Her school. Rest had forgotten, in the rush of other events, that she’d mentioned her school yesterday, and been surprised that he hadn’t known about it. But Darius recognized the name. 
 
    The captain was obviously reassessing Donna. “Are you here for them?” he asked her. 
 
    “No.” She paused, then added scrupulously. “A school friend of mine who is a finder talent helped me find Rest to deliver my seer’s warning, but it was private between us. That’s the extent of the Old School’s connection.” She nodded once, sharp like a pounce. “You’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Yeah. The network is legendary in certain circles. So, you’re one of them. Did you know?” he snapped the question at Rest, who must have looked bewildered, because Darius relaxed a degree. “Obviously not. You explain.” The order was for Donna. 
 
    “It’s confidential,” she said, but not as if she refused. It was a statement, and an implicit request. 
 
    “We keep secrets secret,” Gabe said. 
 
    Donna hitched herself back up onto the porch railing. “If you do decide to form a courier team, the Old School network could be a useful ally for you. I’ll keep this brief, but maybe this is important for you to know. I went to boarding school in England. Minervalle School was founded at the end of the First World War not simply to educate girls, but to establish a network of women to fill in the gaps where the informal Old Boys network that ran the world either failed, abdicated responsibility or acted immorally.” 
 
    She kicked her legs. “Minervalle School is not elitist. That’s not always obvious to those looking in since we have students and alumni who come from enormous wealth and/or social standing. Minervalle takes in girls who can change the world whether by magic—which we’re all educated in although half of us have none—or with other talents of intelligence, determination, fierceness or whatever. It works.” 
 
    Darius sat down, rubbing his right thigh. “The Old School network has a reputation for achieving its objectives—and for having tentacles everywhere.” 
 
    “Like an octopus?” Donna grinned, just a wry twist of her lips. “That’s probably true. We have artists, community builders, business people, and—” 
 
    “Magic users,” Rest concluded. People like the finder talent who’d located him for Donna. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you treasure hunt for them?” he prompted. 
 
    “Viola, my boss, is another Minervalle girl. Some of our jobs are for the Old School, or provide cover or assistance for other members’ activities. I’ll answer questions later, those that I can, but right now, I think the Old School might be a distraction. I was going to mention Minervalle because…being part of the Old School network has shown me the strength of trusting and being trusted. I know that no matter what, those women will be there for me. You all give each other that. It’s why you’re here and going after Paul Webb and whoever hired him. You’re doing it for Wayne and for one another. People talk about family, but not everyone has that. Sometimes we have to build our own. Or simply say yes when it’s offered.” 
 
    Rest wondered if she was talking specifically to him. She had claimed him as family. “We’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Do,” she said coolly. “But if you decide to step out of the shadows, you need to think about allies, and the best way to get strong allies is to prove that you also have strength, not just a rare talent like couriering. Otherwise you’ll end up serving your ‘allies’, as Dad does.” 
 
    Ouch. She hit home for Rest with that reminder of Tony Keats’ lifestyle, couriering government high-ups. 
 
    “Whatever we decide longer term, the first step is obvious,” Austin said. “My confusion spell is a temporary protection. It works because people aren’t expecting it to exist and deflect their magic, but it wouldn’t hold up against a direct attack. Rest needs real protection. If he decides against working with us, being a team again, then he’ll need more than the passive protection of the pendant hanging from his neck. It’s not enough for him, nor for those he needs to impress. Fortunately, you’ve told us where he can get that sort of protection.” 
 
    “I did?” Donna sounded startled. “The Old School—” 
 
    Austin cut her off. “The temple guardian that attacked Rest.” 
 
    “Oh hell,” Gabe swore. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Donna bit her tongue she was so shocked. “It nearly killed Rest by sucking out his magic.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “Exactly. It’s a powerful defensive weapon. Rest is a courier, but he doesn’t have any other magic. The temple guardian would level the playing field if people with magic came after him.” 
 
    “More like obliterate the playing field.” It would suck up his opponents’ magic. Rest rubbed the back of his neck.  
 
    “Donna, what do you know of temple guardians?” Darius asked. 
 
    “Very occasionally an archaeological dig at a site along the Silk Roads has encountered one. They seem to be triggered by the presence of magic. The fact that Rest could deliver and collect Larry, uh, his client, from the temple ruins the previous day, but then be attacked the next morning suggests that the thing had to power up.” 
 
    Gabe was interested. “So Rest’s magic woke it?” 
 
    “Rest’s magic and whatever toys Larry was using to explore the ruins,” Donna answered. “I’ve sold Rest’s client a few things. Larry collects magical artifacts and enchanted objects, and not just to look pretty on a shelf. Without magic of his own, the objects enable him to compensate when he goes exploring esoteric mysteries.” 
 
    “When you say they’re triggered, what actually, tangibly, exists to hold the spell that animates a temple guardian?” 
 
    “A rune.” She shuffled along the railing till she could loop an arm around a porch support and lean against it. “This is all secondhand. I haven’t seen a temple guardian or a rune. I’ve been told that no one has managed to duplicate the rune, but that a mage was saved sixty years ago when another, mundane member of the archaeological dig burned the parchment the rune was drawn on. But I’ve heard it’s more often painted on a wall or etched in stone.” 
 
    “Not transportable,” Rest muttered. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Darius frowned into the night before he turned his head to address Austin. “The temple guardian has been in place centuries, so it’s not just Rest who would benefit from obtaining it.” 
 
    “That a problem for you?” Austin challenged with a grin. 
 
    Donna didn’t understand the exchange, especially when a gleam of actual anticipation, albeit of the grim kind, entered Darius’s eyes. She looked at Rest for an explanation. 
 
    “When the temple guardian attacked me, it siphoned my magic. If it had succeeded in taking it all, I’d have likely died, and the magic…” 
 
    She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “Had to go somewhere. It took a while for the temple guardian to wake up, but that’s different to it not having access to magic. If it’s stolen other magic users’ magic over the centuries, all of that magic is in a reservoir at the temple.” 
 
    Austin’s teeth flashed in a fierce grin. “Rest gets a defensive weapon that bites. Darius and I get a power boost.” 
 
    “If you can disable the temple guardian long enough to reset it to obey Rest,” she objected. She understood ambition, but this was recklessness. “And you’re more likely to break it or be broken by it than to successfully transfer the temple guardian. What if it’s etched into a massive block of stone?” 
 
    “Let’s go find out,” Rest said. He looked at his team and they all nodded, including Gabe who had no magic. “Donna, you can stay here and—” 
 
    “I’m going with you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She’d thought he might argue that she stay safely behind. But then, she was the experienced treasure hunter here, wasn’t she? Time to act like it. “Austin, can I look through the magical supplies you bought?” 
 
    “What are you after?” 
 
    She countered with her own question. Her education in magic had been excellent at Minervalle School. Her talent as a witch might be small, but she’d learned to leverage it for maximum effectiveness. “How do you intend to store the magic you drain from the temple guardian’s reservoir?” 
 
    Darius intervened. “It will be connected to the temple guardian. We’ll bring it back here, then work out how to take as much as we…do you have a problem with that?”  
 
    She’d shaken her head. “I don’t think you can take out the temple guardian without removing its power first. Even the backlash when the pendant saved Rest won’t have disabled the guardian. It’s not sentient. It doesn’t feel fear or wariness. It’ll do what it’s meant to do and try to siphon your magic, unless you weaken it.” She paused. “But that’s just might opinion. I’m going along to ensure Rest is safe. I don’t want the temple guardian and I won’t fight to possess it. However, I will make you both witch bundles.” 
 
    “To protect against something strong enough to suck power from a courier?” Darius was incredulous. He should have withheld judgement. 
 
    Austin brushed past his friend, headed for the weapons pile at the end of the porch. “The magical supplies are here. I got the quartz chips you wanted.” 
 
    The quartz was to reinforce the wards on Rest’s ranch. Witch bundles of the kind she intended needed more aggressive components. Or if not aggressive, then robust.  
 
    “Did you buy any other crystals?” she asked hopefully, crossing over to him. Garnet would be great. 
 
    Rest’s talent was for couriering, not other magic. “Gabe, help me with the mundane preparations?” 
 
    His friend, tall, silent and watchful, followed him down the porch steps. 
 
    Austin picked up a paper bag, sorting through its contents. “I scooped up a handful of those crystal chip bracelets. There’s black tourmaline. I guess I remembered that Rest said the pendant that saved him was tourmaline.” 
 
    “Why are you helping her?” Darius demanded. “We should be preparing. Which spells can you use against a construct?” Construct was the general term for creations such as the temple guardian Rest had described. Darius twirled a stick of chalk around and around through his fingers, limbering up his wizarding abilities. 
 
    “I’m helping Donna help us,” Austin said easily. A glimmer of sly humor invited Donna to share his amusement that Darius hadn’t understood what she’d offered. “Witch bundles, man. You’ve never dated a witch, have you? Witch bundles aren’t simply for protection. They can be woven to store power.” 
 
    “And they’re not magical in themselves, so they shouldn’t trigger the temple guardian into action,” Donna added. She paused, staring at the packet of dried hyssop she held. She dropped it back into the bag. “Tell me you bought silk ribbon.” 
 
    “Ta da!” Austin flourished a looped and tied off bundle.  
 
    “Okay.” Donna wiped her hands down her shorts. “Let’s do this.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Rest’s pickup was equipped for desert travel. With the environment he lived in, it was a matter of commonsense. He’d flushed out and refilled the two water tanks while Gabe topped up the jerry cans with gas and checked the tires, including the two spares. If something went wrong and Rest was unable to open a portal, they had to be able to drive out of the Kazakhstan desert. 
 
    Gabe kicked a tire. “So, how long have you been driving a pickup through the portal? It would have been useful on some of our missions.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Their missions had always been the team and whatever they could carry. “I tried it for the first time last night. It was Donna’s idea. I never thought of trying to drive a vehicle through a portal.” 
 
    “Her dad didn’t train you in it?” Gabe’s voice was level, offering neither challenge nor suspicion. But it was a reminder that Rest’s relationship with Donna was complicated by issues like her father’s identity as another courier.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh. You must have bounced around like popcorn in the Path.” 
 
    Rest appreciated the change of subject and grinned at his friend’s metaphor. Popcorn. Gabe’s quiet humor had glued the team together in the past, letting them relieve tension in laughter rather than anger. He’d missed Gabe, and would miss him if Gabe decided not to have anything to do with the team in future. He might. It sounded as if he’d found the woman for him and was building a new life. Rest was curious what the mystery woman was like. Now, though, wasn’t the time for a personal discussion. Those happened post-mission. So all he said was, “The seatbelts held us in place.”  
 
      
 
    Donna thinks we’re reckless. Maybe she’s right. 
 
    She sat between Austin and Gabe in the backseat. Darius rode shotgun in the front. The pickup had once more driven easily along the Path, although the way Austin had cursed on exiting the portal into the Kazakhstan desert suggested he hadn’t appreciated the journey.  
 
    Rest had gotten used to the oddness of time zone hopping via the portal. So while his body might think it was midnight, mentally he could accept and instantly adjust to the bright sun and heat of the foreign desert. 
 
    And it was foreign. 
 
    When he’d couriered Larry and the billionaire’s two assistants to the temple ruins, Rest hadn’t stayed long enough to look around. His clients’ interests seldom interested him. But now that he was driving through the Kyzylkum Desert—they’d settled on emerging from the portal at an estimated safe distance of twenty miles—he had time to notice the wrongness of this desert. Or perhaps, the wrongness was centered on the temple ruins, because the haunted stillness increased as they neared.  
 
    There were roads out here, but not where the team needed to go, so the pickup forged its own path. It lurched and growled onward, undaunted even if somewhat slowed by the terrain.  
 
    Perhaps Donna would have preferred to go in after extensively researching the nature of the temple guardian and any other defenses that might remain among the ruins, but there were advantages to a bold, swift attack. For a start, they’d beat Larry and whoever he hired to assist him to explore the site. Keeping civilians out of range of enemy fire was part of Rest’s training. 
 
    So, how come he was permitting, even encouraging, Donna’s participation? 
 
    “Can you go faster?” she asked. 
 
    “Lock down your magic,” Darius said at the same instant. 
 
    With no portal open, Rest’s magic wasn’t active, and Gabe didn’t have any magic. The order was for Donna and Austin. 
 
    “We’re nine miles away,” Rest said. The desert had shallow dips and rises, just enough to hide the temple ruins. Even knowing where they were, Rest couldn’t distinguish them. He could see the scrawny herd of ghosts hightailing it away to the west, though.  
 
    “Remember, no magic,” Darius reminded them. At the edge of the temple ruins, he asked Rest to slow down. “Passive scan,” he ordered Austin. “No magic, just awareness.” 
 
    Rest kept his magic coiled at his center. Combat missions had this edge. Adrenaline sharpened vision and the other senses, but experience taught a person how to sift through the sensory bombardment for threats and opportunities. If needed, he could open a portal in a split second, and two seconds later, the pickup would be inside it—if the temple guardian didn’t mess with his magic.  
 
    The black tourmaline crystal hung around his neck, a promise and a reminder that he’d escaped the temple guardian once, but hadn’t defeated it. Even now, disabling the guardian construct wasn’t his role. He was there to provide transport and a fast retreat, if required. 
 
    Once the pickup stopped, it would have to be restarted to roll it and its passengers into a portal, which meant he wouldn’t park the pickup or allow anyone to leave it until Darius gave the signal. 
 
    “West,” Darius said tersely. “Circle the ruins. Don’t get any closer.” He looked out his window, staring at the ruins. He clenched his hands into fists so his fingers weren’t free to sketch the beginning of a spell. All of their magic was locked down. 
 
    In the backseat, Donna and Austin were equally focused on the ruins. Gabe watched the vehicle’s other side, and checked behind them, as well. 
 
    “There is so much magic.” Donna sounded awed. 
 
    “Under the sand,” Austin said. “A freaking pool of it. It goes deep.” 
 
    Darius summed up the situation, even as he moved them on. “We’ve found the reservoir. Can you sense the temple guardian?”  
 
    Even circling slowly, Rest had driven completely around the temple ruins before Donna and Austin reluctantly admitted that they couldn’t sense the guardian. 
 
    “Me, either,” Darius said. “However, do not assume that the pendant’s defense of Rest disabled or destroyed the temple guardian. The reservoir of magic is stable. If its guardian was compromised, I’d expect it to show some sign of it. Rest, stop the pickup. We’ll proceed on foot.” 
 
    No one commented on how difficult the sand would be for Darius to traverse with his prosthetic leg. As agreed before they left the ranch, Gabe slipped out of the pickup first. He was their scout. Austin went next. Donna slid out after Austin, and Rest moved to join her. Darius got out and watched Gabe and Austin’s progress. 
 
    “Larry dug test pits,” Donna said. “The holes,” she added as Darius glanced at her. 
 
    “I know what test pits are,” he growled. “Archaeological rubbish.” 
 
    “A technique for sampling what’s beneath us,” she replied. “Larry will return here with ground penetrating radar.” 
 
    Rest walked forward cautiously. “Would that help us?” 
 
    “No.” Darius swore under his breath. “This is like walking on a trampoline of magic.” 
 
    Rest hesitated before carefully lowering the foot he’d raised to take his next step. “It bounces?” 
 
    “The magic beneath us is immense. It’s difficult to resist tapping it.” 
 
    Darius’s explanation didn’t actually explain anything to Rest. He couldn’t sense the magic. He was alert for any hint of the temple guardian appearing, though. Unlike the others, the only potential magic artifact he wore was the black tourmaline crystal. Everyone else, including Gabe, carried at least three of Donna’s witch bundles. 
 
    She balanced one in the palm of her right hand.  
 
    Rest studied it. Herbs and stones were wound together and tied with silk ribbon. “Is the power flowing to it?” 
 
    “Yes.” She licked her lower lip. The sun was scorching and the sand reflected the heat, but licking her lip seemed more a nervous habit than a response to the physical discomfort. “There is so much power beneath us. The bundles won’t be able to drain the temple guardian’s reservoir.” 
 
    Austin heard her. He looked up from where he crouched by a test pit. Sand poured into it, dislodged by his proximity. “Plan B then.” 
 
    “It’s still Plan A,” Darius said. “We find the rune and we claim it, binding it to Rest.” 
 
    Rest’s skin crawled, and not just from the sweat trickling down his back.  
 
    Austin straightened. “If the witch bundles had worked it would have made things easier, that’s all.” He stumbled and caught his balance against a lump of rock where the sand had piled up on its lee side. A lizard darted away, straight toward Donna, who jumped closer to Rest. 
 
    “A lizard scares you? Really?” She’d been brave about everything else. 
 
    “They’re miniature dinosaurs.” She moved around to his other side, although the lizard had changed path and retreated into the sparse shelter of a straggly thorn plant. “They have venom on their teeth, you know.” 
 
    Despite the threat of the temple guardian appearing, they all turned and stared at her. 
 
    She made a fuss of tucking her witch bundle into her belt as she muttered, “It’s true. 
 
    “I’ve found steps,” Gabe said, and they jolted to attention, Donna’s lizard phobia forgotten. 
 
    Rest frowned. “I collected Larry and his two assistants over there.” Which just happened to be on the far side of the temple from where Gabe now stood. “I didn’t look around. Are the steps just out there or did they discover them?” 
 
    Gabe tilted his head in the direction of the increasing wind. Grains of sand were beginning to sing through the air, stinging when they struck exposed skin. “I think they dug a test pit and the wind got in and expanded on their work.” 
 
    By the time he finished speaking, they’d crossed the temple ruins and stood staring down at wide steps cut into the rock. The steps had a crudeness to them that didn’t match Rest’s idea of a temple. Temples were ceremonial, weren’t they? A temple ought to be impressive. These steps looked clandestine. 
 
    “Ugh. I don’t like them,” Donna said. 
 
    “They lead down, and that’s where we need to go. We’ll dig,” Darius said. 
 
    They’d come prepared to do so. Rest and Gabe walked back to the pickup and collected two shovels. Then dropped them as Donna screamed. 
 
    “It’s not magic,” Austin shouted. “The ground collapsed. We need rope.”  
 
    I should have driven the pickup closer, Rest thought. They could have used it as an anchor. They still could. He threw the key to Gabe. For himself, he couldn’t turn his back on Donna—or rather, where she’d last been. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    When the ground beneath her feet gave way, Donna screamed on instinct. To be honest, it was a relief to scream. A lizard, disturbed by Darius poking a stick at the rock steps, had dashed out of a crack in them, and of course, headed toward her. She’d swallowed that scream. Her fear of lizards was never respected. Being scared of snakes, everyone understood. But she didn’t mind snakes. She had a healthy respect for them. But lizards scuttled. Ugh. They were worse than crabs. At least crabs stayed on the beach. So she’d bitten back a scream at the sight of the reptile’s high speed approach, only to unleash the scream when the ground fell away. 
 
    She slid downward in a landslide of hot sand and small rocks. The fact that she slid with the other debris was what saved her. And what saved the others was that she was too weak a witch to have formed a habit of reaching for magic when in danger. If she had, she’d have definitely tried to magic herself safe as she fell, and that might have called the temple guardian. Instead, she rode the landslide until it ended joltingly in darkness and cold. 
 
    Then she realized it was dark because her eyes were closed. 
 
    She opened her left eye a crack. 
 
    Purple light glowed around her. 
 
    She opened both eyes wide and gazed around in shock and awe. She was in a massive cave, its atmosphere saturated with magic.  
 
    “Donna!” Rest shouted. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She coughed and winced. Her back and sides were bruised, not to mention her legs. “Ow,” she said too low for him to hear. She rolled onto her hands and knees, dislodging a new cascade of sand. 
 
    No, that fall of sand was due to a rope hitting the unstable ramp of sand she’d slid down. “Tie it around your waist, like a safety harness.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said louder. “You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    “Hang on.” 
 
