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      Heat pours from the kiln, fanning the skin on my face. I open the kiln’s door just enough to insert the pontil iron. A super bright orange glow spears my vision as I dip the iron’s tip into the cauldron and twirl it, gathering a slug of molten glass.

      Closing the door with a hip, I turn and place the iron on the rails of the gaffer’s bench where my adopted daughter Reema sits. Her blond corkscrew curls are pulled back into a ponytail and her brow is creased in concentration.

      “Keep the iron spinning or the glass will drip,” I instruct over the roar of the fires in the kilns. All four of them are in operation, which means four times the noise and heat.

      “Then what?” she asks.

      “Use the tweezers to pinch and pull the glass.” I gesture to the row of tools lined along the bench.

      She picks up the metal tweezers. They appear overly large in her small hand. Though not as small as they were when I first met her almost two years ago. Soon she’d be tall enough to gather a slug on her own. An inner warmth spreads through my chest that has nothing to do with the kilns and everything to do with the sudden desire to press a kiss to her sweaty forehead. I suppress it, knowing it would result in an irritated eye roll.

      “What should I make?” she asks.

      I shrug. “Whatever speaks to you.”

      Reema huffs in exasperation. “I told you before; it doesn’t speak to me!”

      “Take your time and listen. But don’t take too much time, it cools fast and will soon be too hard to manipulate.”

      That comment earns me a glare, but I smile sweetly at her—a trick I learned from my good friend Janco. Reema frowns and pokes at the glass with the tweezers. Despite the waves of heat radiating from the slug, the glass resists the metal.

      I point to the glory hole located on the side of the nearest kiln. “Reheat it until it’s pulsing with orange light and try again.”

      Reema hops off the bench and jams the iron into the hole.

      “Not so far, you only want to heat the glass, not the metal or it will burn your hands. And keep it spinning.”

      “Opal.”

      My name slices through the din, and I glance up. Devlen gestures me away from the main work area of the factory. I join my husband outside my office. His strong features and blue eyes never fail to make my blood sizzle.

      “Why are you teaching Reema?” he asks. “She does not have the patience to work with glass.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Ah. You are hoping to teach her patience.” He gazes at our daughter.

      Reema yanks on the glass, making…tentacles? She flings the tweezers down and storms over to the glory hole. Once again shoving it in too far.

      A smile tugs at Devlen’s lips. “Good luck with that.”

      “Is this why you called me over?”

      The humor fades from his dark face and is replaced with concern. “No. A messenger is here and he insists on delivering the message only to you.”

      Oh. It’s odd, but not worrying…I hope. I call to my assistant, Lee, to watch over Reema and ensure she doesn’t burn herself or set the place on fire before I follow Devlen into my office where the messenger is waiting. He’s an older man who looks like he has missed a few too many meals. Clutching a letter in his bony fingers, he glances at me then eyes Devlen.

      Tall with broad shoulders, dark hair and the powerful build of a Sandseed warrior, Devlen can intimidate almost everyone.

      But the man’s voice is steady when he says, “This is a confidential message for Opal Cowan.”

      “I am her husband,” Devlen responds.

      “Good for you. But my instructions are clear. We must be alone.”

      “Go on.” I shoo Devlen out. He knows I will share any news with him.

      When the door shuts, the messenger studies me. I resist the urge to squirm under his intense scrutiny. My long brown hair is frizzy and clinging to my sweaty neck. And my plain tan cotton tunic and pants are more for functionality for a glass factory than for fashion.

      “You match the physical description I was provided,” he says. “Now for confirmation. Where did you go on your first mission for the Master Magicians?”

      An odd question and I wonder if this message is from Valek, the spymaster for the Commander in Ixia. “I traveled to The Cliffs on the coast.”

      “And what did you discover?”

      “That the glass orbs were being sabotaged.”

      “You are indeed Opal Cowan.” He hands me the letter.

      “Oh good, I was beginning to worry.” I snark.

      The man fails to see the humor, and I don’t bother to correct him—I’m Opal Cowan Sandseed now. I tip him extra, and he leaves. Devlen returns as I examine the envelope. Worn and smudged with dirt it has either been in his possession a long time or has traveled a long distance. There is nothing written on the outside. The wax seal is also devoid of decorations. I break the wax and extract a single piece of parchment. Ignoring the lines crossing the page, I skip to the signature at the bottom. I grope for my chair in shock.