    Between the thick magic and her bruises, once Donna had maneuvered herself upright and clear of the unstable sand, she simply stood unmoving. The witch bundle she’d tucked into her belt had fallen out. She didn’t bother to check if the other two remained in her pockets. The degree of magic that surrounded her was beyond anything the witch bundles could cope with.  
 
    How did I ever think I could help? She was in over her head, literally. She giggled, then choked on the giggle as a man slid down the rope and landed lightly on the shifting pile of sand and rock. 
 
    “Hell,” Austin said as he looked around. But even as shock echoed in his voice, he tugged the rope in a prearranged signal.  
 
    Darius slid down, and Austin helped steady him, then assisted him in climbing from the slipping, sliding sand. Darius took a couple of awkward final steps that ended with him leaning a shoulder heavily against a rock wall. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Austin shouted. 
 
    Rest slid down the rope, jumped and had hold of Donna two seconds later. His hands ran over her, checking for injuries. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said for the third time, but this time, she believed it. 
 
    Gabe descended the rope. In other circumstances, it would have been prudent to leave one or two people above ground to watch for threats. However, Rest was a courier and if they needed to leave in a hurry, they had to be together. 
 
    As Gabe landed, he switched on a flashlight. The beam cut through the purple glow in a green streak. 
 
    “Off,” Darius ordered. The green light beam vanished. “Can you see without it?” 
 
    “No,” Gabe answered.  
 
    Darius glanced at the others. They all nodded. “We can, so it’s magic. Can you leave the light off for a few minutes?” He was asking Gabe to leave himself blind. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    By now, Donna had had a chance to focus on her surroundings. The cave was large, about the size of a baseball diamond, though far more irregular in shape. The roof and sides bulged, but the floor was relatively level. She crouched and touched a marking on it. Her fingers traced the mark of a tool that had been used to create that level footing. 
 
    Rest had gone ahead. 
 
    When Larry finally found this cave, he’d be disappointed. Like Gabe, he lacked magic, so he’d be blind to the purple glow. And once you squinted and saw details through the glow, it was obvious that the priests or other inhabitants of the temple hadn’t left any artifacts. Or else, they had, and the artifacts had been looted. The temple guardian hadn’t attacked the team, which suggested that a mundane looting party could have climbed down equally unopposed. 
 
     Abruptly, she bumped into Rest’s back. 
 
    He was rigid with tension. At her touch, his hand whipped back and held her behind him. “There’s a mural here of human sacrifice.” 
 
    The purple glow that illumined the cave had a touch of fog to it. It meant that held back by Rest, Dona had to strain her eyes to discern the mural through a cloud of purple.  
 
    At first the mural appeared as merely a jumble of lines and angular shapes, with everything exaggerated vertically. Then, as if her brain adjusted, or ceased resisting the horror of the images, she saw the line of headless figures, the giant hand and dagger, and the bowl beneath them. The mural showed a sacrifice, a ritual of multiple human sacrifice. 
 
    “Why?” she croaked. 
 
    “Death magic.” Darius spoke from their left. “There’s another mural here. It seems to be summoning rain.” 
 
    “Huh. Water in a desert would be vital, and related to that, there’s a spring here.” Austin had investigated in the opposite direction. He put a hand on a lump of rock and leaned down, looking sideways. “I think there may be a ruined well beside it. The water source would explain building the temple, here.” 
 
    Donna shuddered, letting her vision unfocus from the details of the mural. They dissolved into the purple glow, almost as if happy to hide again. “There’s so much magic here, why would they need to kill people for more?” 
 
    “Maybe they enjoyed it,” Gabe said. 
 
    She jumped. She’d forgotten he stood behind her and Rest at the edge of the sand pile. “It’s just wrong. Larry expected to find a paradise fruit here, not this…this abomination.” 
 
    “Focus,” Darius snapped. “We need to find the rune that controls the temple guardian. The purple light is magic. Look for where it is deepest.” 
 
    They all looked around, turning heads and bodies, even Gabe. 
 
    Donna stumbled and caught at Rest. “Sorry, rock slipped under my foot.” She shivered. “I’ve never felt so much magic. It’s like a storm. The witch bundles can’t cope with it.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “We need the rune,” Rest said. He squinted. “The purple looks darker behind the fallen sand.” He guided Donna to Gabe, touching his friend’s shoulder. “Look after her.” He skirted the sand, slogging on as the magic embraced him like treacle. His lungs were heavy with it. 
 
    The memory of facing the temple guardian accompanied him. 
 
    His friends and Donna were here for him, to turn the temple guardian into a defensive weapon. But in this cavern filled with purple light, the visible expression of magic’s presence, his motivation had shifted from acquiring the controlling rune to seizing it to prevent the temple guardian attacking. The glow of magic disconcerted him in a way the Path between portals never did. If this was a pale shadow of the confusion his clients felt when he couriered them, he needed to give them more credit. He wouldn’t willingly repeat this experience. 
 
    Heat built in front of him, and he stopped. “Found it,” he said quietly. “There’s a rune scratched onto the rock wall and possibly painted over. I can’t tell if the white is a magic light or—” 
 
    “Magic,” Austin said, joining him. 
 
    A few seconds later, Darius was there, too. 
 
    Donna stayed with Gabe. “Is it safe?” 
 
    “No,” Rest said instantly. He didn’t want to be there. He sure as hell didn’t want her beside him. Strange though it sounded, he’d have preferred the temple guardian’s outright attack to what he faced. At least that was clean combat. 
 
    Instead, between him and the rune that was scratched into the wall and glowing white there lay a flat slab of rock, mid-thigh high and grooved so that any liquid spilled on it would run down to the left to be collected in a bowl. Not that there was a bowl there, but it was obvious that there would have been once. Just as the purpose of the slab of rock was obvious. It was a sacrificial altar. 
 
    “Is that an altar?” Apparently, being informed that a situation wasn’t safe attracted Donna.  
 
    Rest cast an annoyed glance at Gabe, before realizing that his mundane friend couldn’t see it. Gabe had followed Donna blindly. Rest switched on his flashlight, revealing the slab of rock to Gabe briefly. 
 
    “Huh.” Gabe was unimpressed. 
 
    Rest snapped off the light. 
 
    Donna put her hand on Rest’s back, a gentle touch that anchored her—and him. His tension wound back to manageable levels although his instincts still screamed to get everyone out.  
 
    “I haven’t heard of temple guardians being associated with death magic anywhere else.” Her hand smoothed up his back to flatten between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re connected,” Darius said. “The purple glow is clean magic. There’s no taint of death magic. We would have felt it before now.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Rest said. 
 
    “But you’re not throwing up.” Austin leaned over the slab of rock to study the rune. “You threw up when we encountered that death magic wizard in Chile.” 
 
    “I had food poisoning.” 
 
    Darius ignored their bickering. “The rune took the place of the blood sacrifice, that’s why it’s etched above the altar. It became their source of magic.” He looked around the cave. “And it’s continued accumulating power. We’re going to have to channel that magic through the rune, rather than drain it first before attempting to control the guardian.” He stared at Rest. “How sure are you that you want it?” 
 
    “Are my doubts that obvious?” Rest tried for humor, but heard the flat, reluctant tone of his voice. If he wore this rune, no one’s magic could attack him. It would be sucked into him and he’d be the reservoir Darius and Austin would tap for magic to enhance their spells. 
 
    “If you were keen, you’d be stepping forward,” Darius said. “Like Austin.” 
 
    “Hey!” Austin flung his hands up and moved back from the rune. “Not me. This thing is above my wizarding stripes.” 
 
    Rest nodded. “That’s how I feel. I’m not saying it’s death magic, but…it feels wrong for me.” 
 
    Behind them came a sudden rush of loose rock and falling sand. “Something moved the rope,” Gabe said. 
 
    Austin sprang past Gabe to the sand pile and stared up. “I can’t see anything.” He jumped for the rope, caught it and ran up the slippery sand till he could see through the hole. “It’s a goat. Go away.” He climbed up the rope. “Go a—oh hell. Incoming!” He slid down the rope. 
 
    An instant later, the gap they’d entered by filled with the blazing crimson fire of the temple guardian. 
 
    “But none of us used magic to trigger it,” Donna wailed. 
 
    “The goat found a witch bundle and ate it,” Austin said. “Ta da! Mastication magic.”  
 
    “That is a terrible joke.” Donna eyed the red glow that was infiltrating the purple cloud of magic. 
 
    Darius stripped off his shirt. “If Rest doesn’t want it, I’ll host the rune. Do not use magic. The thing isn’t attacking.” 
 
    “Yet.” Rest checked where everyone was. He could grab Donna’s wrist in a split second and the others were near enough to link to them. But to summon a portal and enter it took three or four seconds, even at his fastest, which was long enough for the temple guardian to siphon his magic. 
 
    The red glow of its power came first, but then the creature of fire was in the cave with them. It descended slowly. Its fiery body resembled that of a giant sea anemone, except that in the center were gold fangs. Its black eyes reflected the purple light of the magic within the cave. 
 
    Darius slashed a shallow slice across his arm and dripped blood onto the sacrificial altar. “Add water.” 
 
    Donna responded first, ducking around Rest to tip her water bottle so that Darius’s blood mingled with the water. Darius dipped his fingers in it and began tracing the blood and water over the lines of the rune etched on the wall. The water helped the blood go further.  
 
    The temple guardian roared. The cave shook. 
 
    Darius climbed onto the rock slab, scooped up a final handful of the slurry of his blood, water and cave dirt, and smeared it over the top arc of the rune. The white light that had been glowing from the rune flashed a deep violet color. His body flew back from the rock, slamming past Rest before he could catch him, and piercing the center of the temple guardian. The purple light became blindingly bright. Then there was a thud. 
 
    Rest opened his eyes. 
 
    The magical light had vanished. So had the temple guardian. Darius lay on his back on the floor of the cave, spotlighted by Gabe’s flashlight beam. “Alive? Dead? Safe to approach?”  
 
    Darius groaned and coughed. “Alive. Help me up.” 
 
    “Or we could test that you’re not going to bite our magic,” Austin said. 
 
    “And you think here would be the best place for that?” Darius snarled. 
 
    “Eek!” Donna’s mouse-like squeak bounced off the walls of the cave. She pointed at Darius’s chest. “That thing just moved. It snarled when you did.” 
 
    They stared at Darius’s chest. Even he tilted his chin down to look. Branded over his heart was a stylized image of a lion. 
 
    “I’m assuming you didn’t brand yourself some time over the last two years,” Rest said slowly enough that Darius was shaking his head before Rest finished. Rest took a deep breath. “So that’s the rune.” 
 
    “Medium specific,” Donna said, awed. “That’s why there are so few temple guardians! When someone binds it to themselves, the rune transforms.” 
 
    “Which means it can’t be replicated.” Rest grabbed Darius as the man wobbled to his feet. “You okay?” 
 
    “It’s like a hangover. After trading shots with the devil.” 
 
    Everyone winced. 
 
    “I never even thought of taking a photo of the rune. I should have.” Austin grabbed the rope, then swarmed up it. 
 
    “I am not climbing that,” Donna said flatly. “And I don’t think Darius should either.” 
 
    “I’d vomit,” he admitted. 
 
    Rest eyed him warily. “Keep your magic tucked in,” he said. “And Donna, take Gabe’s hand.” Rest used a portal to transfer them to the surface. He breathed easier when it worked. The temple guardian rune didn’t interfere.  
 
    Within a couple of minutes, they were all inside the pickup. The vehicle was scorchingly hot from the sun, but they only had a few seconds to travel. They exited the portal out front of the old ranch house. 
 
    Darius hurriedly opened the pickup’s passenger door and vomited into the dirt. He tried to wave aside assistance, but Rest and Gabe half-carried him inside. Since Rest’s bed was the only one in the house, Donna’s claim to it was superseded by Darius’s illness. He visited the bathroom before collapsing onto the bed. 
 
    “I’m not sick,” he muttered. “Body’s adjusting.” He was asleep—or unconscious—on the last word. 
 
    “He is sick,” Donna said from the doorway. “He took in a massive amount of magic.” 
 
    “And he’s adjusting, as he said.” Austin yawned. “I could crash, too. In fact…” He grabbed a pillow off the bed and lay down on the floor. “I’ll be here if something goes wrong.” 
 
    He was right. They needed sleep; not as much as Darius, but enough to prioritize it. 
 
    Gabe muttered a general “good night” and went out to sleep on the porch.  
 
    Donna curled up on the sofa in the living room. 
 
    Rest lay on the floor. If he turned his head, he could see the outline of the sofa in the darkness, but not her. He could hear her breathing, though, and listened to it slow into the rhythm of sleep. 
 
    He woke to her strangled scream. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Donna saw the White House drowning, then Gabe diving into a puddle and pulling out a teddy bear with a pink ribbon around its neck. She woke screaming his name. 
 
    Rest grabbed her as she leapt from the sofa. 
 
    She fought him, screaming for Gabe. 
 
    But Gabe was already there, running into the living room from the porch. 
 
    Austin and Darius stumbled from Rest’s room, Austin supporting Darius who was without his prosthetic leg. 
 
    They’d slept in. The sun was up. On the east coast it would be mid-morning, time enough for a child to stumble into trouble. 
 
    “A girl is drowning.” Donna stared at Gabe. It felt as if she was drowning, too. She needed him to understand the urgency. The vision was for him. The words she needed rasped against the pain in her throat. Her screams had torn it raw.  
 
    “Where?” Rest and Gabe said together. 
 
    Darius dropped into the recliner, reaching for and waking his laptop. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know!” Donna clutched her head. She’d seen the White House, the President’s home, but a child couldn’t be drowning there, not with all the staff and surveillance. The White House meant something in the future. She needed to recall more of the vision. There had to be a clue. There was always an answer, even if she only recognized it in hindsight. But hindsight wouldn’t save the child. “Teddy Bear Lake! The girl’s wearing a pink t-shirt and shorts. Pink ribbon. Pink.” 
 
    Darius was tapping quickly on his laptop. “Two Teddy Bear Lakes. Wisconsin and Tennessee.” 
 
    “Tennessee.” She didn’t have to think about it. The answer came from her seer talent. 
 
    “Coordinates?” Rest peered over Darius’s shoulder, gripping Gabe’s wrist as he did so. The more information he had, the less time he spent locating the exit from the Path to where they needed the portal to open. 
 
    “I’m coming, too.” Donna grabbed onto Rest. 
 
    No one objected that she was still in her blue cotton pajamas. At least the guys had worn shorts to sleep in, probably as a concession to her presence in the house and the unconventional sleeping arrangements. 
 
    Within a second, Rest had the portal open and they ran into it. 
 
    Chaos engulfed Donna. She counted, a trick she’d learned while accompanying her dad through the Path as a child. It helped her to emerge from the Path less bewildered by the sensory bombardment of it. It also meant that she could roughly estimate the time spent in the Path; since time, like other perceptions, became confused for non-couriers navigating the Path. 
 
    One, two, oh dear, God. Hurry, Rest. Six, seven,… 
 
    “The thread was pink,” Rest said as they stepped out of a portal into a humid morning by a tiny lake. 
 
    An orange tent stood out against the green of the trees and the blue of the sky and water.  
 
    Pink, pink, pink…there! 
 
    Gabe was already running. Then he dived into the lake and powered through the water with the muscular, natural strength of a dolphin. 
 
    The young girl cried out and splashed the water, suddenly panicking. 
 
    “Panicking is good,” Donna said, her fingers digging into Rest’s hand. “People who are drowning are silent.” 
 
    The girl’s cries stopped. 
 
    A woman onshore screamed. “My baby! Maggie!” 
 
    A man tore out of the tent. They were both too far away. The girl must have wandered around the shore of the lake before something tempted her to venture into it. 
 
    Gabe reached the girl and lifted her out of the water. 
 
    A child’s panicked shriek had never been so welcome. 
 
    “Maggie!” The woman and man ran around the curve of the lake, splashing into it to meet Gabe.  
 
    He transferred the child to the man, then swam back across the lake, preventing questions. He joined Donna and Rest in the woods, and Rest walked them back through the portal and along the Path. 
 
    They emerged in the living room of Rest’s house. 
 
    “Safe,” he said to Darius and Austin. Darius was strapping on his prosthetic leg. “Thanks to Gabe.” 
 
    “To all of us.” Gabe dripped a path out to the porch and grabbed his gear. He looked at Rest. “Whatever hang-ups you have about reforming the team, get over them. I’m in.” He glanced at Donna. “So are you.”  
 
    The bathroom door closed quietly in the silence. 
 
    “Talk it out over breakfast,” Austin said. Of them all, he was the only one fully dressed. “Speaking of…Rest, we need groceries, so pick a city, any city, and I’ll get us some breakfast.” 
 
    “I need clothes.” Rest walked into his bedroom, and slammed shut the door. 
 
    Donna stared from where he’d left the living room to Austin and Darius. “You don’t really want me on your team, do you?” 
 
    “We’re not a combat courier team anymore.” Darius picked up the t-shirt lying on the arm of the recliner and pulled it over his head. “What we are, we have to decide.” He looked in the direction of Rest’s departure. “Or accept.” He turned back to Donna. “A seer with a courier would have a greater chance of acting on her visions in time.” 
 
    It was inarguable. 
 
    Rest returned wearing jeans and a khaki cotton work shirt, ready to shop. 
 
    Donna slipped past him in the doorway, heading for the second bedroom, the one he used as an office and where she’d dropped her bag last night after ceding the only functioning bedroom to Darius. 
 
    Half-way through dressing, the adrenaline rush of the vision and of racing to the girl’s rescue, faded. Donna dropped onto the office chair. It creaked. She folded her arms on the desk and laid her head on them. She concentrated on breathing. If she hadn’t been within reach of Rest, if Gabe hadn’t been such a strong swimmer, the girl would have died. The awkward way the parents had splashed toward her had indicated they wouldn’t have reached her in time, and likely, that they didn’t know first aid. They weren’t prepared for a water emergency. 
 
    Whether Donna’s vision was accurate and the girl would grow up to influence the future of the United States—the inclusion of the White House in her vision suggested she would—was irrelevant. Losing the girl would have destroyed lives: her parents’, but also Donna’s for yet another soul her seer talent hadn’t helped her save in time. 
 
    She straightened in the office chair and stared through the window at the ranch. She could see the barn from here. The donkeys and camel would need fresh water, possibly hay. The desert in summer was harshly inhospitable. 
 
    Since her seer visions had started at thirteen, if they’d included an imperative for action, she’d called on the Old School network for assistance. A handful of times they’d been too late to help; twice because the visions had presented with frustratingly cryptic clues that she’d only deciphered after the events occurred. 
 
    If she had Rest and his former team to help… 
 
    The fact that she’d woken from this morning’s vision screaming for Gabe could be interpreted as a sign that she was meant to work with the team. However, she’d vowed years ago that she would not let her talent decide her life. The danger of a seer talent was the temptation to rely on it to make vital choices. Donna intended to be the person in charge of her life. She refused to be controlled or defined by her talent. 
 
    She went to open the door, then hesitated. Her palm flattened against the old paintwork.  
 
    Is that what she—what everyone—had done to Rest? Had they defined him by his rare courier talent, pushing and shoving him to fill that role, to define his life by his talent? 
 
    “No,” she whispered. She saw Rest, the man. His talent was only an element of the whole. She saw his smile and his quiet resolve, the house he was building, the land he’d claimed, and the two donkeys and a camel that he’d given a home. 
 
    She thought his friends saw the man, too. 
 
    Beneath the ruined temple Darius had asked Rest if he wanted the temple guardian rune. Darius hadn’t forced Rest to accept it as the price of his courier talent, a way to defend himself against those who’d seek to control him. Darius, Rest’s former captain, wanted the best for Rest, not simply the option that would maximize the usefulness of his courier talent. 
 