      Devlen is by my side in a heartbeat. “What is the matter?”

      “It’s a letter from Zitora.” She retired from the Sitian Council two and a half years ago to search for her older sister, Zelene, who’d been missing for ten years. No one has heard from Zitora since she left.

      “What does it say?”

      “Oh.” I read it aloud. “Dear Opal, I hope you are well. I’m in dire need of your special naturalist services. You did a terrific job curing Councilor Tama Moon with your leafy teas, and I can’t trust anyone else to heal my sister. I’m in Tsavorite, located about two days southwest of Kohinoor. Please come right away. Your cousin, Zitora Cowan.” I blink—the note doesn’t make any sense.

      “Is that written in code?” Devlen asks, peering over my shoulder at the page.

      Good question. “There must be another meaning.” I reread the letter, paying attention to the individual words. “’Dire need’ might mean she’s in trouble.”

      “’Special naturalist services’ could be referring to your immunity to magic,” he says.

      “But then she mentions me curing Councilor Tama Moon with leafy teas. Yelena helped cure Tama not me. Plus don’t you think it’s odd she didn’t make a big deal about finding her sister?”

      “Yes, but it sounds like she is sick. Too sick for Zitora’s skills.”

      “So why send for me and not a healer? I can’t heal anyone. And if it’s dire, then she might be dead by now.” A sobering thought.

      “Maybe ‘leafy teas’ is a reference to Leif’s concoctions?”

      The passage—“I can’t trust anyone else”—worries me. Something’s wrong, and she needs me. But…Zitora wants me to pretend to be a healer. Not a magical healer, but one like Leif—who uses herbs and plants. I share my guess with Devlen.

      “It is an ambush,” Devlen says.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “She is the second most powerful magician in Sitia. She would not need help.”

      “Unless someone is using Curare or a null shield.”

      “How many people do you think have access to those? Especially in…” He peers at the parchment. “Tsavorite? Have you even heard of it?”

      “No. But that just means it’s small. They probably wouldn’t have Curare, but magicians who can construct null shields do travel. Besides, I’m the reason Zitora retired. I have to help her.”

      Devlen crouches in front of me. “Opal, magicians are disappearing throughout Sitia. The Commander lied about executing Owen Moon four and a half years ago, and now Owen is conspiring with the Commander—which means trouble for us all--and there is unusual activity at the Moon Clan’s garrison. This letter is an obvious trick to lure you from safety.”

      “But I’m not a magician.”

      “You are immune to magic, and you create the magic detectors. Rogue magicians like Owen would be happy if you never make another one.”

      I glance out my office window. Reema is arguing with Lee. Owen Moon threatened her life last season in order to influence Yelena. For her protection, Reema spent a month at the Commander’s castle learning how to fight and returned with a saddle bag full of weapons—I still need to have a word with Valek over that. However, Owen arrived at the castle a few days before Reema left. Thank fate she wasn’t prevented from leaving and arrived home safe.

      “Owen had the perfect opportunity to ensure my cooperation a month ago, but he allowed Reema to leave. Besides, I doubt he’d be this subtle,” I say.

      Devlen is unconvinced. “There are plenty of others who would benefit.”

      To delay more arguments, I rummage in my desk’s drawers until I find a map of Sitia. Devlen straightens as I spread it out. It takes a few moments to pinpoint the area in the southern region of the Jewelrose Clan’s lands—about a fifteen-day journey on Sandseed horseback to Kohinoor, then another two days to Tsavorite.

      “Bruns Jewelrose hired an assassin to kill Yelena,” Devlen says.

      “I doubt he lives in Tsavorite. Unless you’re implying the entire Jewelrose Clan is suspect because of one man?”

      “Please do not go,” Devlen says.

      And there it is. He would never order me to stay—that isn’t his way. Devlen gives me advice, but he has supported all my decisions no matter how crazy and aided me with all my schemes no matter how dangerous. Without complaint. I should do this for him, but I can’t. Even if this is a trap, there is that chance Zitora is truly in trouble and needs my help. I’d never be able to sleep without at least trying to find her.