    Perhaps it was Rest, himself, who struggled the most to see himself as more than his talent. He’d let the rarity of his courier ability cost him his old life and his friends. 
 
    And whatever he told himself about being okay with living in hiding, he wasn’t. His adobe house, sprawling and built to host a large family and friends, told the truth of his dreams. And dreams revealed a person’s heart. 
 
    Donna opened the door, prepared to fight Rest for her place on his team. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Divide and conquer—or at least, save time. While Austin bought breakfast at the restaurant chain next door, Rest grabbed bread and sandwich fillings for an easy lunch, as well as ready meals for dinner. A few minutes later, they were back in his kitchen at the ranch, and Austin was handing out egg and bacon rolls.  
 
    Donna poured coffee into two mugs and handed one to Rest. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked quietly. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    It wasn’t as much of an answer as he wanted, but he had to let it go. As a group they had decisions to make, and everyone was heading for the front porch. It was already warm out, but there was a feeling of space, unlike in the small kitchen and living room. 
 
    There was also a weight of expectation. Decisions had to be made, and the primary one was his. He wasn’t really delaying it when he turned to Darius and asked how the former army captain was. “Any side effects to the rune?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Darius flexed his fingers. “I can feel the pool of magic that drained from the temple into me via the rune, but its stable.” 
 
    “In mage sight it surrounds him in a purple glow. Pretty.” Austin grinned, obviously trying to annoy. 
 
    And succeeding. Darius scrunched up the empty wrapper of his first egg and bacon roll, and threw it at him. The paper bounced off Austin’s forehead. “I need to experiment with it, but it feels as if the rune has integrated with my magic surprisingly well. Donna, can I borrow the white quartz crystals you had Austin buy to reinforce the ward on the ranch?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll create a circle of protection and confirm that I can summon and dismiss the temple guardian.” Darius drank some coffee, then put the mug down on the porch floor by his chair. “What we do with the power I control is the question.” 
 
    “It’s yours,” Rest said instantly. “You took the risk.” 
 
    “Darius, you were the only one of us who could have survived adopting the rune,” Austin added. “When we set off searching for it, we didn’t expect it to be housed in a ruin saturated in death magic. The rune and its power were fairly earned. As Rest said, it’s yours. How you choose to use it…” 
 
    He and Darius exchanged a level look, almost as if they continued, or repeated, a discussion they’d had earlier.  
 
    The rescue of the girl drowning in the lake had only taken a few minutes, but that was long enough for a serious decision to be reached between two men who knew and trusted each other as those in the team did. 
 
    The team… 
 
    Rest frowned at Austin, then Darius. “You could re-establish the team without me. With the power Darius has now, you don’t need a courier to be effective.” 
 
    “Nor does Donna,” Gabe said. “But you can’t deny her seer talent and your courier talent combined to save a life this morning. Add in Darius and Austin’s magic, and my tracking skills for what they’re worth, and we can do more together than apart. Donna said it, and she was right.” 
 
    Rest felt something sticky on his fingers. He’d squashed his roll, and the egg and sauce coated his fingers. He put the roll down and wiped his hands. “Without me, though, no one would come after you. If you’re doing this out of misguided loyalty, trying to protect me—” 
 
    “The only idiot trying to protect others is you,” Donna said. 
 
    Gabe’s hurriedly raised coffee mug failed to conceal his grin. 
 
    “And it has to stop,” Donna continued. “Darius is going to make anyone who attempts to attack us sorry, but even if he hadn’t sucked up the magic of a whole desert.” Perhaps she exaggerated, but perhaps not. “People get to choose what risks they take and whether having you in their life is worth it.” And now she was talking about herself. 
 
    She grabbed his hand, still sticky with hot sauce. “If you don’t want to use your talent as part of a team, that’s fair enough. Dad chose to work alone. But do not push us away in some muddled attempt to keep us safe.” 
 
    “What she said.” Austin laughed. The note of laughter didn’t hide that he was serious. 
 
    “Okay.” Rest should have found the decision to accept the team harder. Maybe the ease of it meant he was selfish. He was so damn tired of being alone. Or perhaps the ease of the decision meant it was the right one. 
 
    “So we’re decided?” Darius looked at each of them. “We’re working as a team, again?” 
 
    Holding tight to Donna’s hand, Rest nodded. 
 
    Gabe said, “Yes.” 
 
    Austin said, “Hell, yeah.” 
 
    “Donna?” Rest asked. 
 
    She looked into his eyes, into his soul. Her own soul was on display, the loyalty and love. “Yes.” It sounded like she said yes to a whole lot more than joining the courier team. 
 
    Gabe made a sound of approval. 
 
    “Lucky bastard.” Austin’s comment wasn’t meant to be heard, just a murmur under his breath, threaded with envy. 
 
    Darius stood and slowly and steadily descended the porch steps. “Bring me the crystals, Austin.” The rigid set of his shoulders was that of a man who fiercely guarded himself. Once, he’d opened up, and his fiancé, the woman who he’d believed would love him forever, had left him. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, the team needed each other as much as Rest needed them. 
 
    He’d missed them. 
 
    Man up, he told himself. And he put his emotions into words. He had to clear his throat. “I missed you, and I’m glad we’re a team again.” 
 
    Gabe thumped his shoulder. “I’ll see to your animals.” 
 
    “Crystals.” Austin grabbed the bag from the supplies at the end of the porch, and like Gabe, punched Rest’s shoulder. 
 
    At least his team was as bad as him at expressing emotion. 
 
    Darius merely waved acknowledgement that he’d heard without turning around. 
 
    Alone on the porch, Rest freed his hand from Donna’s, but only to pull her into a hug. She would never betray him, just as he’d die rather than hurt her. He was reluctantly coming to terms with the fact that cutting himself off from his old life two years ago had hurt her. “You were right. I should have told you I was leaving. At a minimum I could have explained what I was doing.” 
 
    “And offered me a chance to object?” She smiled at him faintly. “You wouldn’t have listened.” 
 
    He pressed his cheek against her forehead. “Probably not. I wasn’t…reasonable back then. The ambush and losing Wayne, nearly losing Darius. It felt like it was my fault because I’d brought them there and hadn’t been able to extract them fast enough to save them.” 
 
    “You realize that’s not how they see it?” She wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    “Yeah.” He’d felt his team’s acceptance of him. The blame he’d shoveled on himself didn’t come from them. “It helps that we have a target, now. Paul Webb and whoever hired him to turn General Olafur.” 
 
    Her arms tightened around him and she nestled in. What she didn’t do was question his need to avenge Wayne.  
 
    If revenge was a dish best served cold, it had had two years to chill. Now it would be served up to General Olafur, to Paul Webb, and to the man who’d started it all. Was it this Gerald Svenson that Donna suspected? 
 
    “We’ll get answers from Webb,” Rest said. 
 
    Instead of answering that, she had her own concerns. “I’m glad you didn’t take on the rune,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Darius is a wizard, better suited to controlling the temple guardian.” 
 
    She pulled back a fraction. A trace of wariness darkened her brown eyes. “It’s not just the nature of his magic.” She hesitated. “Darius is your friend. He’s survived a lot.” 
 
    “But?” What were her reservations concerning his former captain? Darius had, initially, been suspicious and even hostile toward her, but Donna didn’t hold grudges. Or she hadn’t in the past. 
 
    “The rune, its guardian, and the magic reservoir he drained lay for hundreds of years in a site that had hosted death magic…human sacrifice. I’ve handled a number of magical artifacts while working for Viola. Some were even legendary. Death magic seeps into things. It taints them. No, wait!” she added urgently when he’d have defended Darius. “I trust Darius. I believe he can host the rune and control its guardian and rid it of the taint of death magic, but it will be a fight each time till it’s done. It’s selfish, but I’m glad it’s not your fight.” 
 
    Rest struggled with his reaction. He couldn’t remember anyone ever being selfish on his behalf. His grandfather had been kind enough in his gruff way, but he’d expected Rest to stand alone. It had been a practical and necessary acknowledgement that his grandfather was old and when he died, Rest would be alone and would have to be self-reliant. And it had worked. Rest had survived foster care and his time with the Keats family, training to hone his courier talent. 
 
    His voice emerged huskily. “Darius is alone. If I’d been struggling with the rune, I’d have had you.” 
 
    For an instant, she stared at him in wide-eyed wonder, then her hands framed his face and she kissed him enthusiastically. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    He gets it! Raw joy exploded in Donna at Rest’s words. He not only knew she cared for him, but he liked it! He valued her and he…oh heaven, he kissed like sweet heaven and passionate hell, burning with unmet desire. She forgot what she was thinking and simply existed in the incredible experience of kissing, and being kissed by, Rest. 
 
    He walked her back so that she was trapped between the wall of the house and his hard body.  
 
    It felt so good. She tried to arch up into him, and his angles and lean strength matched and complemented her curves. He hitched her up suddenly, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. The kiss got even hotter. 
 
    Finally, Rest broke it. “We can’t…now.” 
 
    She was gasping for air. As his hands stroked her sides, she shivered. Every part of her was attuned to him, avid for more. She closed her eyes, if she kept looking into Rest’s eyes and seeing his hunger for her, as well as feeling it, she’d be utterly lost to recklessness. “Darius is testing the rune. His control of the guardian.” And he needed back-up. 
 
    Austin was with him, but caution was always sensible when unfamiliar magic was involved. She and Rest mightn’t be powerful wizards, but Rest had the black tourmaline pendant she’d given him and she was proficient in creating containment circles. Testing the articles she acquired for Viola’s gallery required it. 
 
    Reluctantly, she dropped down onto her feet. She opened her eyes. The intensity in Rest’s expression cut through her. For two years she’d missed him and ached for what might have been. That time couldn’t be forgotten or regained, but knowing that he’d suffered, too, changed the experience. It meant everything for how they’d go forward—after immediate, less personal issues were addressed. 
 
    She forced a calm, practical tone. “I need to get something from my bag.” The silver thread she used to create containment circles was disguised as a woven necklace and currently tucked in her travel bag. A simple spell would unravel, and later, reweave, it. 
 
    Rest caressed her face. His touch was gentle. “Be careful.”  
 
    “It’ll be safe. I’ll set a containment circle, which is something I do frequently for verifying objects at the gallery.” She smiled as he obviously fought his instinct to leave her safely in the house. “I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.” It only took her a minute to retrieve the silver necklace from the zippered inner pocket of her travel bag. Then she walked with Rest around behind the barn.  
 
    Gabe leaned against a fencepost, absently patting the camel, while the two donkeys stood at a wary distance watching Darius and Austin’s activities in the yard. 
 
    The wizards were setting two circles of protection: first Darius’s, then the fallback of Austin’s. The arrangement was dictated by the fact that Darius would be inside the inner circle with the summoned guardian. 
 
    “I’m going to lay a circle of containment around the protection circles,” Donna said. She wasn’t sure how much the others understood of witch magic. Austin had shown some understanding, but Darius hadn’t even known that witch bundles could store magic. 
 
    Wizards channeled magic through spells, using their talent for manipulating the magic at their disposal. Witches were different. They had to call magic and shape it in ways attuned to the world. So where a wizard’s circle of protection locked inside whatever was summoned within it, a witch’s circle of containment called to the energies of the earth, air and water to push back against anything attempting to break out of the containment.  
 
    “Go ahead.” Darius continued dropping chips of white quartz at regular intervals in the circle he’d sketched in the dirt. “But if the guardian escapes my protection circle, I want Rest to courier all of you out, immediately. Austin’s circle is to give you time to do that. Your containment circle will provide extra protection, but you’re not to rely on it.” He met Rest’s eyes in obvious command. 
 
    “Understood.” Rest crossed to where Gabe stood out of the way at the fence. The donkeys immediately ambled up to nudge him. 
 
    Donna took a deep breath, gathered her concentration, and planted one end of her silver thread in the dirt. In a clockwise direction, she marked out a circle with the fine metal thread. The chant she used was for her ears only, a reminder and a plea to the energies to monitor and maintain. What existed inside the circle was to remain inside. 
 
    She knelt with the loose end of the thread in one hand, ready to close the circle by looping it around the grounded end of the thread. 
 
    Austin had finished his protective circle and stood watching her. 
 
    “You can step over the silver thread,” she said. “Until I close the circle, you won’t damage anything by doing so.” She watched him step over it and join Rest and Gabe. 
 
    Darius stood in the center of his circle of protection, waiting. 
 
    Donna focused intention and magic through the silver thread, and knotted it. The magic of the containment circle remained invisible. It didn’t exist till something pushed against it. Hopefully, nothing would. She straightened. “The containment circle lets humans in and out.” An important point. If something went wrong, Darius wouldn’t be trapped with the guardian. “But crossing it weakens it.” 
 
    She joined the three men by the fence.  
 
    Despite their relaxed poses, each was poised to react to whatever Darius summoned or unwittingly released. None of them liked his order to retreat if things went south, but their military discipline showed in their close proximity. They could grab onto Rest and enter a portal in seconds.  
 
    Donna hooked her hand in Rest’s belt. It was too hot to cuddle, but she wanted a sense of connection. Although not yet noon, the sun scorched her skin. She tipped her baseball cap to better shade her eyes. 
 
    One of the donkey’s brayed suddenly, and Donna jumped. 
 
    Austin swore, so at least she wasn’t the only one to betray her nerves. 
 
    Darius ignored it all to begin his summoning of the guardian. In the temple ruins, the guardian had appeared in response to magic. But then it had been masterless. For the rune to be effective, the guardian had to act as a construct totally bound to Darius’s will. If it didn’t… 
 
    Donna shivered despite the heat. The rune had literally branded itself onto Darius’s chest. If he couldn’t control the guardian, would it control him? And then, there was the issue of the degree to which the rune was tainted by its centuries of proximity to a site saturated with the taint of death magic. 
 
    Darius stripped off his t-shirt. With the tip of his index finger he traced the snarling lion branded over his heart. The original rune that had been etched into the cave wall shimmered in the air. 
 
    Or Donna assumed it was the same rune. She recalled a similar hooked line at the lower right corner. 
 
    The line slashed through the air and the rune was complete. It tore open and the guardian charged through. It hit Darius, raking at him with transparent claws. The thing was fire and energy, glowing like the heart of a furnace, but with the desert’s distant horizon and sky visible through it. 
 
    Both donkey’s brayed, but not as if they were afraid. They sounded outraged. The camel seemed to attempt to hide behind Gabe. But none of the animals ran. 
 
    The guardian’s original design had likely intended it to be an obedient servant. This violence would be from the taint of death magic. The guardian had learned to expect suffering and even blood. 
 
    “No,” Darius commanded. 
 
    The earth trembled and stilled. The guardian spun away from him, rose up on its hind legs and clawed the air. It attempted to tear down the first circle of protection.  
 
    “You are mine,” Darius said. 
 
    The incorporeal guardian landed with a thud before slowly turning to face him. For all that it had the appearance of a demonic lion, all flying fiery mane and elongated teeth, it wasn’t a creature, but a construct. That it seemed to be thinking and acting was an illusion of the imperatives that created and drove it. The thing existed to siphon magic. It had tried first to reach Darius’s magic, especially the reservoir that he’d taken from the temple ruins. Then, when rebuffed, it attempted to take the magic of the circle of protection. The violent way it raged was a sign of its death magic taint. 
 
    The question was, could Darius control it? 
 
    It paced in a circle around Darius, biting at the air, but stopping short of his outstretched hands as he kept turning to face it. When a full circle was complete, he changed his halt gesture for one that pushed his hands together and up. 
 
    Donna frowned, trying to guess his intention. The whole thing had to be incredibly difficult for him. He was a wizard. They were taught to channel their magic through spells they had already mastered. Here, Darius was trying to master the rune while it ran hot with magic. The guardian embodied that active power, and it fought him. 
 
    “I hate this,” Rest muttered. The words barely escaped his clenched teeth. He wrenched the black tourmaline crystal out from beneath his shirt. “The damn thing is too powerful. I should have given him this.” 
 
    Donna released her grip on his belt to rub his tightly muscled back. “He has to control it, not disable it. The pendant wouldn’t help.” 
 
    He stared at the confrontation inside the circles of protection and containment. “I wouldn’t have survived the rune.” 
 
    “It’s powerful,” Austin agreed. “But Darius has got this.”  
 
    A wind swirled. It rattled the old ranch house and barn before hitting Donna’s circle of containment and eddying back from it, scattering dust and dry grass around those watching. 
 
    “The concentration of magic is calling things.” Austin refocused on Darius’s standoff with the guardian. 
 
    The fiery construct slowly lowered itself to the ground. It looked poised to pounce. 
 
    Darius didn’t take his eyes off it. “Let’s test it.” 
 
    “Truth spell token,” Austin said as he lobbed a thumb-sized wooden figurine over the circles of protection and containment and into the arena where Darius strove to master the rune. 
 
    The guardian pounced on the wooden figurine. Possibly there was a tiny flare of light as it consumed the small amount of magic the figurine had contained. It was too minor to be sure. 
 
    Darius clapped his hands together. 
 
    Donna jumped. 
 
    Rest caught her hand and curled her fingers back around his belt. If they had to portal out, they’d need to act fast and stay connected. 
 
    The guardian’s fiery form contracted. It changed. It shrank and seemed more solid. 
 
    “I have it leashed,” Darius said. “I reached through it as it consumed the truth spell, and the magic powering that spell is mine, now. I own the rune.” 
 
    “You sure?” Austin asked. As the only other wizard present, he had the best chance for understanding what was happening and helping if it went wrong. 
 
    Darius’s shoulders lowered fractionally, his tension relaxing. The guardian shrank further. The construct moved to him and sat at his feet. “Yeah.” 
 
    Austin strode forward. “Test it.” With crazy courage, he crossed the circles and entered Darius’s circle of protection. 
 
    “Hey!” Rest was too slow to grab Austin, but his sudden movement jerked Donna forward. She bumped into his back. 
 
    Also too late, Gabe halted with a kick up of dust at the edge of the circle of containment. 
 
    Rest reached around and tucked Donna against him. The three of them stood there, helpless to do anything other than watch and worry as Austin faced the construct and the guardian lurched, grew and wavered, before sitting back at Darius’s boots. 
 
    Gabe released his breath in a long, sighed out curse. “Austin, you idiot.” 
 
    Darius, however, gave Austin a nod of respect. 
 
    As much as Austin had nearly frightened the life out of her with his courageous act, Donna appreciated just what he’d achieved. Temple guardians were traditionally designed to defend against other wizards by stealing their magic. There could be no better proof that Darius had mastered the rune than the fact that it hadn’t attacked his friend. 
 
    Darius tapped his chest where the snarling lion was branded over his heart. The guardian sprang up, burning a crimson-edged yellow, and vanished inside Darius. It was spooky yet reassuring. 
 
    Donna’s whole body relaxed in a rush that had her leaning into Rest for support. 
 
    In absorbing the rune and control of its guardian, Darius had become far more than what he’d been. The implications would reveal themselves over time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Lunch was a celebration. True, they were only eating sandwiches, but the relief and triumph in the air made them taste better than gourmet pizza. Darius—and all of them—had survived the guardian. 
 
    Darius and Austin’s debriefing gradually shifted into planning the team’s next move. Darius looked more relaxed than Donna had ever seen him. “The magic from the ruined temple is potent. I suspect it’ll surge when I call on it. The challenge will be not to overload the spells I’ve mastered.” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this, we have to establish our reputation.” Rest rolled his shoulders, loosening up like a boxer before a bout. “One strong enough that no one ever thinks of challenging us.” 
 
    “We send a message,” Austin agreed. 
 
    Gabe reached for another cookie. “A message needs a messenger.” 
 
    “We have Paul Webb’s phone number…” Donna trailed off. The men were looking at her with amusement that totally failed to hide their eagerness to metaphorically punch someone. They simmered with the need for, if not violence, then action.  
 
    Rest put it into words. “You don’t deliver this kind of message by phone.” He glanced at the others. “Webb will have wards. I can’t open a portal through them.” 
 
    “You can after I break them,” Darius said. “My new ability to siphon magic from other magic users is something I’d prefer to keep secret.” 
 
    Donna nodded. She was the only one not from the original team. It was her loyalties he wouldn’t be sure of. “Understood,” she said as curtly as any of them. 
 
    Rest grinned. 
 
    She kicked his boot. She hadn’t meant to be cute. 
 
    Darius continued as if he hadn’t noticed the byplay. He had, his eyes had flickered between them, but he was a professional planning a combat mission. Planning revenge. He stayed focused. “The message we deliver is twofold. First, no one is to mess with us. Second, that Rest will not deal with an intermediary. Both messages are delivered when we get through Paul Webb’s defenses and into his home to leave our message pinned to his body.” As Webb had arranged for the message to Rest be pinned to Darius’s unconscious body. 
 
    His fingers flexed, a wizard wanting to sketch a spell. “You’ll need to write the note, Rest.” 
 
    With the kitchen so small and lacking sufficient chairs, and the porch hot, they were sitting in the living room. The air conditioner rattled loudly but kept things cool. Rest got up, and returned a minute later with a spiral bound notebook and pen. He sat back down beside Donna, flicking the notebook open to a blank page and resting it on the arm of the sofa. He began drafting the note aloud before putting pen to paper. “I don’t—” 
 
    “We don’t,” Donna corrected instantly. 
 
    Austin saluted her with his glass of juice. Ice cubes jangled. “Make it clear you’re not alone. Details later.” 
 
    Rest tapped the end of the pen against the page, nodded, and began to write. His handwriting was bold and deliberate. “We don’t deal with intermediaries.” 
 
    “Short, to the point, and likely to get a response from whoever hired Webb.” Austin drained his juice. 
 
    Rest signed the note and tore the page from the book. “Now, we deliver it.” He looked expectantly at Darius. 
 
    Donna spluttered some of her water. “Now?” 
 
    “Uncle Bo provided me with background on Paul Webb,” Gabe said. “I looked up some other stuff. Everyone has routines. Habits and preferences make even the most paranoid predictable. Webb’s passion is Morgan horses. He has a horse farm in Maryland. Clients are never invited to it. It’s his retreat. Given that most people are on vacation now, chances are high that he’s there, taking advantage of time when he doesn’t have to be making connections. Webb’s a different sort of agent to Uncle Bo. Where Uncle Bo has built his business on anonymity, Webb relies on being there. He’s the known face, the fixer who can connect a person with someone who possesses the magic to solve their problems.” 
 
    “How sure are you that Webb’s at the horse farm?” Rest asked. 
 
    “It’s a calculated guess with a high degree of probability.” Gabe paused. “Even if he’s not…the farm is his pride. We can deliver at least part of the message just by going in.” 
 
    “There’ll be wards,” Austin said. 
 
    Gabe nodded. “And resistance. Webb is a fire mage, and I believe he’ll be there. Even without him, he employs five staff and given that the farm is his retreat, I suspect he lets his hair down there, which means he won’t want to hide the reality of magic.” 
 
    “So the staff have magic talents?” Rest’s question was more in the nature of a comment. 
 
    “I’d assume so. There’s a caretaker for the property, his wife’s the housekeeper, and there are three who work with the horses. Their talents may be house- or horse-focused, but chances are high that at least one of them will have combat capabilities.” 
 
    “We go in hard and fast,” Darius said. “Disable, not kill.” 
 
    Donna opened her eyes wide at that. 
 
    “Paul Webb is the target. We’re looking to limit collateral damage.” He addressed Gabe. “You’ll carry two guns. Tranq darts in one. I’ll spell them to work immediately. Bullets as back-up. Austin, ready your sleep spell.” 
 
    Austin laced his fingers, stretched and released them. “Six sleeping beauties. Are we waiting till night time? If they’re already asleep, it’ll make things easier on the spell. Even if an alarm wakes them.” 
 
    “One a.m. Eastern Standard Time.” Darius stood. “I need to practice channeling my magic. I’ll be in the barn.” 
 
    “Your first spell better be for ice,” Rest said. “Or you’ll get heatstroke. This is Arizona, not Maine.” 
 
    “I’ll manage.” Darius started for the door. He either really needed to practice channeling the reservoir of magic at his command into spells, or else he just wanted some time alone. He paused. “Rest, look at a map. Choose a location to portal us to just outside the likely wards on the horse farm. Then prepare to open a secondary portal to the house when I’ve broken the outer ward.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Darius left.  
 
    Through the window, they watched him walk to the barn. 
 
    “The rune will change him,” Rest said quietly. “It’s a good thing he’s strong.” Rest sighed the sigh of a man with a weight on his shoulders, but one he was capable of bearing. “We’re concealing the guardian’s siphoning of magic on this mission, and we won’t discuss it with anyone.” 
 
    Austin frowned, appearing uncharacteristically grim. “I’ve heard rumors of a rare talent that can block another magic user’s access to their magic. This is something more. With the rune on him, if knowledge of it got out, people would call Darius a magic vampire. There’s real terror at the thought of losing your magic.” 
 
    “More than that,” Rest said. “When I faced the temple guardian, the way it sucked out my magic would have killed me if it completed the job.” 
 
    The memory of her seer vision that had shown her Rest facing that fiery construct replayed in Donna’s mind. She’d told Rest that it wasn’t a demon, and the guardian wasn’t. It was a magical construct. But if people learned of the power Darius now controlled via the rune, not only to drain their magic possibly till death but to use that magic in other spells, they would consider him next thing to a demon. Power that they couldn’t comprehend or control scared people.  
 
    “Darius was lethal before.” Gabe brought them back to reality and common sense. “We all are.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Donna said. 
 
    Gabe began collecting plates and empty glasses, studiously avoiding looking at anyone. “As long as you can live with the fact that we are…”  
 
    Rest’s shoulders twitched. He studied his friend, suddenly alert as if hearing a warning. 
 
    Donna heard it, too.  
 
    Gabe was in a relationship, a serious one. He’d learned that partnering with a warrior required its own strength, one that he appreciate in his woman, and one that he wanted Donna to realize she needed. 
 
    She stood, collecting the last of the glasses. “You trained for combat. You have the experience. I get it. And I respect your abilities.” She smiled slightly at Rest who watched her warily, alerted by Gabe’s attitude that this was important. “I’ll wait here while you deliver your message.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rest said low. 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do to help with preparations, just ask,” she said to all of them. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    With an afternoon and evening to fill in before the mission, Rest had hours to kill. It took only a few minutes to choose the location for his first and subsequent portals. He checked that neither Austin nor Gabe needed to be couriered anywhere for further supplies, and when they didn’t, he confirmed that Austin would keep an eye on Darius. Then Rest mentioned his personal plans to Gabe—it would be a bad idea to just vanish—and tracked Donna down.  
 
    She was in the new adobe house, which suited him just fine. 
 
    He’d chosen the site for the house carefully. It commanded a view across the desert, and he intended to put in a second, solid driveway from the road; one that wouldn’t wash away in a downpour. 
 
    “It’s surprisingly cool in here,” she greeted him as he entered the living room. She sat on the window seat again, where she could look out across the desert. 
 
    He hoped it meant she liked the view and that she could accept the desert. It was, as she’d said earlier, very different to her current home in San Francisco. He could live anywhere, but he’d chosen this land for a reason. The old rancher who’d sold it to him had revealed its secret, entrusting it to Rest. Now, he would trust it to Donna. He extended his hand in invitation. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    He led her outside. The storage shed was large enough to double as a garage. He’d built it first, using it to learn about adobe construction beyond what a month-long hands-on course had taught him. The shed backed against the base of the low rocky hill. Recycled wooden boards provided a level floor.  
 
    Rest nudged a mostly empty cardboard box aside with his boot, crouched and lifted a hidden trapdoor. “There’s a cave at the base of the hill. I excavated a second, easier entrance and hid it with the shed.” 
 
    When Donna didn’t move—and to be honest, didn’t look too impressed—Rest grabbed a flashlight. “I’ll go first and light your way.” 
 
    “Uh, the temple ruins…” 
 
    “This is totally different. Trust me.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, then smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” he assured her before climbing down the ladder. “Your turn.” 
 
    She descended carefully. 
 
    He reached up, putting a hand on her hip to steady her. Not because she needed it, but because he wanted to touch her. As she reached the floor of the cave and turned around to examine it, he slid his arm around her. 
 
    The flashlight he kept for using in the cave was purposely low beam. Any brighter and the glare would have been brazen rather than fairytale in its effect. 
 
    “Pyrite. Fool’s gold,” he said in explanation as the light glittered and reflected off the myriad of golden specks in the rock walls of the cave. It was roughly double the size of the shed above it, narrowing back and down into the base of the hill. But even more beautiful than the shimmering fool’s gold was the sound of water trickling from a small, but ever-running spring.  
 
    “Water in the desert,” Donna said with awe as she heard it.  
 
    “It’s safe to drink. I had it tested.” 
 
    She knelt and dipped her hand in the water. “It’s cold.” 
 
    “I come here sometimes when I’ve been working on the house and gotten too hot. It’s better than air-conditioning.” 
 
    “More natural,” she said absently. Water droplets splattered as she shook her hand. “Rest…” 
 
    Disappointment crawled through him at her tentative tone. “You don’t like the cave. It’s okay. I should have thought. After the cavern beneath the temple ruins—” 
 
    “The cave is beautiful.” But when she stood, she didn’t return to him. Didn’t hug him. She hugged herself, her arms wrapping around her ribs. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    She dropped her arms, her body language at least relaxing that much. 
 
    He didn’t like the thought that she protected herself, or her emotions, from him. How had he gotten things so wrong? He’d thought she’d like the secret cave. 
 
    “Rest, why did you hide the entrance to the cave?” 
 
    The question struck him as irrelevant. He frowned, trying to understand her reason for asking. “Its existence is a secret confided in me by the previous owner of the land.” 
 
    She nodded. “But you’ve had the ranch warded. Who could get in to discover the cave?” 
 
    “The wards only stop people with ill intentions against me personally,” he objected. But then he stopped and thought. 
 
    She was right. In the nearly two years he’d been here, there’d been no one on his land who’d been a threat to the secret of the cave. Even if he’d told everyone in the town of Tedium, the locals shared his aversion to outsiders. They wouldn’t have mentioned the cave or risked making it even small-time famous. Tourists were discouraged.  
 
    “Hiding the entrance to the cave seemed sensible.” Yet that certainty that he needed to conceal the cave seemed questionable now. He heard the hesitation in his voice. 
 
    Donna did, too, and her tone echoed his. She spoke slowly, warily, but didn’t try to retreat from whatever was bothering her about the cave. “It feels like a bunker, Rest. I know you can portal out of here any time you want, but this feels like a hiding place.” She drew a deep breath. “It makes me doubt if your team and I have done the right thing. If we’ve pushed you.” 
 
    “Pushed me into what?” He was baffled. No one forced him to act against his own conscience and needs, not since leaving the military. 
 
    She shrugged jerkily and half-turned away. The glittering gold-flecked walls were mesmerizing, but her actions were clear avoidance. She didn’t stare at them so much as avoid looking at him. 
 
    He put a hand on her arm, drawing her gaze back to him. “What are you imagining about me? I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Even if it ends your quiet retreat? You have a beautiful home, and the team and I invaded it. Everything will change. I…” She clutched the sides of his shirt. “I find the desert awe-inspiring. It’s something special. But it encourages isolation in a way that you’ve made work for you, and which I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I do leave here. I portal out on courier jobs.” 
 
    Her fingers dug through the cotton of his shirt to press into his skin. It seemed an unconscious act, but one that betrayed just how disturbed she was by whatever thoughts were churning in her mind. 
 
    He cupped her face. The chill of the cave had brushed lightly over her skin and he felt it. He felt her face warm with his caress. 
 
    Her gaze was steady, hopeful yet unsure. Her fingers, at least, relaxed their death grip on his shirt. 
 
    “I’m not a hermit,” he said quietly. “The hard work of building the house helped me sort out some things in my head. I didn’t—don’t—have PTSD, but there were things I did in the army and later in the combat courier missions that I had to come to terms with. Memories. Regrets. Acceptance of my talent and skills. Maybe I did need time alone for that, but I’m not anti-social. I know my neighbors. I swap ranch work for help with the house. With the house nearly finished, I was probably nearing a time of change even if you and the team hadn’t arrived.” 
 
    “The thing is…” She covered his hands with hers, guiding them from her face to wrap his arms around her. She softened as she leaned into him.  
 
    He relaxed from fierce, fight readiness as she welcomed his embrace. “Tell me why the cave’s hidden entrance scares you.” 
 
    “Because I come with baggage. Not my family. Mom and Dad wouldn’t intrude here. But the Old School network, my friends from Minervalle, they’re important to me. I’m close to a number of them and they’re gregarious. Your team is pretty low key.” 
 
    “Wait till Austin relaxes,” Rest interjected. 
 
    She smiled. “The reality is, getting involved with me means being connected to the Old School and socializing. There is visiting and laughter and emergencies. I’ve been part of huge parties and I always dreamed…I want my kids to run around with my friends’ kids.” 
 
    “They’re your family,” he said simply. 
 
    “Yes. And before you say that it’s okay, you need to understand what you’d be signing up for. I’ve seen this happen with Old School girls’ partners. If we’re together, they’ll unofficially adopt you. There’ll be demands, but also ‘help’ whether you want it or not. It’s crazy, loving chaos. I don’t want you to resent it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t. Donna…we’ve known each other as kids, and that makes some things easier now. We’re comfortable together?” He waited for her nod, just checking. When she agreed with a smile, he continued. “But we also have to learn about who we are as adults. You did the right thing asking, not hiding your concern about the cave.” 
 
    It was her turn to interrupt. “It’s wonderful here. A fairyland. Thank you for sharing it with me.” 
 
    He kissed her, a quick silencing reassurance. The kiss changed into something hotter and more compelling as she responded with growing passion. He broke it off with his lungs heaving and the cave’s chill more than banished. “We’ve got this. We’ll work out the logistics of where we live and work, how we socialize, the team’s role, everything. Step by step.” 
 
    “Hand in hand.” She slipped hers into his, and curled her fingers tight. 
 
    “Yes.” He raised their clasped hands to his lips and felt her full body shiver. “Loving you won’t force me to do anything I don’t want.” 
 
    Her voice shook. “Love?” 
 
    His voice deepened. “I loved you in the hospital, when you waited with me, mourning Wayne and praying for Darius. I thought I’d keep you safe by leaving.” 
 
    “Never do that again.” But if she’d hoped to sound stern, she failed. Joy was in her eyes and voice.  
 
    “I tried to send you away at the diner, still trying to keep you safe, and it tore the heart out of me. Do you know how beautiful you are? How you make me ache for everything life offers?” 
 
    She kissed him. “You do that to me, too,” she murmured against his mouth. “I love you, Rest.” 
 
    Her words reached into his chest and squeezed his heart. It unlocked something in him that he couldn’t express. He could only kiss her frantically, touch her urgently, pull her as close as possible and regret that the cave was hard and cold, magical but not suited for seduction. 
 
    But she was warm in his arms, and her caresses just as passionate.  
 
    He burned with the need to make her his in the most primal and beautiful of ways; to give himself to her. “Up the ladder.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Her eyes were dazed, their pupils wide with arousal. 
 
    “I refuse to make love to you on a cold cave floor,” he said bluntly, and moved against her to show just how ready he was. 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    The way she melted against him was gratifying, but hardly helped his self-control. “Donna, have mercy on me and get up that ladder.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    He nipped at her earlobe, and her giggle turned to a sexy gasp. He shaped her curvy butt with his hands, urging her to the ladder. “Up you go.” But when she stretched up her arms to grip the ladder, he groaned. The temptation was too much. He cupped her breasts as they strained upward with her position, one foot raised on the lowest rung of the ladder. 
 
    She moaned as he massaged the generous fullness of her breasts.  
 
    Even through her t-shirt and bra, he felt the aroused tightness of her nipples. “I want to suck your breasts. Will you come when I do?” 
 
    “Rest.” 
 
    His name said in her breathy, urgent voice flashed lust through him. He ran his hands from her breasts, down her body, along the inside of her thighs, and found that they quivered with tiny, excited shivers. That was sexy. He growled. “Climb.” 
 
    “While you’re doing that?” 
 
    “I want to do so much more. But not here.” 
 
    That got her climbing. 
 
    He watched her every inch of the way, imagining her legs wrapped around him. Then she cleared the trapdoor, and he launched upward, barely noticing the few steps up the ladder. 
 
    The heat of the shed was noticeable after the chill of the cave. 
 
    As was Austin’s shout. “Rest! Hey, Rest! Where they hell are you? If you’ve portaled out…” 
 
    Rest swore under his breath. “I’m here!” He dropped the trapdoor down but didn’t kick the cardboard box back over it. “Sorry,” he said quietly to Donna. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like anything’s wrong.” She walked out of the shed behind him. 
 
    Austin came around the front corner of the house in time to see them emerge. “A shed? You showed your woman a shed?” 
 
    “Why are you shouting for me, Austin?” 
 
    “Man.” Austin shook his head. “I was feeling bad for interrupting you two, but…a shed?”  
 
    Donna grinned. “I’ll go back to the house.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed Rest briefly on the mouth. 
 
    For an instant his hand lay on her hip, instinctively possessive, then she was gone. 
 
    When he looked back at Austin, Rest was surprised to see a wistful expression on his friend’s face. Then Austin noticed him looking, and hid the genuine emotion with a grin. 
 
    It left Rest momentarily unbalanced. In the cave, he’d responded to Donna’s concerns about his concealment of the entrance with the seriousness required for building their relationship on solid foundations. However, he hadn’t actually given much credence to the heart of her concerns. Now, he wondered. If he had physically hidden himself in the desert, Austin hid in plain sight; behind his extroverted charmer façade. 
 
    Maybe the whole team had trust issues. 
 
    When he thought of General Olafur’s treachery and Wayne’s resultant death, Rest decided they had reason for their attitude. If anything, they hadn’t been mistrustful enough. 
 
    “What do you need?” he asked Austin. 
 
    “A few supplies.” 
 
    Rest locked down his emotions and concentrated on preparing for the mission. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9  
 
      
 
    Rest chose a side fence as the site for the exit portal, the one that would get them to the outer perimeter of the wards on Paul Webb’s horse farm. The Maryland night was warm. There was no breeze to stir the air. Moonlight provided sufficient illumination that they left their night vision goggles on the top of their heads. The goggles were among the equipment Austin had had Rest courier him from the ranch to West Virginia to buy. 
 
    One of the other items Austin had insisted on was gripped in his left hand with spares tucked in his pockets. Webb might be a fire mage, but that didn’t mean that as a horse owner he wouldn’t be scared of fire around his animals. Smoke grenades could prove a useful distraction.  
 
    Gabe had a gun in either hand. Right would fire tranq darts. Left used real bullets. He lacked magic, but ambidexterity was just one of Gabe’s other skills.  
 
    Rest kept a hand on Gabe’s shoulder. They were all linked, ready to portal closer to the farmhouse as soon as Darius broke the outer ward. Meantime, Rest and Gabe kept watch, while Austin activated a fire shield spell for each of them. He’d warned them repeatedly not to rely on it against a fire mage. 
 
    A blast of wind hit them. 
 
    “Ward’s down,” Darius said. 
 
    No command was needed. As one, they stepped back through the portal. Rest reopened it between the house and stables. 
 
    They ducked into a situation where an alarm flashed blue in the yard, a siren wailed, and all the windows in the house shone with light. 
 
    Webb, if he was present as Gabe calculated, would know that the outer ward had gone down. Hopefully, he’d still lose a couple of seconds to the disorientation of being woken so unexpectedly. The team had chosen the far side of midnight for just that reason. Any edge was worth taking. They mightn’t intend to kill, but Webb and his staff wouldn’t hold back. They couldn’t afford to since they wouldn’t know who their attackers were or what they intended. 
 