      He sees the answer in my face. The inch long scar on his neck whitens as he tenses. “I am coming with you.”

      “Reema—”

      “Can stay with your parents,” he says.

      “She already missed too much school and she’s finally doing well!” Little scamp made a bargain with us. If she earns high marks in school, we’ll allow her to continue training with the weapons. I really need to have that talk with Valek. “Plus you need to keep her out of trouble.”

      He wilts. “Please take someone with you.”

      I consider. It’s a good idea to have backup. “All right.”

      Devlen wraps me in a tight hug. Resting my head on his shoulder, I breathe in his spicy scent. It reminds me of the Avibian Plains on a warm sunny day.

      “Who are you going to ask?” His words vibrate on my cheek.

      “I could send a damsel-in-distress call to Janco, he’d enjoy that, but he’s probably busy dealing with Owen and his goons in Ixia.”

      “No probably about it. They are going to need all the help they can get.”

      Which also rules out the other agents in Valek’s corps. Who else? I comb through a list of friends and colleagues. “I’ll ask Nic and Eve.”
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* * *

      “Oh yeah, it’s a trap. Big time.” Nic passes Zitora’s letter to his partner Eve. “Don’t even bother to pack.”

      Eve scans the page and looks up, swiping her short, strawberry blond hair from her face. “You’re going regardless.” It isn’t a question.

      We’re sitting in the main office area of Fulgor’s security headquarters. The noise and bustle of the other officers fill the room, but Nic and Eve’s desks are tucked in a corner, and no one disturbs us.

      “Yes, I’m going. I have to.”

      “Didn’t Dev tell you about the murdered magician?” Nic asks.

      “The ones up in Lapeer? The three working with Owen?”

      “Nah.” Nic waves a meaty hand. “Good riddance to them. No, the guy we found yesterday. Someone from the Magician’s Keep.”

      Unease stirs in my stomach. “No, he didn’t.”

      “That’s because Devlen doesn’t know. It’s classified until we notify the Keep.” Eve shoots him a glare that would make most people quail with terror.

      Nic ignores it. “Opal needs to know.”

      “Are there more?” Now he is scaring me.

      “Just gossip and rumors,” Eve says.

      “Yeah, well tell that to the dead guy. I don’t think gossip and rumors punctured his throat.”

      Eve leans back in her chair. “Fine. But don’t cry to me when the captain docks your pay.”

      Again Nic waves her off. He turns to me. There is no spark of humor in his brown eyes. With his many-times-broken nose and black bottle-brush bristle of hair, he looks like a guy you don’t ever want to piss off. “There’s a new player in Sitia called the Cartel. They’re a group of influential and powerful business owners, and they’ve taken control of the garrison and the government if you believe all the rumors, which I don’t.” He says this last bit to Eve. “But they’re actively recruiting magicians to work for them. If a magician resists…” Nic pulls his finger along his throat.

      The last part sounds a bit far-fetched. “What are they planning?”

      “They claim it’s to protect Sitia from an Ixian invasion. They want to train soldiers and magicians how to fight together. From a military standpoint, it’s a great strategy. Well, except for killing magicians.”

      “There’s no way the Master Magicians will let it continue,” I say.

      “From what I hear, they don’t have the resources to stop it.”

      Not good. “That gives me another reason to meet up with Zitora. Sitia needs her.”

      Nic groans.

      “Besides why would they go to all that trouble to set a trap for me so far away?” I ask. “If they are in control of the garrison, then they could send a squad of soldiers to my glass factory and pick me up at any time.”

      “Congratulations, Nic, your attempt to dissuade her failed miserably,” Eve says.

      “And you can do better?” he asks her.

      “I know not to waste my time.” Eve meets my gaze. Anticipation shines in her light blue eyes. “Besides hanging out with Opal has always been…fun.”

      “Fun is not the word I’d use,” Nic grumbles.

      “Does that mean you’ll both come with me?” I ask.

      “Only if Captain Alden gives us permission.” Nic looks smug. “Good luck with that. We’ve been very busy lately.”
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* * *

      “Come in,” Captain Alden calls.