    The stables and the smaller house beside them stayed dark.  
 
    Darius barely broke stride as they raced to the main house. “Ward’s down.” 
 
    That was incredibly fast. In the past, the team would have had to hold off an attack for anything up to seven minutes as Darius and Austin worked together to break a complex ward. Either this ward wasn’t complex or powerful, or else Darius’s magic had become both. 
 
    The French doors facing them blasted open as a fireball blew through them.  
 
    Rest dived to the side, but even as the fireball rocketed past him, he felt none of its scorching heat. So far, Austin’s fire shield spell held. 
 
    And they had fairly solid confirmation that Webb was in the house. 
 
    Gunfire erupted behind them. Rest resisted the urge to turn and return fire. Austin would back up Gabe; the two of them dealing with the three men employed to look after the horses, and possibly, to act as guards. 
 
    Rest’s role was to support Darius. 
 
    They had to get into the house. 
 
    Rest’s courier talent was strong, but beyond it, he was pretty much magically blind. He couldn’t rely on sensing other magic. He stayed low as he ran onto the veranda and crouched by the blown-open doors. He was in position. 
 
    Darius walked up the veranda steps as if there were neither bullets nor a new fireball coming his way. He relied on a personal ward, one that flared blue, but held, as the fireball broke around it. 
 
    At the edge of it, Rest felt residual heat, which warned him that Austin’s fire shield spell was failing. He glanced quickly around the doorframe to assess what they faced. 
 
    Paul Webb, easily recognizable from the many photographs of him at society and business events, stood in a large living room, midway between its internal door to the hallway and the French doors that he’d destroyed. He wore boxers that sagged below a middle-aged paunch and his dyed, dark brown hair was ruffled. But his hands were steady as he sketched another spell. 
 
    Ice blasted from Darius, and met a crimson fire ward enclosing Webb. A steaming pool of water formed on the floor. 
 
    Rest used the distraction to dive into the room and behind the questionable cover of a solid sofa. The polished wooden floorboards beneath him were scrupulously clean and even the back of the sofa smelled of leather treatment. Whether Webb’s housekeeper had magic or not, she evidently did her job to an exacting standard. He needed to look out for her and her husband. 
 
    He fired a tranq dart at Webb, more in hope than expectation of it reaching its target. 
 
    The dart erupted into flames as it hit Webb’s personal ward. Darius would need to break the ward before Rest fired again. 
 
    Rendering a person unconscious required finesse. In the movies, the hero simply hit the victim over the head. It was cartoon-style violence. But in the real world, that sort of recklessness could have severe consequences. You never knew how thin a person’s skull was or how the hit might rattle their brain. Concussion, even death, could result. The team needed Paul Webb alive and well to pass on their message to whoever had engaged him to contact Rest. Plus, they were making a wider statement about their don’t-mess-with-us competence. So it was either the tranq gun or magic that would take Webb down. 
 
    The gunfire outside was sporadic, replaced by an eerie whine that likely accompanied some form of magic. Then someone screamed. 
 
    When Wayne died in the ambush two years ago, he hadn’t had a chance to scream. 
 
    This scream didn’t sound like Austin or Gabe. Rest focused on his task. When Darius broke the fire mage’s personal ward, Rest had to fire the tranq dart. 
 
    But where were the caretaker and housekeeper? 
 
    With Darius and Webb still clashing in a hissing steam contest of fire and ice, Rest risked a glance back through the window. 
 
    Damn! There was his answer as to the caretaker’s whereabouts. A short, wiry man in jeans and boots was running from the back of the house along the veranda. A swarm of wasps materialized in front of his out-flung arm, which was directed toward Gabe and Austin. 
 
    Rest slammed the butt of the tranq gun at the window. As it broke, and the caretaker turned toward the sound, Rest threw a smoke grenade in the direction of the wasp swarm. “Wasps!” 
 
    Staring through the broken window, the caretaker’s fingers twitched with the start of a new spell casting. 
 
    Rest shot him with a dart. 
 
    The man collapsed.  
 
    Rest reloaded as he focused on the battle between Darius and Webb. Given how swiftly Darius had broken the ward on the house, Rest suspected he could have ended Webb’s personal ward faster than this, but Darius was a long-term thinker. They needed to impress on Webb and his staff that they were dangerous, but there was nothing to be gained in revealing all their cards on a minor mission. 
 
    Yet, even holding back on revealing his new power, Darius was making ground. He was inside the living room and the floor around Webb was awash with hot water.  
 
    Webb knew he was losing. It showed in the grim set of his jaw and the way his gaze flicked to Rest and back to Darius. He couldn’t risk using any of his magic to take out Rest. It was all Webb could do to hold off Darius. 
 
    So Webb retreated from the middle of the room. He backed into a cabinet and fumbled on a shelf, fingers closing around an ugly vase. 
 
    The odds were high that it was an enchanted weapon of some kind.  
 
    Before he lifted it, Darius shouted, “Now!” 
 
    The fire around Webb died in a deluge of water. 
 
    Rest shot the dart. 
 
    But as Webb fell, the vase dropped with him. 
 
    A hand span from the floor, it levitated. “I’ve got it,” Darius said. “Check on Austin and Gabe.” 
 
    “All clear,” Gabe said from the veranda doorway. “Three men unconscious, plus the one Rest tranq’d.” 
 
    “Which leaves the housekeeper.” Darius strode through the water that surged and eddied around Webb, obviously holding a residual magical charge that made it active. He picked up the vase, studied it a moment, and threw it to Austin. “Sleep bomb.” 
 
    Austin fielded it neatly. “Ironic.” 
 
    “Where’s the housekeeper?” Darius asked. 
 
    “Here,” a small voice answered from the hallway. 
 
    The team was already on alert, but their attention split in their old, trained discipline. Darius and Rest focused on the internal door to the hallway. Austin and Gabe took position against the wall either side of the external doorway in case this was a trick and the threat came from outside. 
 
    “Hands up. No magic,” Rest ordered. 
 
    Darius waited beside the cabinet, not immediately in view from the internal door. 
 
    “I don’t have magic.” The voice shook. “Please, don’t hurt me.” A woman walked slowly into view, and at Rest’s gesture, into the room. It was interesting that she didn’t look at her employer’s slumped body, but at Rest and the team, and then, at the water flooding the room. She focused on Rest. “Is my husband…?” 
 
    “Asleep.” 
 
    Austin could use mage sight to read a person’s aura. “She doesn’t have magic,” he confirmed. 
 
    None of them relaxed. Gabe was proof that being mundane didn’t make a person any less dangerous. However, if the woman lacked magic, then conventional means of restraining her would be adequate. 
 
    “Your choice,” Rest told her. “Tranquilizer to sleep an hour like the men, or awake but cuffed.” 
 
    She drew a quick, sobbing breath. “Awake. Please.” She held her hands out together in front of her. 
 
    He sympathized with her obvious fear, but his own training held. “Hands behind your back. Turn around.” His tone was gentle. He used the plastic ties quickly before pointing to a chair. “Sit.” 
 
    She sat. “I told Hank I didn’t want to work here. I told him. But he had a debt…” She was talking to herself, her gaze on the water soaking into an old, and likely expensive, Persian carpet. 
 
    “Grab Webb,” Darius ordered. 
 
    Rest and Gabe lifted the man. Given that the fire mage only wore boxers and he was wet from all the water on the floor, holding onto him wasn’t so easy. But they managed it, and carried him out to the veranda. 
 
    Austin put the sleep bomb vase on the floor in a corner where it couldn’t be knocked over and activated. Then he stood where he could watch the housekeeper, and Rest and Gabe’s activities. 
 
    They dropped Webb at the top of the steps. 
 
    “I am not pinning the note to his boxers,” Rest said. 
 
    Gabe grunted a laugh. 
 
    Darius looked up. He’d been examining a couple of other items from the cabinet where Webb had grabbed the sleep bomb vase. “Nothing so impermanent.” He picked up something small enough that his hand hid it, and walked carefully back across the wet floor.  
 
    As he passed Austin, Austin flinched. “Death magic.” 
 
    Darius nodded, grimly. “I’ll take care of the note.” 
 
    Rest passed the sheet of paper to him. 
 
    “First, this. Look away.” Darius threw whatever he’d found out into the yard. The angle of his arm suggested he threw it high. 
 
    Rest and the others turned their backs. 
 
    Light exploded. A sound like thunder shook the air, followed by a violent wind that tore away whatever magic Darius had destroyed. 
 
    “There’s been too much death magic lately,” he said, and the price of what it had cost him in private agony to master the rune sounded in his voice. It, too, had been tainted by death magic. 
 
    Austin broke the silence. “If you have everything under control here, I have another surprise for Webb when he wakes.” 
 
    Since Austin had inveigled Rest into helping him gather the supplies to alter a camouflage spell, Rest knew what to expect, and it was a good balance to the nastiness of encountering death magic. 
 
    “Go on then.” Darius concentrated on the note for a couple of minutes. 
 
    The unconscious men in the yard and veranda slept on. 
 
    Inside the house, the woman made no attempt to look out the window or find her husband. Then again, the boom resulting from Darius’s destruction of the death magic token was sufficient to discourage a wizard, let alone a mundane. 
 
    Darius muttered under his breath as he stooped awkwardly to open one of Webb’s lightly curled fists. Darius pressed the note into it. The one that read, We don’t deal with intermediaries. He wobbled when he stood, and Gabe steadied him. “Thanks. Cramp.” Which meant he was exhausted.  
 
    “Austin!” Rest shouted. 
 
    Austin had opened the wide stable doors and the floodlighting from the yard illuminated him in the high doorway. He waved a hand, indicating that he’d heard, but was busy. 
 
    Rest knew better than to interrupt a spellcasting, but this one was an entertainment, not one that mattered, and he wanted to leave. 
 
    Darius leaned against the doorway and addressed the woman. “Tell Webb that the note will stay attached to his hand until he’s recited it to twelve people.” Then he leaned back, out of her sight. 
 
    From the direction of the stables came Austin’s laughter. “It worked,” he called as he jogged back to the team. 
 
    Gabe kept hold of Darius, positioning to take some of his weight. When they walked into the portal, as tired as he was, Darius would need help to keep his balance.  
 
    Rest hooked Darius’s free arm over his shoulders.  
 
    The humor died from Austin’s face. He sprang up onto the veranda and grabbed Rest’s shoulder. The team knew how to move fast, and when to leave.  
 
    Rest opened the portal and they entered the Path. Exiting it to the safety of the ranch house was a relief. The old house might be poor and it definitely showed its age, but there was no death magic here and no threat against his friends.  
 
    While they’d prepared for the mission, Donna had set a ward around the house. Witches had their own form of magic, and although Donna’s witching talent was small, she’d wanted to add protections. Unspoken had been her worry of what would happen if things went wrong and Paul Webb managed to defeat their attack and follow up on it for vengeance. 
 
    She ran forward as they walked out of the portal. 
 
    Darius straightened, taking his own weight once they had solid decking rather than the shifting chaos of the Path, beneath their feet.  
 
    It left Rest free to pick up Donna in a relieved, triumphant hug.  
 
    “Safe?” she asked low against his ear. 
 
    “All safe. No casualties. It went to plan.”  
 
    Her arms tightened around him.  
 
    “What did you do in the stables?” Gabe asked Austin. 
 
    Austin grinned. “You told us Paul Webb prized his horses. I spelled them to be all the colors of the rainbow. There were only two horses in the stables, but out in the fields…” His grin had a feral edge. “No harm to the horses, but Webb’ll know we could have done worse.” 
 
    Darius limped inside, the screen door slamming behind him. He was back before those on the porch could do more than exchange worried glances. “I’m okay. Tired. We’ll debrief in the morning.” It wasn’t quite an order, nor yet a plea, but it was obvious he needed space. He held a sleeping bag, and carried it with him. Like Gabe had the previous night, Darius evidently intended to sleep under the stars. 
 
    Perhaps the desert would ease him. 
 
    Gabe grabbed a second sleeping bag, nodded to them all, and took his own departure. 
 
    “I guess that leaves the living room for me.” Austin grinned at Rest, the devil lurking in his eyes.  
 
    The sleeping options that remained for Donna and Rest included the bed in his room. The only bed in the house. The bed big enough for two people… 
 
    “Good night, Austin,” Donna said firmly. She raised her voice. “’Night, Gabe, Darius.” 
 
    “I’m going for a run,” Austin said, abandoning humor. “I’m still wired. Not sure how you all decompress so fast.” He jumped down from the porch, jogging toward the barn. 
 
    Donna looked at Rest. “Do you need to decompress? Run? Talk?” 
 
    He pulled her inside, out of sight, and kissed her. 
 
    “That works.” She smiled at him when they came up for air. Her hands moved idly over his shoulders, smoothing over his muscles and the curve of bones. “Rest?” 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “I don’t want to make love the first time with your friends here. The house…” 
 
    “Is small,” he finished when she seemed stuck for a tactful description. “And the doors need re-hanging. Sound carries. We’ll wait.” 
 
    Her fingers curled in his hair, tugging slightly as she studied his face. The table lamp in the corner showed her heightened color. “You don’t mind?” 
 
    “I do, but I also like that you’re shy.” 
 
    “I’m not shy! I’m…” 
 
    “Discreet?” He smiled, kissing her mouth lightly. “I want you all to myself, Donna. The new house is nearly complete. If we can live without a kitchen a while longer, I’ll focus on the bathrooms, and we can move in, or at least sleep there—you just need to choose the furniture for our bedroom.” 
 
    Her face lit up as if he’d given her a gift.  
 
    Perhaps he had. Our bedroom. 
 
    Our future. 
 
    He felt as if she’d given him the most precious gift. He’d built the house as a challenge, not letting himself ever dwell on what he would do with such a big house, and him alone. But with Donna, the large house with the master bedroom situated so that it was almost in a private wing, was perfect. 
 
    Everything seemed to be aligning. 
 
    Rather than tear down the old ranch house, he’d update it. The team would be welcome in his new house, but likely would prefer the independence of a separate house. When Gabe brought his woman… 
 
    Donna squeaked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Rest said hastily. In his enthusiasm for his thoughts, he’d squeezed her too tightly. 
 
    “I’m excited, too.” She wriggled, the movement happy rather than sexy.  
 
    However, his body responded as if she’d attempted a sophisticated seduction. He took a deep breath as he attempted to control his desire. Donna was right to want their first time to be special. And now that he’d thought of her in his home, he wanted their first time to be there, in the house that, unconsciously, he’d built for her. Right down to the window seat she loved. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10  
 
      
 
    Two days passed in busy, mundane activity. Donna found a hundred and one chores to occupy her either at the adobe house or, having convinced Rest to portal her out to shop, in shopping for it. He’d bought an air mattress on her first shopping jaunt, and it meant they could be alone at the new house. Nights with Rest were glorious! Donna sung as she worked, and her hips swished in dance steps when she thought of tonight. 
 
    Darius monitored the darknet for rumors of Rest and his team’s re-emergence into active status.  
 
    Gabe went home. They had all attempted to warn him to be careful. After all, he had his partner to keep safe. At which point he’d smiled and laughed under his breath. “Wait till you meant Shiona. It’s she who’ll keep me safe once she hears our story.” He’d paused. “I hadn’t told her the details of our combat courier missions, only that I’d been part of magic and military combined units.” 
 
    Austin was the surprise. He took advantage of Darius’s darknet magicks to digitally and untraceably touch base with his real estate work back in Atlanta. However, once he’d handed off urgent tasks, he’d joined Rest in finishing the plumbing for the adobe house.  
 
    Rest didn’t seem surprised by Austin’s assistance. The two worked together easily and at speed. Neither appeared to hurry, yet their understated competence built momentum. 
 
    On the evening of the second day, Darius manned the barbeque set up out front of the old ranch house, Rest collected Gabe from his home in the bayou, and they sat around catching up. 
 
    “We need a dog,” Donna said. 
 
    “What kind?” Rest asked. 
 
    She smiled at him for the ready acceptance indicated in his tone. “One that likes the desert?” She laughed. “I don’t know. It feels like an evening like this needs a dog.” The vibe was relaxed. 
 
    Even Darius’s update on happenings in the wider world, with specific reference to news of the team’s raid on Paul Webb’s farmhouse, was positive. Webb could have tried to free himself of the note stuck to his hand by reciting it to twelve people who either wouldn’t understand it, were asleep, or owed him sufficiently to keep a secret. Instead, he’d opted to spin his trouncing into a positive—the legendary combat courier team was active again, and he’d been their first target. In a weird way, it increased his prestige. 
 
    “We’re legendary?” Austin queried. “Pass the salsa, please.” 
 
    It really was a relaxed meal. 
 
    Darius, though, frowned at his rare and bloody steak. “We’re not legendary, but we’re unique. Whoever used Webb to subvert General Olafur and set the ambush two years ago wanted to isolate Rest from us.” 
 
    “A lone courier is different to one with a team,” Rest said. “Vulnerable. United, we’re a threat.” 
 
    “That we are,” Darius agreed. “It’s changed Webb’s calculations.” 
 
    “How?” Austin didn’t pause in helping himself to a second serving of potato salad, but he was listening intently and analyzing Darius’s statements.  
 
    Donna found Darius difficult to read. She looked instead at Rest, who was chewing a bite of steak and watching Darius without expression. Perhaps he couldn’t guess what bothered his former captain, either. 
 
    “I have a couple of messages Webb has left in chat rooms that I’d like you to look at,” Darius said to Austin. “It seems to me he’s reassessed our value. Rest, alone, he was willing to deliver to whoever paid him to set up the ambush.” 
 
    Gerald Svenson, Donna thought, although she didn’t have proof, yet. The men were intent on avenging their fallen comrade, Wayne, but she was focused on the future. She wanted the threat to Rest gone. 
 
    But Darius thought the situation was changing. “Us, as a combat courier team, is a different proposition. Webb wants to be our manager.” 
 
    Rest blinked. 
 
    “The balls on him,” Austin said. 
 
    “Uncle Bo’s been monitoring Webb’s activities. He’s a competitor,” Gabe said. “Uncle Bo left a message with Shiona. Uncle Bo’s gone dark. According to him, him being gone will give us the freedom to take on jobs directly. No confusing things with him in the middle, as Rest’s former agent.” Gabe paused. “He reckons Austin could fill the team manager role.” 
 
    Austin froze, just for a fraction of a second. “Negotiating deals? Hell, yeah. But deciding which jobs to take…” He looked at Rest. 
 
    They all did.  
 
    Rest took a bread roll, split it and slathered on butter. “I don’t want to decide. Bo did that. He understood the implications of taking on certain jobs and refusing others. Using him was about more than maintaining my cover.” He pointed the bread roll at Austin. “That’s the sort of intelligence gathering and favor exchange that Bo reckons you’ll be good at. He’s right.” 
 
    Donna could see that. 
 
    Austin charmed people by understanding what they wanted, not just by being ridiculously handsome. 
 
    “All right,” he agreed after a couple of minutes’ thought. “But deciding on what the team wants to be known for, the kind of jobs we take, the rates, all of that has to be a team decision.” 
 
    Darius’s phone buzzed. He was gradually lifting the digital blackout in as much as he had an operational cellphone. Everyone else was waiting for his all-clear to resume twenty first century communications. At the moment, their online activities were limited. 
 
    Donna had taken advantage of his offer to provide her with an untraceable email, and had sent emails to Sadie and Viola, saying everything was okay and she’d be in touch soon. Not that it had been necessary. Before she’d left Washington, she’d spoken with both her finder talent friend and her boss, and told them she might be out of touch for a week or two and not to worry. 
 
    Even then some part of her had been hoping Rest would let her stay, at least for a vacation. 
 
    Instead…she smiled at him. This was so much better than the wildest dreams she’d dreamed. 
 
    “Gabe!” Darius snapped. “You said Bo was going into hiding?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Everyone’s knives and forks hit their plates. Something was wrong. 
 
    Darius frowned at the phone. “Bo has messaged me on the emergency contact I gave him. But the message is for Donna.”  
 
    “What is it? Who is it from? My parents—” 
 
    “Your boss,” Darius cut short her panicked questions. “You did say her name’s Viola?” 
 
    Donna stretched out her hand for the phone. Darius passed it over the scraped-clean bowl of potato salad she’d made earlier. “Larry’s hurt,” she read. “Oh good grief! He’s at the temple ruins. His assistant couldn’t reach Rest, and Larry needs help, magical help, so Mark contacted Viola. Larry passed on the details for contacting Bo to Viola.” 
 
    “Anything more?” Rest asked. 
 
    Donna shook her head, passing the phone to him. There was something conclusive about reading a message for yourself. “Larry’s hurt by something magical. There were the remains of death magic in the ruins, but I didn’t sense anything active.” 
 
    “Who could?” Austin demanded. “The rune and the magic it had collected there smothered everything else, and we didn’t stick around to examine it afterward.” After Darius had taken the rune on himself. 
 
    “What did we miss?” Donna whispered. “What did Larry find?” 
 
    Rest passed the phone back to Darius. “He’d be reckless.” 
 
    “What was this guy chasing?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Rest frowned at Donna, then Darius. “A legendary fruit from the Garden of Eden.” 
 
    The notion didn’t even rate a blink from Gabe. “Could he have found it?” 
 
    “No,” Donna said. “The paradise fruit is just a story. But he found something. Or something found him.” 
 
    “Or this is a trap.” Austin had resumed eating, but not in the leisurely manner of before. He was refueling. 
 
    The others picked up their cutlery and followed his example. 
 
    All except Donna. But then, Larry wasn’t their friend. Her stomach was in knots. “If it’s a trap…” 
 
    “We’ll still go,” Rest said. 
 
    Her breath rushed out in relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes glinted with humor. “Can’t start our new business by abandoning clients. It’s a matter of reputation.” 
 
    Donna didn’t make the mistake of believing him. Rescuing Larry was a matter of kindness and honor. The billionaire had been Rest’s client. And just possibly, it was something the team had disturbed at the temple ruins that had hurt Larry. They felt responsible. 
 
    “We need details,” she said. “I’ll phone Viola.” She looked impatiently at Darius’s phone. 
 
    “No,” he said. The order was low, quiet and firm. “Tell us about Viola. I looked into your background. I know she’s a treasure hunter, a collector of magical items, and a gallery owner. Would she have contacts to heal Larry of magical hurt?” 
 
    “She’s an Old School member. Like me.” Donna hoped her tone was as determined as Darius’s order. The others might be used to their former captain making command decisions, but this involved her friends. “The Old School will help. But if time is of importance…” She looked imploringly at Rest. 
 
    He gripped her hand. “We still have to prepare.” 
 
    Staring into his eyes, at the concern there—possibly more for her response to the delay, than worry for Larry—she drew a deep, would-be calming breath. There were a thousand different ways that this could be a trap, and she couldn’t concentrate on any of them, so she had to let the men do what they’d trained for. “What do you need to know about Viola?” she asked Darius. “I’m too worried to organize my thoughts, so it’s better if you question me.” 
 
    He nodded, and started drawing out information on Viola’s business habits, her lack of magical talent, and her relationship with Larry, her ex-husband. He asked if she could be blackmailed or threatened, and if so, in what way. But it wasn’t a conventional interrogation. Even as he questioned her and the others listened, everyone moved around, preparing for an extraction mission when the potential threat involved was unknown. 
 
    Donna interrupted her answers to grab at Rest’s arm as he went past her. “I want to go with you. Larry knows me.” 
 
    “He knows me, too.” His refusal was in his voice. “We’re trained for this, Donna.” 
 
    The truth of that forced her to bite back her protest. “Will you courier Larry to Viola’s house? Depending on how badly hurt he is, the Path won’t be easy for him, even if you carry him. Or a hospital? Or—” 
 
    “Does Larry have a house in San Francisco?” Darius asked. 
 
    Her head snapped around. “Yes, but it’ll be warded. Viola can lower the ward around her home for Rest to portal in, but she can’t grant permission for the ward at Larry’s house.” 
 
    Rest put his arm around her. “We won’t need permission to carry him in. I’ll portal to just outside his house. Likely we won’t even notice the ward if we walk in with him.” 
 
    The simplicity of the solution stunned her for a second. Then she nodded. “I need to message Viola to go to Larry’s house. It’s only a few miles from her home. I think he bought it to be close to her. Not that he visits San Francisco much.” She was rambling. “Darius? Phone?” 
 
    For a second, the wizard and former army captain hesitated. Then he tossed the phone to her. 
 
    Relief that he trusted her and Viola almost made her fumble the catch. “Thanks,” she said briefly. 
 
    “Wait till we leave to message Viola,” Rest added. 
 
    It was a sensible security precaution. No matter how badly hurt Larry was, Rest would be moving him fast. The temple ruins in the Kazakhstan desert weren’t suitable even for emergency healing. The brief time it would take the team to grab Larry and return through the Path to the billionaire’s San Francisco home wouldn’t give a potential enemy opportunity to set up an ambush—unless, of course, they anticipated Rest returning Larry to his San Francisco mansion. 
 
    Donna’s head and heart hurt. “How long?” 
 
    “Two minutes,” Darius said, and his response was also an order to the team. 
 
    They lined up in front of the porch with seconds to spare. Gabe had a mundane first aid kit, Austin carried spell supplies, Rest held a gun, and Darius just waited. 
 
    “Be safe,” Donna said. 
 
    Rest opened a portal, and they vanished into it. 
 
    Donna spun around and ran inside even as she dialed Viola’s number. When they returned, one way or another, she would convince Rest to take her to San Francisco. Viola needed her. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “We got here last night.” Mark, the taller of Larry’s two assistants spoke rapidly, filling in the background as Austin and Gabe assessed Larry’s condition.  
 
    The billionaire was falling in and out of consciousness. More worrying was the gray tinge to his skin and the blood leaking from his eyes. His breathing rattled. Whatever had happened to him, it justified an emergency response. 
 
    Darius and Rest remained on watch, along with the second assistant who had ceded responsibility for Larry’s health to Gabe, and now, twirled a knife nervously in his left hand. The young guy’s attention was fixed on the hole in the ground through which the team had entered the cavern and found the rune. 
 
    “The hole wasn’t there the last time we were here,” Mark continued. If he suspected that Rest had some role in its creation, he didn’t show it. Like his colleague, his attention was divided between the hole and his dying employer. “Larry wanted to descend immediately, but we’d been driving for hours and it was dark. He was tired enough that he let Nate and me overrule him. We set up camp.” A couple of tents beside a four-wheel drive truck was the extent of the camp. Larry lay in the shade of a tarp stretched from the roof rack of the truck. 
 
    The team had emerged hot from the portal, ready to encounter anything, and had found themselves welcomed with enthusiastic relief by the two assistants who were highly efficient bodyguards in normal circumstances—but these weren’t normal circumstances. 
 
    “I’m not sure moving him is a good idea,” Gabe said. “But he’ll die if he stays here. He’s hemorrhaging.” 
 
    “What did he find in the hole?” Darius cut through the assistant’s story. 
 
    Both of Larry’s men immediately took a step further back from it. 
 
    Rest observed their behavior interestedly. The assistant’s story rambled from fear. He was trying to avoid whatever they’d encountered beneath the ruins. In fact, he didn’t even want to mention it. 
 
    However, Darius’s tone of command worked. 
 
    “He found the fruit, the paradise fruit. Or at least, he thought that’s what it was.” Nate, the shorter assistant, put his knife away in an ankle sheath. “Do you want Mark and I to carry Larry?” 
 
    Now that the fruit had been mentioned, Mark provided the crucial information. “Larry ate a bite of it.” 
 
    Austin swore, expressing everyone’s shock at the billionaire’s reckless stupidity. 
 
    The only element of good news in the whole disaster was that this was too excessive to be a trap for the team. 
 
    “The fruit was disintegrating,” Mark said. “When Larry started convulsing, we dropped the gold bag and got him out of the cave.” 
 
    “We need the fruit—or the bag that held it.” Darius looked at Austin. Darius had more magic, but Austin had the physical nimbleness to scramble in and out of the cavern. 
 
    “Spot me from the top,” Austin said. He and Darius approached the hole. 
 
    Gabe looked at Rest from his position kneeling by Larry. “He doesn’t have long.” 
 
    Rest nodded. “Mark, Nate, you can come back later for the truck. Grab either end of the sleeping mat he’s lying on and be ready to carry Larry into the portal. I’ll have a hand on Nate’s shoulder. We won’t lose you.” 
 
    The assistants positioned themselves at Larry’s head and feet, but didn’t grab the mat. Not yet. Instead, they watched Darius with the intense focus of men who’d been terrified. They feared the possible paradise fruit. 
 
    Rest feared for Austin. 
 
    Twenty seconds later, Darius relayed Austin’s shout. “He’s found it.” 
 
    Austin scrambled up through the hole, and he and Darius hurried back to the camp. 
 
    Whatever their doubts about bringing the paradise fruit with them, Mark and Nate concentrated on lifting Larry. 
 
    Rest gripped Nate’s shoulder. Gabe gripped his. Darius and Austin moved into place in the chain. Neither the paradise fruit nor its gold bag were visible, but they wouldn’t be. Austin carried his magical supplies kit, and Darius had spelled it to contain the power of everything stored within it. The idea had been to prevent an enemy knowing of their weapons. Odd how fate twisted intentions. Now it contained the threat of a death magic tainted legendary object. 
 
    Rest led his team and clients into the Path. The thread to bring them out near Larry’s San Francisco house was a lemon yellow. Rest glanced at his team. They were effectively blind in the Path, senses overwhelmed by its chaos. But he could see and judge their readiness. If they were walking into a trap, whoever waited for them would regret it. 
 
    The portal opened to a narrow side street in Nob Hill. The team moved out in a defensive formation. 
 
    “No active magic,” Darius reported. 
 
    And if there was a ward, it didn’t hamper any of them entering the yard. 
 
    At the base of the mansion’s front steps, Mark paused. “Can someone take the stretcher?” The sleeping mat was a makeshift stretcher. Gabe knew what he meant and swiveled to do so. “Thanks. The home security is programmed to recognize me.” Mark leapt up the stairs and used a code and a retina scan.  
 
    Austin stood beside him, gesturing that he wait. Then Austin opened the door. “Clear.” 
 
    They entered fast, glad to get out of sight of the street. The night was still young and the street well-lit. Anyone could see them. 
 
    Unless Darius was using a concealment spell? 
 
    Rest and Austin moved through the mansion. It was a grand old home that ought to have been welcoming, and instead, felt cold from a preponderance of white and the rare, pale gleam of green and blue. It was magazine-perfect, sterile and lifeless. Voices from the foyer carried easily through the house. 
 
    “Put him down here,” Gabe directed Nate. 
 
    “If he dies, how do we explain—” Mark began. 
 
    Darius spoke over him. “Austin! The gold bag.” 
 
    Rest glanced back from the corridor to the kitchen in time to see Austin lean casually over the internal balcony railing on the second floor and drop the gold bag. 
 
    Darius caught it neatly. While he studied the contents, Rest and Austin finished checking the house. It felt empty, but assumptions were dangerous. 
 
    The rattle of Larry’s breathing greeted their return. He was worse, his breathing weaker, his face sunken into a gray so deep that he resembled a zombie. 
 
    “Incoming.” Austin gave the warning from his position by a front window. 
 
    The slam of a car door was echoed by a quieter, second slam. Two people. Fast footsteps. 
 
    “Is it Viola?” Rest waved Nate urgently to the window. 
 
    The assistant glanced out and nodded. “Still with the purple hair.” 
 
    The security system recognized Viola, too. She opened the door as Rest reached for it. 
 
    For a second she stared at him. Then her gaze went past him to Larry, lying on the floor, and a sob escaped her. 
 
    The woman with her pushed Viola firmly out of the way. “I’m a healer. What are we dealing with?” 
 
    “Death magic,” Darius said. And the foyer went silent—except for Larry’s wheezing breaths. “It tainted something that Larry believed to be a paradise fruit.” 
 
    Viola’s gaze which had been fixed on Larry even as she stayed out of the healer’s way, snapped to Darius. 
 
    Darius was observing the healer’s actions as the woman held her right hand about three inches above Larry’s solar plexus.  
 
    Gabe had risen to his feet, giving her room to act. Some healer mages used circles of power to concentrate their healing patterns.  
 
    Darius addressed the healer. “My hypothesis is that the death magic in the purported paradise fruit’s environment contaminated it and initiated its disintegration. So when Larry ate a bite of the fruit—” 
 
    “He what?” Viola shrieked. 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” the healer said. She was an active-looking woman in her forties, her face tired and her shirt and black trousers rumpled in a way that suggested she’d already had an exhausting day. Then she’d been swept into this emergency. “Okay. So, death magic. I assume it’s in that gold bag you’re holding? Lock it away till someone can deactivate it.” 
 
    “I intend to,” Darius said. “If you don’t need it to trace back a spell.” He accepted the supplies kit from Austin. 
 
    “No. I need to drive the death magic out of Larry, then heal his body. Or at least, heal the worst of the damage. My name’s Patricia,” she added absently. Her hand still hovered over Larry’s solar plexus, but her gaze studied the men. Darius first. “You’ve had contact with death magic recently. I can’t risk re-exposing you to it.” Her gaze moved to Gabe. “And someone has wound protections around you. Even to clear death magic, you can’t contact it. But you.” She looked at Rest. “You have the strength.” She ignored Austin and Larry’s two assistants. 
 
    That was good. It meant that Austin and Darius were free to observe, and to act if something went wrong. 
 
    Patricia directed Rest to kneel on the opposite side of Larry.  
 
    The marble floor was cold beneath his knees. 
 
    “Hold your hand, fingers relaxed but outstretched, beneath mine. Think of yourself as a dialysis machine. I’ll send Larry’s contaminated energy through you to be cleansed.” 
 
    Darius, Gabe and Austin stepped forward. 
 
    Patricia’s mouth curved faintly. “Protective friends. You’ll be fine. I’d do this myself, but it’s been a long, bad day. I’m drained.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Rest said. 
 
    She nodded. “It’ll feel like you have the flu, but you have the vitality to resist death magic. Now, keep your hand in position, close your eyes, and think of something good.” 
 
    He trusted the healer, and he trusted his team to watch her. So Rest closed his eyes. He intended to think of Donna, but a sensation as if spiders crawled into his palm, penetrated the skin and scuttled into his veins distracted him from thinking of anything but that feeling. This was the taint of death magic, not the magic itself, but it was bad enough. The “spiders” spread up his arm, down his chest, squeezed his heart, and spread throughout his body. 
 
    He kept his eyes closed and counted his breathing. If he appeared to be in distress, his team would pull him out of the situation, and they couldn’t risk that. The taint of death magic in Larry had to be eradicated. 
 
    The spiders scuttled in his veins, seeming to push against the inside of his skin. Then an ache began his muscles, like the worst kind of flu, and it was all he could do to keep his hand steady over Larry’s solar plexus. 
 
    “Almost done,” Patricia said. 
 
    His bones felt as if someone had frozen them, as if they’d shatter at a blow. 
 
    Flu-like was a mild way to describe the symptoms.  
 
    “Larry’s looking better. Not gray anymore,” Austin encouraged him. 
 
    Even if Rest had been tempted to open his eyes and look, the weight on his eyelids prevented it.  
 
    “Hold him up,” the healer said urgently. “Not you! You.” 
 
    Austin gripped his shoulders. “He’s hurting. We end this.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds longer.” Patricia’s voice was firm. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Rest said. He needed Austin’s hold to stay upright. He wasn’t sure if his hand remained over Larry’s solar plexus, but he assumed it did, or Patricia would have repositioned it. 
 
    His lungs burned. 
 
    But then the spiders were lessening. His veins no longer crawled with the taint of death magic. 
 
    “And done,” Patricia said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Lay me down,” he said to Austin. 
 
    Within seconds he was flat on the cool marble floor. His heartbeat steadied and the flu-like symptoms eased. He opened his eyes. 
 
    His team watched him with worry and fury. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Patricia said. “I’ve only dealt with the effects of recent death magic. I didn’t anticipate ancient death magic being more potent. It had dug into Larry’s heart. But it’s gone now.” 
 
    “Filtered through Rest,” Austin growled. It was rare that he played the bad guy. Usually he was the charmer and Darius the threat. But this was the real Austin: loyal above all else. He turned his back on the healer. “I brought smudge sticks.” He lit one and waved it over Rest’s prone body. 
 
    It helped. The pain receded. In its place, a trickle of Rest’s usual energy returned. He sat up. 
 
    “Smudge Larry and everyone.” Patricia leaned back on her heels. “Larry’s stable. The wonders of modern medicine can help him from here.” 
 
    “Hospital?” Viola asked. 
 
    “No need,” Patricia said. “I stopped the hemorrhaging. He simply requires time to rest and recover. I’ll feed him some healing energy tomorrow. After I’ve slept.” She held out her hand, and one of Larry’s assistants helped her up. She moved with painful slowness.  
 
    Cleansing Larry of the taint of death magic had drained her as well as Rest. 
 
    Perhaps Austin’s decision to smudge her next was part acknowledgement of that, and part apology for being abrupt with her. 
 
    “I need a ride home,” she said. 
 
    Mark was still supporting her. “Larry keeps a car here. I’ll drive you.” 
 
    Austin smudged him next. 
 
    By the time Nate and Gabe carried Larry up to his room and put him to bed, Rest felt well enough to consider their situation. Not that he had to. Darius already had plans. 
 
    “Can you open a portal?” he asked Rest. 
 
    Rest opened one in the kitchen, where he, Darius and Austin had retreated. 
 
    “Good.” Darius found the coffee maker. “Collect Donna. We need her, here.” 
 
    A wave of relief and agreement rushed through Rest. He needed her. He’d nearly stepped into the portal before he thought to ask why Darius thought she was needed. And… “Will she be safe?” 
 
    “This wasn’t a trap,” Darius said. “And Viola needs support. Donna can get that from the Old School network they belong to. Don’t worry. You won’t deliver Donna into trouble.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Donna kicked at a porch post. Waiting sucked. She’d turned off the porch light so that suicidal moths didn’t batter themselves to death against it. So she waited in the dark, imagining horrors.  
 
    Was Rest safe? The team? Larry? What had happened to Larry? 
 
    If this was a trap, or something else went wrong, she had her instructions. If she hadn’t heard from the team in three hours, she was to activate her magical allies. She’d contact Vanessa, who was both her friend and a coordinator of the Old School network, and get help. 
 
    Alone, Donna’s minor witching skills could do little. But backed by the Old School and her rage… “Rest, you’d better be safe.” If he wasn’t, she’d blame herself for every bit of his suffering. 
 
    She’d come here to warn him of her seer vision. She’d thought he’d evaded it, surviving the fiery temple guardian trying to suck up his magic, but what if she’d been wrong? What if in going back to collect Larry, Rest encountered some backlash from the team removing the rune from the temple cavern? What if her intervention had only increased the danger he faced? 
 
    What ifs, maybes and worries buzzed through her mind; whined and shrilled, worse than mosquitoes. She couldn’t even run or otherwise work off her nervous energy; not when she had to conserve it in case Rest needed her. 
 
    A portal opened on the ground in front of the porch. 
 
    Donna jumped down the steps and hugged Rest almost before he’d emerged. His arms closed around her so fervently that she knew something bad had happened. She leaned back just enough to study his face in the moonlight. “Rest?” 
 