      I open the door to his office. It’s located in the new wing of headquarters. As the commander of Fulgor’s entire security force, he finally has a space to match his rank.

      He smiles when he sees me, but makes a show of glancing over my shoulder.

      “Should I get another chair?” he asks as I shake his hand. It’s callused from all those years training with a sword.

      “Uh…no…why?”

      “When you visit, trouble usually follows. I thought I get it a chair now and save time.”

      “Ha ha. Real funny.” I deadpan.

      Alden gestures for me to sit. “Tell me I’m wrong. That you’re here for a friendly hello.”

      Guilt flairs. “You’re not wrong. Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. It’s the nature of the job. What’s going on?”

      I show him the letter and fill him in.

      “I agree with Nic; it’s a trap.”

      I draw breath to argue, but he holds up his hand. “However, I’ve just received some disturbing orders from Councilor Tama Moon and think, even though the chances are slim to none that Zitora is there, you three should check it out.”

      My reaction is mixed, while glad to be given permission, I’m concerned about his use of the word disturbing. “Can you elaborate about those orders?”

      He glances at his desk as if considering what to tell me. An older man, his gray hair is regulation short, but strength still radiates from a powerful build.

      Sighing, he says, “I shouldn’t, but, by the time you return, things will be different, and you’ll need to know. The Sitian Council has given the military jurisdiction over all the northern clans.”

      Wow. They evoked martial law. That’s big. No… That’s huge! “Does the Sitian Council believe the Commander is going to invade Sitia?” They must.

      “I’ve no idea what they believe or why the Council has made this decision. All I know is they military is now in charge of security.”

      “What’s going to happen to you and your officers?”

      “We will be incorporated into the military ranks. And there are rumors the Council is going to start drafting people into the army.”

      My stomach twists as I imagine Devlen fighting a war against Ixia. Thank fate my adopted son, Teegan, is too young to be conscripted. He should be safe at the Magician’s Keep. For now. I wonder if I should send him south to my parents’ house in Booruby.

      “Do you know when the draft will start?” I ask.

      “No idea.”

      I jump to my feet. “Then we better hurry.”

      “Good luck and be careful.”

      “Thanks.” I dash out and find Nic and Eve.

      Nic takes one look at my face and says, “Damn, you’re good. When do we leave?”

      “Day after tomorrow. We’ll need to collect some…special supplies.”

      “Pack for covert ops?” Eve asks.

      “Yes, and you’re going to need Sandseed horses.”

      Nic whistles. “Finding Sandseed horses will be harder than finding the missing Master Magician.”

      “I’m aware, but it’ll save us days. I’ll ask Devlen if he knows of any for sale.”

      We create a list of provisions and I give Eve a handful of gold coins to purchase what we’ll need. “Meet me at the factory at first light.”

      They nod and I head home. The sun has set while I was inside, but the streets are still busy with people returning home from work. Fruit stands and bakery wagons line the walkways. My stomach grumbles at the scent of fresh bread and I increase my pace. I’ve lots to do.

      Halfway home, I notice a couple soldiers. Normally, that wouldn’t cause me any alarm, but after Captain Alden’s revelations, all my senses heighten. I spot others soon after. They’re good and, if I hadn’t been trained by Valek, I wouldn’t have given them any thought. After another block, it’s confirmed. They’re following me.

      Why? Everyone knows where I live. Unless they’re not really soldiers, but wearing disguises. Or they’re just keeping track of my whereabouts. Either way I keep my hands near my sais. The weapons are tucked in my belt and hidden by my cloak along with a few other nasties. Not that they’ll do much good against more than one or two swords. Still…

      I also stay in the main thoroughfares—nothing like witnesses to prevent an ambush. By the time I reach my factory, I’m twitching at every little noise. Instead of cutting down the side alley to enter through the back door, I head to the front entrance.

      Grabbing the key from my pocket, I’m about to unlock the door when a high-pitched squeal echoes behind me. I spin, yanking my switchblade from its hidden pouch as my heart lurches.

      Behind me sits a big black cat with a rat clenched between his jaws. The poor thing squeals again. The cat drops it at my feet with a wet splat. Lovely. The rat’s back is broken.