    “Larry found the paradise fruit. It was disintegrating, contaminated by centuries of proximity with dark magic. Larry ate a bite.” 
 
    She gasped.  
 
    “He’s alive,” Rest added quickly. “He was…bad. We got him to San Francisco, to his house, and Viola brought a healer, a woman called Patricia.” 
 
    “She’s not one of the Old School,” Donna said. “But she’s a good doctor as well as a healer mage.” 
 
    “Patricia had to cleanse the death magic taint from Larry before she could heal him. He was hemorrhaging. She filtered his energy through me.” 
 
    “Rest!” She put her hand over his heart, feeling the steady throb of it as she reached for her magic. One thing witches had over wizards was their innate ability to combine their magic. It was why many witches formed covens. She sent her magic into Rest, too panicked to ask his permission. And also too panicked to put in place the usual shields that channeled magic, and only magic, from person to person. 
 
    As a result, Rest received her magic as she used it to restore him and search out any death magic damage, but he also received an avalanche of her raw emotion. He groaned, and his near-desperate hold on her altered as he adjusted her body and his, realigning them with explicit sexual need. “Your energy.” He angled her face up and captured her mouth, his kiss hard and urgent, carnal and devouring. 
 
    The flow of magic from her to him got confused, or rather, it fused. Suddenly, she was receiving his energy as much as she gave hers. 
 
    And now she understood his sudden arousal. 
 
    No wonder witches trained to channel their magic with careful shields and protections. She’d understood theoretically, but now, she experienced the power of it. Raw energy transfers were incredibly intimate, and with her and Rest already wanting each other, that energy exploded sexually. 
 
    He backed up to the steps, sat down, and pulled her over him. 
 
    They both groaned at the fierce pleasure as she sunk over him. His hands slid under her shirt, up and inside her bra. It was an awkward, ardent caress. Then his hands were gone, roving around to her back, down to grab her butt. She rubbed her breasts against his chest as their kiss went on and on. 
 
    Their magic looped and increased, practically crackling in the air.  
 
    No, those were actual sparks! 
 
    Rest froze. “I’m meant to be couriering you to San Francisco. Viola needs you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Donna’s brain was swallowed up in a cloud of lust. “Viola? Oh!” 
 
    He ran a hand up her spine to tangle in her hair. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For caring. Don’t regret this.” 
 
    She smiled. “I couldn’t.” Loving Rest could never be selfishness, no matter what else was happening. Reluctantly, she scrambled off his lap and he helped her up. “Are you really okay?” With her magic she’d felt that he was absolutely fine, untainted by death magic, but she needed to hear him say it. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” She would be a responsible adult and a good friend. “What does Viola need?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Donna worked late into the night, contacting the Old School network, liaising with Vanessa as to who was needed to help Larry, and confirming collection details for Rest to courier them in. What shocked her speechless was Darius’s intention to hand the remains of the paradise fruit over to the Old School to deal with. 
 
    “But don’t you want it?” 
 
    Rest grinned at her bemusement, and possibly at the way she and Darius stood either side of the granite kitchen counter, eyeing the gold bag that contained the paradise fruit debris with equally suspicious and reluctant expressions. The bag lay within a protective circle of salt. 
 
    “I’m not a research mage,” Darius said. “Nor do we have the sort of long term containment system this thing needs.” 
 
    Donna rubbed her arms. She’d brought a jacket with her to Larry’s house, knowing how cool San Francisco got. This cold wasn’t physical, though. It came from the thought of death magic tainting people she cared about. “This thing definitely needs to be stored securely. But if it is a paradise fruit, and if someone can remove the death magic taint from it…” 
 
    “We still don’t want it,” Rest said. “In fact, Larry probably has better claim to it.” 
 
    “But he can’t be trusted with it,” Viola said from the doorway. “Kelly-Ann kicked me out. Said I should eat something.” 
 
    Gabe had bought groceries, taking Mark with him less because Gabe needed a guide in San Francisco, than because Larry’s two assistants were looking to occupy their time. They felt as if they’d failed their boss. 
 
    “You did the best you could with a difficult client,” Rest had reassured them. 
 
    Donna had overheard him, and liked how he took the time to talk with the two guys who were out of their depth with the magic happening around them.  
 
    Now, Viola echoed Donna’s thoughts that the blame for Larry’s predicament lay solely with him. “I’m going to eat, then I’m going to sleep, then I’m going to kick Larry’s butt for being so stupid. I suggest you all do the same. Well, leave the ass-kicking to me.” 
 
    Donna gave her boss a one-armed hug. “What would you like to eat? There’s moussaka that just needs heating up.” It was one of Viola’s comfort foods. Gabe had been smart and bought a range of ready meals as wells as snacks. 
 
    “That’ll be fine.” Viola studied the gold bag in its circle of salt. She didn’t touch it. “Most treasures aren’t cursed, you know. The so-called bad luck comes from treasure hunters’ reckless behavior.” 
 
    Donna had heard the same warning a hundred times. Larry must have, too, but he’d ignored it. “I’ll phone Vanessa again. See who she can send to assess and contain the paradise fruit.” 
 
    The answer to that question arrived on their doorstep at seven o’clock the next morning. 
 
    “Olga!” Donna hauled her friend into the house, nodding a quick thanks to Mark who’d responded to the buzz of the security system by contacting Donna and asking if she was expecting anyone. Rest and his team were competent and experienced in things military and magical, but Olga had been head girl at Minervalle School when Donna started there, and Donna still regarded her friend as capable of fixing anything and everything. “I am so glad you’re here.” 
 
    Olga Fisher’s hug was brisk. “Vanessa phoned me requesting a containment box. When she explained the reason, I decided to bring it in person. But you look like you’re in one piece.” 
 
    “And in love.” 
 
    A faint smile curved Olga’s mouth. “Vanessa did mention she suspected as much. Your courier friend?” 
 
    “You have to meet Rest. Everyone’s in the kitchen. Except Viola. She’s checking on Larry. Have you had breakfast?” 
 
    “Yes. But lead me to the coffee.” 
 
    Donna laughed.  
 
    Olga looked like what she was, one of the best 13OPS agents in the government’s paranormal bureau. She wore a square-cut, navy-blue trouser suit with elegant yet practical black boots. A shoulder bag over one arm obviously held the containment box. Her brown hair was neatly braided, then wound in a knot. She wore a light dusting of make-up and a collection of rings on her fingers. For all her professionalism, she unabashedly sniffed the air at the aroma of expensive coffee. 
 
    “Caffeine fiend,” Donna teased. 
 
    “Guilty.” 
 
    The light-hearted moment vanished as Donna made introductions. “Agent Olga Fisher.” She hadn’t realized that mentioning Olga’s profession would elicit such a negative response. After all, Olga wasn’t some faceless official. She was Donna’s friend. 
 
    “13OPS? Oh, man.” Austin glanced sideways at Darius. 
 
    Rest was better than his team. He stood and shook Olga’s hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Olga ignored everyone else, and their hostility. “Likewise. I have orders to report back on whether you’re good enough for Donna.” 
 
    Donna squeaked. “You did not just say that!” 
 
    Olga lowered her left eyelid in a suggestion of a wink. “I brought a containment box.” She put her shoulder bag on the counter and withdrew the plain wooden box. “I enchanted it to phoenix fire level, so it should be sufficient.” 
 
    If it could survive phoenix fire, it would be. 
 
    She set the box down just outside the circle of salt that contained the gold mesh bag that held the remains of the paradise fruit. 
 
    Darius’s chair scraped. “Darius Selbourne.” He held out his hand to Olga. “Excuse my lack of manners. I’ve had some bad experiences of 13OPS.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Olga said blandly. 
 
    Donna’s eyebrows shot up and she looked a question at Rest. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Olga and Darius shook hands briefly. The scene was intensely reminiscent of the handshake exchanged by fighters in a ring before the bout started. 
 
    Austin snorted a laugh. 
 
    Darius got straight down to business. “Do you intend to secure the paradise fruit with 13OPS or one of your Old School network?” 
 
    She studied him for a long moment. She didn’t ask if he’d try to stop her taking the fruit if she said 13OPS. 
 
    Donna, at least, knew that was Olga’s standard operating procedure. She hated what she called “pissing contests”. 
 
    Nor did she play games. Whatever she read in Darius’s face or aura, she finally responded with a single name. “Professor Ancona.” 
 
    “He’ll talk to you?” Donna exclaimed. When she noticed that no one else’s expression showed recognition of the man’s name, she added an explanation. “He’s a retired curse-breaker. He was a legend in the field of treasure hunting. After his accident, he specialized in research. If anyone can remove the death magic taint on the paradise fruit it’s him.” 
 
    “Can he keep the fruit safe?” Darius asked. 
 
    “That’ll be our job,” Olga said. “And by ‘us’, I mean the Old School. May I?” She indicated the gold bag with the fruit in it. 
 
    Everyone looked at Darius. 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    Olga opened the containment box. “Gold is usually an effective protection against death magic. It must have sat in a place saturated with the vile stuff for this to happen.” 
 
    Donna shuddered. “It did.” 
 
    “Any warnings?” Olga asked, contemplating the gold bag in its circle of salt. 
 
    Darius reached over, picked up the bag, and dropped it into the containment box. “No.” 
 
    Olga’s lips thinned. She hadn’t been scared of touching the bag. She never showed any fear of anything. Nor did she show her displeasure beyond that second of tight-lipped control before she flipped the lid of the containment box closed, and latched it. “Thanks.” 
 
    Darius resumed his seat at the kitchen table. 
 
    “Coffee.” Donna poured a mug and handed it to Olga. When Olga sat, so did she. Then beneath the table, she nudged Rest’s foot. 
 
    He was such a good man. He picked up the unspoken message. “This Professor Ancona, would it help if I couriered you to him?” 
 
    Olga sipped some coffee. “I’d appreciate it. He’s in Australia, a little town on the coast south of Sydney. A courier run would save me a couple of days, plus avoiding the jetlag.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. Of course, it was Austin who broke it. “Sooo, are you single Agent Fisher?” 
 
    Olga eyed him over her coffee mug. “Are you? Never mind.” 
 
    He blinked. “Never mind?” 
 
    Rest leaned forward, interested. 
 
    “You’re a wizard, right? My nana warned me against wizards,” Olga continued. 
 
    In the chair next to Austin, Darius’s face went completely blank. 
 
    “What did your nana warn you about?” Austin kept his tone teasing, but a bleakness showed in his eyes. 
 
    Olga matched the lightness of his tone, but there was no more real humor in her voice than in his. “That a wizard only has one real mistress, and that’s his magic. The more powerful the wizard, the stronger his obsession.” Her gaze slid sideways to Darius, whose hand tightened around his mug till his knuckles whitened. She set her mug down on the table. “Thanks for the coffee. Rest, if I give you the coordinates, could you courier the paradise fruit and me to the professor, now?” 
 
    “Yes.” He carefully didn’t look at either of his wizard friends. 
 
    Olga and Rest’s departure left an awkwardness in the kitchen. Donna muttered something about checking on Larry and Viola, and only just managed not to look as if she fled the room. 
 
    She found Larry awake and talking quietly with Viola. The two looked exhausted, but relaxed. Marriage mightn’t have worked for them, but they remained good friends and important to each other.  
 
    “Tell this stubborn woman,” Larry began without a greeting. “That I am fine on my own and she needs breakfast.” 
 
    Viola straightened in her chair. “I had a granola bar.” The wrapper lay crumpled on the bedside table. 
 
    “You need a real breakfast. Tell Mark to organize a chef. Marcel is—” 
 
    “You do not need a chef,” Viola interrupted. “You need a keeper.” 
 
    “It’s not for me.” Larry’s skin had sunk over his bones, but he still appeared a hundred percent better than last night, when he’d been as gray as if he was disintegrating to match the paradise fruit’s decay. Now, he had enough energy to bicker. “It’s for everyone who is hovering over me.” 
 
    “Huh.” Viola snorted.  
 
    Donna pulled up a second chair. “I’ll sit with Larry. Viola, if you don’t want breakfast, are there things you want from home?” 
 
    “Tell Mark or Nate and they’ll fetch them,” Larry interjected. 
 
    He should have known better. Viola was odd about her home. She had a top floor condo and she didn’t like anyone in it without her present.  
 
    Knowing that quirk was why Donna hadn’t volunteered to collect a change of clothing or anything else for her boss.  
 
    Viola put her hands on the arms of her chair and heaved herself up. “I would like the chance to shower at home and collect a few things. I left in a rush, last night.” She glared at Larry. “Until Kelly-Ann says you’re recovered, I’ll be staying.” 
 
    Larry’s frown faded into a tired smile. He didn’t say “thank you”, but it was there in his eyes. Everyone needed someone they could rely on. 
 
    Viola squeezed Donna’s shoulder as she crossed to the door. 
 
    Within seconds, Larry’s eyes closed, and he dropped into the deep sleep of exhaustion. 
 
    The window provided a glimpse of the bay. Donna stared at the view of cloudy sky and gray-blue sea. San Francisco was a wonderful place to live, and Viola was more friend than employer, but Donna’s life was changing. In the last few days she’d chosen Rest and his team as her future. If she asked, she knew he’d courier her to and from the San Francisco gallery every day, but she’d hate being that dependent on him.  
 
    The courier team was still to establish its ground rules. In the military, they’d taken orders that supported their superiors’ decisions. But a civilian courier team could choose to do more than simply courier clients.  
 
    “We could go treasure hunting,” she whispered. Chills coursed over her skin. The physical response was a reaction to speaking a secret dream and believing it could come true. She’d hunted treasures with Viola and in response to the gallery’s client requests, but this would be different. This would be about finally having the time and resources—the team—to pursue legendary objects that she’d heard about, but had to ignore. 
 
    Treasure hunting wouldn’t be the team’s primary purpose, but it would provide them with independence from client demands and add a luster to their reputation. She could—would—sell the team on the idea. 
 
    They were already onboard with using her seer visions. They’d stated their willingness to react to any warning she gave, as with Gabe rescuing the little girl in pink from the lake. However, Donna could go months without a vision or the vision could be about something the team couldn’t help with. For her own self-respect, she needed a way to use her skills of research and exploration, not merely her seer talent, to contribute to the team. 
 
    “Donna.” Olga had returned and stood in the doorway. “He’s asleep?” 
 
    “Absolutely. He’s just too tired to snore.” Donna smiled and joined Olga at the door. With the room as big as it was, they could talk quietly and privately without waking Larry. 
 
    “I have to go,” Olga said. “I’m meant to be in Los Angeles. But I’ll phone you and then I want the whole story.” 
 
    “About the temple ruins where—” 
 
    Olga bumped her shoulder. “About the courier who looks at you as if he’d die for you.” 
 
    Donna stopped deflecting the issue. “I feel the same about Rest. He’s a good guy. The best.” 
 
    “I told him if he hurt you, even his courier talent wouldn’t hide him from me.” 
 
    The care underlying that statement, even if Olga spoke coolly of her threat, warmed Donna. “Thanks, big sis.” 
 
    “Less of the big, pipsqueak.” Olga smiled down at her, the smile dying almost before it started. 
 
    Donna turned her head to look down the hallway. 
 
    Darius was approaching. 
 
    “Phone me,” Olga said. She set off without further good-byes. She and Darius passed each other without either varying their straight path. It was a good thing the hallway was wide. Neither of those two strong characters was going to give an inch, or apparently, acknowledge each other.  
 
    “Is Larry awake?” Darius asked. 
 
    Donna shifted aside so that he could see the bed. “Fast asleep.” 
 
    “I have some questions for him, but they’ll wait. We need to leave.” 
 
    She stared at him, picking up an odd note in his voice. “I promised Viola I’d watch Larry while she was gone.” 
 
    “Wake up Kelly-Ann.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened? Olga didn’t mention anything.” 
 
    Darius’s jaw tightened. “She probably received the news, though. Paul Webb was killed exiting a Washington, DC coffee shop an hour ago. It just hit the darknet chatrooms.” 
 
    “Killed how?” 
 
    “Officially, it’ll go down as a heart attack. Combat mage hits generally do. The elite wizard mercenaries are heart shockers.” 
 
    She knew that, but it was a theoretical knowledge. Darius sounded as if… 
 
    Donna shivered. Combat mages weren’t a special type of wizard. They were wizards who’d mastered spells that enabled them to kill quickly and efficiently. Just what type of spells had Darius mastered that had qualified him to lead Rest’s combat courier team in the military? “Where’s Rest?” Why isn’t he the one telling me this? 
 
    The sardonic look Darius gave her told her he recognized her discomfort with him. “He’s discussing warding the house with Mark.” 
 
    “With Mark?” Larry’s mundane assistant? 
 
    “Someone has to upgrade the security on this place. Have you walked through it?” It was a rhetorical question. Of course she had. Darius shook his head in obvious disbelief, and with some of the frustration Larry seemed to elicit so effortlessly from people. “Larry has museum-grade treasures in here, over half of them with a magical element. They need to be protected. Rest was halfway through the discussion when I read the alert as to Webb’s death. He’ll be finished by the time we return downstairs. Now, wake up Kelly-Ann. We’re leaving.” 
 
    It wasn’t the tone of command in his voice that got Donna moving. “Watch Larry while I do.” It was the fact that Donna put two and two together and worked out what had Darius stirred up. 
 
    The timing of Webb’s death came suspiciously close on the heels of Webb’s subtle declaration of independence from whoever had hired him to employ Rest. If the two were connected, then the team had a chance to follow a new lead to reveal the identity of the mystery man. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Investigating Paul Webb’s murder for clues as to who’d ordered it proved to be a complicated dance. For a start, the official ruling was, as Darius had anticipated, that Webb had died of natural causes; specifically, of a heart attack. Actually, if things had stayed with the mundane police, things would have been easier. 
 
    However, the victim was a known agent and fixer in the hidden world of magic, and so 13OPS got involved. 
 
    Involved put it mildly. 
 
    They were leading an investigation into the hit on Webb, and even a cursory investigation swiftly revealed the courier team’s intrusion at the horse farm. The team seemed to satisfy 13OPS that they’d hardly have killed Webb when they’d already defeated him—and that at the time of his death he’d been trying to position himself as their agent. 
 
    Donna wasn’t sure whether to be glad or sorry that Olga wasn’t part of the 13OPS investigation. On the one hand, they could have worked with her. On the other hand, perhaps it wasn’t possible for Olga and Darius to work together. As it was, the courier team simply avoided 13OPS as much as possible with Rest couriering Austin and Gabe various places for in-person investigations, and Darius doing whatever it was he did on the darknet. 
 
    She left them to it. Her more immediate concern was Viola and running the gallery in her absence. 
 
    Rest had, reluctantly and with warnings to be careful and stay inside Larry’s newly re-warded house, couriered her to San Francisco that morning. The slowness of Larry’s recovery made it clear that without the powerful healer mages who’d assisted him, he’d have died. 
 
    “I’ve closed the gallery,” Viola said, sitting in the conservatory at the rear of Larry’s house.  
 
    The dull day, so very different to the desert’s clarity of light and vast distances, darkened the green of the ferns and deepened the purple hues of the African violets. The scent of chai tea combined with the damp earth scent from the potted plants.  
 
    “Temporarily,” Viola added before Donna could say anything. “As terrible as Larry’s situation was, he’s on his way back to being his ordinary, extraordinarily annoying self, but I think I could do with a week of recovery, and I gathered that Rest doesn’t want you wandering off alone?” 
 
    “Not just me,” Donna said. But the team’s business wasn’t something she could share with Viola. Still, no one was going anywhere alone till they knew who’d ordered the hit on Webb. 
 
    She sipped her tea. This wasn’t the time to discuss changes to her employment. However, that didn’t mean she couldn’t use this time to go over a few things for herself for when she did discuss the future with Viola. 
 
    The older woman smiled. “Yes, your boyfriend seemed unimpressed with Larry’s security standards. I would never have thought of contracting the Stag Agency to ward the house.” 
 
    Stag had sent a wizard yesterday, and the man, ambling around with the appearance of a gardener for the benefit of curious mundane neighbors, had installed a double ward: first around the yard, and then, the house. No one with ill intent, including the intent to harm the inhabitants or to steal, could enter the mansion. 
 
    Donna had to admit she felt safer with the sense of the vibrant ward enclosing them. 
 
    Kelly-Ann called Viola’s name from the foyer. 
 
    “Coming!” Viola shouted. “And I’ll bet the problem is Larry being difficult.” 
 
    Donna smiled as Viola strode out of the conservatory to deal with her ex-husband’s intransigence.  
 
    Viola might pretend to be annoyed, but she loved to be needed. The tail of her purple yak wool poncho fluttered with her brisk walk. “What has that man done, now?” 
 
    Donna gulped the last of her chai tea and stood. She had her own man to track down. Not Rest, but either Mark or Nate, Larry’s two assistants. Since she’d promised Rest she wouldn’t leave the San Francisco house till he returned for her, she’d ask one of the two assistants to please run and collect her laptop and some of her files from her apartment. She’d catch up on paperwork for the gallery along with client emails and requests. 
 
    In a case of perfect timing, Mark hurried into the conservatory, his gaze instantly focusing on her. 
 
    “Mark—” 
 
    “You’re in danger,” he said urgently. The conservatory wasn’t large and he was a big, athletic man. He was in her personal space in two seconds. 
 
    In the next second, he hit her a stunning blow and caught her as she fell unconscious. She didn’t even have time to be shocked. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Donna woke on the tiled linoleum floor of an old office. It was cold. Her head ached in a way that promised movement would bring the pain alive in a throbbing migraine-level burst. She could see the floor and the legs of a metal desk, a chair and a man’s polished black shoes. 
 
    She closed her eyes. Mark didn’t wear those kind of shoes. He wore boots. 
 
    There was one thing to be said for a headache and probable concussion: she didn’t have the energy to panic. She assessed her current state. Beyond the headache, her right shoulder hurt from lying on her side with her arms cuffed behind her back. They were probably silver cuffs or enchanted; sufficient at any rate to suppress her minor witch magic when she attempted to focus it. 
 
    And wouldn’t you know it, her seer talent hadn’t warned her she’d be kidnapped. 
 
    She needed to know who by, and why, and where she was. 
 
    How long was I unconscious? 
 
    Her kidnapper had taken pains to suppress her magic, but not to gag her. That suggested, ominously, that she could scream and no one would hear her. Or they’d hear her, but not care. 
 
    A tear of fright and pain slid from her right eye and into her hairline. Her head hurt. She was in no state to fight anyone, but she had to. She couldn’t risk assuming that someone would rescue her. Her kidnapper had already circumvented the new wards on Larry’s house to get to her. 
 
    “Are you awake?” A clipped, impatient male voice asked. He sounded as if he was an older man. He had something of Darius’s tone of command, but weaker. For all the bite in his voice, he was nervous. 
 
    He should be worried. Rest will kill him. 
 
    Whoever he was. 
 
    A chair scraped. Footsteps approached her. 
 
    She thought of opening her eyes, but he gripped her shoulders and hauled her upright to sit propped against a cold, hard wall, and it was all she could do to a) not vomit, and b) remain conscious. 
 
    “They’ll want proof you’re alive.” 
 
    She opened her eyes. The angle of her head meant she had a better view of her prison and kidnapper. 
 
    The room was windowless, the walls painted a beige color that had grayed over the decades. There was a row of filing cabinets behind the desk and an old-fashioned rotary dial phone on it. The man standing in front of Donna, between her and the desk, had short gray hair, pale blue eyes and a thin-lipped mouth that twitched. He held a cellphone. 
 
    “It shouldn’t work in here,” he said. “But it does.” 
 
    He was stalling. 
 
    Despite her pounding headache, she recognized his nervousness. Perhaps she could use it to elicit some information. “Where?” 
 
    “Below Alcatraz,” he answered absently. “One of the Psy-Ops remote viewing locations from the 1960s.” 
 
    A shroud of horror descended on Donna. She hated Alcatraz, hated seeing it from the mainland and hated remembering the suffering endured here, even if the men imprisoned on the island had been the worst of the worst. Too much evil. It mightn’t be death magic, but evil and suffering left a psychic smog, too. 
 
    “The tunnels are warded,” the man continued. “Castillo can’t portal in through wards.” 
 
    The man knew about Rest, he knew about secret military projects, and he was stupid enough to kidnap her. 
 
    “General Olafur,” she said. 
 
    His gaze snapped from the cellphone in his hand to her. “You recognize me?” 
 
    “By reputation.” As a treacherous snake. “Kidnapping me was not a good idea.” 
 
    “I had to. Had to!” 
 
    Her head throbbed worse than ever at his shout. “Blackmail?” she whispered. 
 
    “Am I being blackmailed?” he asked. Laughter like a sob shook him. “Not since Webb died. But who killed him? I’ll be next.” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    “Because I know things.” 
 
    If not for the painful concussion, she’d have rolled her eyes. What a self-important poseur. Lots of people knew dangerous information. Unless… “Do you know who killed Webb?” 
 
    His mouth shut like a trap. He picked up a scrap of paper and dialed a number. “Captain Selbourne, this is General Olafur. I propose a trade.” How had the retired general acquired Darius’s cellphone number? 
 
    The room was small enough for Donna to hear Darius’s response. 
 
    “First you got one of my team killed. Now you’ve kidnapped one of them. If she dies, I’ll make sure you lose everything. Then I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Donna’s head hurt as much as ever, but her panic eased a little. She’d already believed Rest and his team would be doing everything they could to find her. But hearing Darius declare her one of them, that felt good. She forced her eyes to stay open, even if she had to squint against the pain, and fixed the general with a steady glare. 
 
    His skin had a pasty tinge to it under the fluorescent lighting. “Don’t threaten me, Selbourne. Castillo cares about this woman. If he wants to see her again, alive, we need to strike a deal.” 
 
    “You betrayed us once.” 
 
    The general wouldn’t look at her. “I have nothing to gain by killing her. So if I do, it’ll be because you force me to it.” 
 
    Is he lying? Is that why he won’t look at me? 
 
    “What do you want?” Darius asked flatly. 
 
    The general drew a deep, betraying breath of relief. “Your promise of protection.” 
 
    “What?!!” Darius’s incredulity came through the phone. 
 
    Mentally, Donna echoed it. Did this lame-brain think kidnapping and threatening her life would win him Rest’s cooperation? 
 
    Yes, yes he did. 
 
    “Your team is capable of it. Castillo hid for two years, till now. I want my wife and I hidden and protected for a year, and then, new identities.” 
 
    “Who are you afraid of, Olafur?” 
 
    The general hung up. He put the phone down on the desk beside him, staring at it.  
 
    “Why me?” Donna asked. 
 
    “Weak point. I saw you at the hospital two years ago. Saw the way Castillo was with you. My wife is how Webb got me. Her debts. My love. You’re Castillo’s vulnerability.” 
 
    “So you know he’ll do anything to get me back?” 
 
    Olafur looked at her directly. “I’m counting on it. The wards here are the strongest the military uses. They’ll baffle anyone trying to backtrack the cellphone’s signal. Not even a finder talent could locate you here, and I made it look as if we took a plane out. To get you back, he’ll have to promise me what I want.” 
 
    Maybe an average finder talent couldn’t find her below Alcatraz prison, but Sadie could. If Rest thought to contact her. Even if he didn’t, Viola would. And if Viola raised the alarm, once Olga knew Donna had been kidnapped, it wouldn’t only be the courier team coming after the retired general. 
 
    I just have to survive till they get here. “How long was I unconscious?” 
 
    “Nearly four hours.” 
 
    She had one more question. “Why would you accept his promise?” 
 
    Brutal self-knowledge twisted his thin mouth. “Because unlike me, the combat courier team keeps their word.” Olafur picked up the phone and redialed. He spoke without preliminaries. “Are you ready to make a deal?” 
 
    However, it wasn’t Darius who answered. 
 
    It was Rest and he was terse. “You hurt Donna, you die slowly. Remember that.” 
 
    Then the walls of the room, stone and cement walls, shook. 
 
    Donna moaned at the pain in her head as the room trembled. A portal slammed open. 
 
    Rest ignored the general, dropping instead to his knees beside Donna. 
 
    “Mark hit me over the head.” 
 
    “I know,” Rest said quietly. “He’s sorry.” 
 
    “Key.” Austin had secured the general. The key to the cuffs that restrained Donna flew through the air to Rest.  
 
    He unlocked the cuffs and slipped them off her. Then he scooped her up. He walked into the portal with Austin and Gabe tagging him, Gabe shoving Olafur to follow. 
 
    Before she could question where Darius was, a portal opened to a smell of ocean and old concrete. Darius grabbed Austin’s outstretched hand and walked into the portal. Dimly Donna realized that he’d stood on the island and broken the unbreakable wards around the subterranean room so that Rest could portal in and rescue her. Austin and Gabe had dealt with Olafur so that Rest could concentrate on her. 
 
    The Path made her concussion a violently unpleasant experience. She was safe. Her team was safe. She released her grip on consciousness and slipped into welcome oblivion. 
 
    Only to be hauled out by Kelly-Ann healing her in a guest room at Larry’s house.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” the healer asked. 
 
    Donna could feel Rest’s hand holding hers. She squeezed it. “Fine. Better than that.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” Kelly-Ann leaned back. “Your concussion—” 
 
    Donna wasn’t listening. Rest had pulled her into his arms and was kissing her, and she kissed him back with all the fervor of someone who’d nearly died. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Kelly-Ann said somewhere in the background. “Then everyone downstairs will want to see you.” She walked out and closed the bedroom door behind her. 
 
    Maybe it was five minutes. Maybe the others managed to give them a little extra time. But then Austin hammered on the door. “Places to go. Generals to torture,” he shouted. “Let’s go people.” 
 
    “You won’t really torture Olafur, will you?” Donna asked Rest. 
 
    “Me? No. They couldn’t trust me to stop.” 
 
    She stared at him wide-eyed. 
 
    “The sooner we get answers, the sooner we can go home. Do you want to comb your hair or something?” 
 
    “I guess I should.” If he was making the suggestion, she probably looked like something the cat had dragged in. Fortunately, she no longer felt like it. Even when she combed her hair in the bathroom, there wasn’t so much as a bump from Mark’s assault on her. Kelly-Ann was the best of healers. Donna owed her a huge thanks. 
 
    Olga had arrived and waited in the casual living room with the team and Viola. The two women crushed Donna in a combined hug. Austin, Darius and Gabe waited, but then they, too, hugged her. 
 
    Donna felt a bit weepy at all the love in the room for her. That was, until she saw Mark hanging back and staring at her mournfully. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” Free, she meant. “He attacked me.” 
 
    Mark turned away and punched a wall. 
 
    Rest put an arm around her. “Olafur drugged him. The serum made him susceptible to suggestion, and Mark proved more susceptible than most. Olafur convinced him that you were in danger in the house and had to be removed quickly and quietly. Once you were outside of the wards, Olafur struck Mark down and drove away with you.” 
 
    “He drugged Mark?”  
 
    Rest nodded confirmation. “He caught Mark on his return from a shopping run.” 
 
    “That bastard,” Donna swore. She didn’t stop to think, just ran across the room and hugged Mark. Olafur had kidnapped her, but in some ways he’d done worse to Mark. He’d forced an honorable man into an act of violence against an innocent. 
 
    Mark stood rigid for a moment, then his arms crushed her. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “No one here blames you,” Viola added. “But this General Olafur…Olga, I don’t see why we have to wait for a truth teller. Darius is willing to break the man for answers.” And for vengeance, her tone said. 
 
    “We will do this by the book.” There was no compromise in Olga’s tone. 
 
    They needed to know who had ordered the hit on Webb. Was it the same person who’d used Webb to kidnap Darius and flush Rest out of hiding, with the intent of employing Rest for his courier talent? Why did the person want a courier talent under their control? So many questions, and for Donna, the initial question that she’d raised days ago was still unanswered: was it Gerald Svenson? 
 
    “Where is Olafur?” Donna asked as she returned to Rest’s side. 
 
    He held her close. “Bound and gagged, tied to a chair in the kitchen.” 
 
    “I do have questions.” Donna looked at Olga. 
 
    Her friend sighed. “He won’t answer them.” 
 
    “Would it hurt to ask?” 
 
    Olga shrugged, and as if that was a signal, everyone got up and moved to the kitchen. 
 
    “Darius already asked,” Gabe said quietly to Donna and Rest. “Olafur isn’t talking.” 
 
    The retired general was seated on a heavy chair in the middle of an empty patch of floor. He stared at them as they entered.  
 
    Austin removed the gag. 
 
    “A name, Olafur,” Darius said. “Who scared you enough that you thought it worth kidnapping Donna to attempt a bargain?” 
 
    “If I knew a name, I wouldn’t be so scared.” 
 
    Olga stepped up to stand beside Darius. He was bigger than her and combat experienced, but strangely, didn’t look any more dangerous. Olga was her own kind of scary. It was her focus that was terrifying. She was relentless. “If you don’t know a name, what do you have to be scared of—apart from him?” She indicated Darius with a tip of her head. 
 
    “I’m a loose end,” Olafur said, and that was all he would say. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “He didn’t even apologize for drugging Mark or kidnapping me,” Donna said for the third time, still outraged although the retired general was long gone. 
 
    Olga had won the battle by sending for reinforcements, and Olafur was now in 13OPS custody. Dinner was Chinese take-out. Olga had left with the general and his guards, but Darius continued to glower.  
 
    Austin looked amused. “Generals don’t apologize.” But his amusement wasn’t for Donna’s attitude. His eyes warmed when he looked at her. His amusement was at Darius losing the battle for Olafur to Olga.  
 
    Donna was impatient with Darius’s attitude. He needed to move on, and she had just the information to help him. “Olga always gets her way,” she said helpfully. “But since she always does the right thing, it’s okay.” 
 
    Darius’s scowl deepened.  
 
    Gabe snorted a laugh. 
 
    “May we live in interesting times,” Austin saluted her with a shrimp pinched in his chopsticks. 
 
    Rest had finished eating and sat with his arm along the back of Donna’s chair. His thumb idly caressed the nape of her neck. 
 
    She put down the fortune cookie she’d been crumbling, wiped her fingers and touched his knee. “Time to go home?” 
 
    Emotion deepened the brown of his eyes, the lines at their corners showing the strain of the day. Kelly-Ann had healed Donna and she felt as good as new. Rest was exhausted from worrying for her. The tension in his posture lessened at her question. “I’d like to get you home.” Safe, he meant. 
 
    “I’ll dash upstairs and say good-bye to Viola and Larry.” 
 
    The other three guys concentrated on finishing their meal while Rest started to clean up. 
 
    The Nob Hill mansion was stunning, but the desert ranch was home. Donna felt the release of stress she hadn’t realized she carried when they stepped out of the portal into the quiet desert night. The old ranch house was dark. For her and Rest, it didn’t matter. They walked around it, over the low hill, and there was the new house, also dark, but theirs. 
 
    While she’d been being kidnapped in San Francisco, Rest and the team had collected the furniture she’d ordered for the master bedroom and living room. Now, when she and Rest walked through the kitchen and into the living room, the high-ceilinged space welcomed them with large leather sofas and armchairs placed to face the fireplace, but also to allow comfortable viewing of the  television. The cushions she’d chosen in the colors of the Navajo rugs on the floor lay scattered on the sofas and window seat. 
 
    “Home.” She turned and walked into Rest’s arms. 
 
    He locked her to him, finally able to release his emotions. “I’m not good enough for you. Olafur should never have been able to kidnap you. I failed to protect you, my heart.” 
 
    “My heart.” Tears threatened as she repeated his beautiful endearment. “I like that. You’re my heart, too.” 
 
    He wasn’t feeling romantic. “I failed you, Donna. I can’t keep you safe as someone like Darius could.” 
 
    “Loving me isn’t about keeping me safe. It’s about loving me.” That wasn’t the most coherent answer she’d ever given. She growled, hurting for the pain and self-recrimination in his eyes, and her inability to fix it with words. She kissed him. “You are everything to me. You. And you did save me. You came for me. You brought your team—” 
 
    “Our team. You’re one of us. The guys all tried to find you.” 
 
    She smiled in a wobbly manner. “Our team. That’s all the magic I want. For things to be ours. You and me, together.” 
 
    He pressed his mouth to hers, kissing her with a fierceness that blended devotion and promise, and sheer relief. 
 
    “Make love to me, Rest.” She led him into the master bedroom. The air mattress they’d shared was gone. A big, oak bed and matching furniture filled the room. The bed was what mattered. Rest had even made it before he’d heard of her kidnapping and rushed to rescue her. The corners of a wine-red blanket were tucked in with military precision. 
 
    He flung back the blanket and the sheet beneath it, as Donna undressed. With quick movements, he caught up with her, till they were both naked in the dim lighting from the moonlight that shone in through the large window and the light that spilled from the hallway. 
 
    “I was so scared.” He held her hands, pulling her with him as he fell backwards onto the bed. 
 
    She bounced and jostled, and it wasn’t actually that comfortable, but settling over him, feeling the excited beat of his heart and the hard strength of his body, that was like coming home. Her true home. “You were probably more scared than me.” She kissed his jaw, the corner of his mouth.  
 
    His hands moved up and down her body, caressing her and reassuring him that she was safe and whole, unhurt.  
 
    “I wasn’t awake long on Alcatraz before you arrived.” She rolled over, tugging at him to follow. “Enough talking. I want your weight.” 
 
    “You want to be squashed?” The beginnings of a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Only by you,” she teased. Then sighed as he fitted himself to her. 
 
    Their foreplay built slowly, both of them holding back so that they could have more contact, enjoy more of one another. Until holding back was no longer possible. 
 
    When Rest joined with her, that was the perfect moment. And it only got better as the rhythm of loving drove them together. Every beautiful, powerful movement of Rest’s body drew her into answering urgency. He compelled the joy in her. Just as the look in his eyes—pure love—bound her heart and soul to him. 
 
    Her orgasm shattered her, splintering her apart with the words of love on her lips, so that she shouted them. “I love you!” 
 
    Her words and her climax triggered his, and that was perfect, too. He was hers, forever. All mine, she thought dreamily. 
 
    “I love you.” He cuddled her close. 
 
    Thank goodness the desert cooled enough at night that he could. She loved snuggling with him. She loved everything about being with Rest. 
 
    In the morning, she woke to find him gone. Since she could smell coffee, he couldn’t be far away. She pulled on a white cotton dress, chosen because it would be lovely and cool when the day heated up. For now, just past dawn, she wrapped a charcoal-gray shawl around her shoulders before going in search of Rest.  
 
    He stood in front of the house, studying it. He smiled when he saw her and came to meet her, so that he caught her in a coffee-flavored kiss on the veranda.  
 
    “Admiring your castle?” she teased him, and curved her hand around his, guiding his coffee mug to her lips to steal a sip. 
 
    “I was thinking that I built it for you.” 
 
    She stared up at him, stunned by the quiet certainty in his voice.  
 
    “You’re the seer,” he continued. “But my hands knew what they were building. A home to shelter the woman I love and our children, one day. A place where we will welcome friends and offer sanctuary to those who need it. Our home.” 
 
    She put her arm around his waist, leaning into him as he held her close against his heart.  
 
    They didn’t know who had ordered the hit on Paul Webb or who terrified General Olafur. Maybe it was Gerald Svenson, as she believed. Maybe it was a different enemy. It didn’t matter, not for them, not now. People like Darius and Olga would pursue the question. Those two were guardians, driven by the need for justice. Donna understood it, but she had a far more important purpose in life: loving Rest. 
 
    “Thank you for building our home,” she said huskily, and kissed him. Today was the beginning of their forever. 
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