      “Good kitty,” I say to the rat assassin we nicknamed Valek. “But you need to finish the job.” I trigger my switchblade and put the rodent out of its misery with one quick cut. Then I toss the body in the alley. The action gives me an excuse to scan the street for lurkers. Sure enough, a couple soldiers have found positions to watch my door. As long as they keep their distance, I don’t mind…for now.

      Valek and a couple of his older kittens follow me into the factory. We let them in at night to capture the rodents who are attracted by the heat of the kilns. The other glass artists and assistants have gone home for the day. The fires are banked. Devlen and Reema must be upstairs in our apartment.

      I check the equipment and annealing ovens before ascending the stairs. Devlen is by the hearth, stirring a pot and Reema is at the table, scowling over a book. Taking a moment to absorb the domestic scene and commit it to memory, I gaze at my family. Alden’s disturbing orders plus the soldiers watching us makes me wish I could send them both to Booruby.

      Reema glances up and studies my expression. “Stop worrying.”

      Her ability to read my body language has grown since she’d returned from Ixia. And her unique magic is able to pierce Valek’s and my immunity, but it takes her double the effort. The rare times I’d sensed her power—which according to Valek was growing—it didn’t have that same heavy…stickiness I feel with other magicians. Hers is a light brush and I suspect she is learning how to mask it all together.

      “I don’t think there’s a mother alive who doesn’t worry.” I cross the room and peek out the back windows, checking if the soldiers have our factory surrounded.

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about those soldiers outside.”

      Alarmed, I join her at the table. “You’ve seen them? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      She shrugs. “They’re keeping an eye on us. More protective than predatory.” Reema grins. “I learned that word today. Predatory,” she says it with relish. Her eyes gleam.

      Devlen comes over. “Regardless of their intentions, you need to inform us when you notice things like that.”

      “Why?” she asks.

      “Because in our experience, protective can turn predatory quickly,” he explains. “And it always helps to be prepared.”

      “Plus,” I add, “What’s protective to one person, can be predatory to another.”

      She cocks her head. “Can you give me an example?”

      “Sure. When Master Magician Roze Featherstone colluded with the Fire Warper, she believed she was protecting Sitia from Ixia. When in fact, her actions endangered Sitia and she almost freed the Fire Warper, who would have killed thousands of people.”

      “But it’s not always that easy to tell. Right?” Reema asks. “Isn’t it hard to determine who is looking at it correctly and who isn’t?”

      “It can be,” Devlen agrees. “In that case, you need more information to help you decide. You see soldiers near our home and sense they are being protective, but we do not know who they are protecting. If it is us, then that is good for us. However, it means we need protection, which isn’t good. Why do we need this protection? And from who? If they are defending someone else, then we need to be careful until we learn why.”

      “Either way, you need more information,” Reema says.

      “Correct, which is why you tell us so we can investigate.”

      “And don’t try to figure it out on your own either,” I say. Before she can pout, I add, “Depending on the situation, you can aid us in collecting information.”

      She lights up at that comment, but Devlen flashes me a concerned glance. Later, after Reema goes to bed, he asks me why I told our eleven-year-old daughter that she could help us investigate.

      “If we don’t let her help, she’ll do it on her own. She’s caught the bug. I don’t want her not telling us when something isn’t right because she’ll be prevented from learning more.”

      “Good point.” He smiles. “The bug? Must be one of Janco’s expressions.”

      “Who else?”

      “No one. His view is unique.”

      “And annoying.”

      “That, too. But he is a skilled swordsman and Reema adores him.” His humor fades. “Do you know why soldiers are watching our home?”

      “I’ve a guess.” I tell him about the martial law. “My magic detectors would help the Commander in a battle against Sitia. His soldiers could use them to warn of a magical attack. The Sitian military suspects the Commander will send men to steal the detectors.”

      “Or to kidnap you.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m leaving.”

      “With Nic and Eve?”

      “Yes.”

      His shoulders relax. “When?”

      I fill him in on our plans. “But since spotting the soldiers, I’m going to make as many detectors as I can before the crew arrives in the morning. You’ll need to hide those once they’re cooled. I’ve a bad feeling they might be needed, and it would look suspicious if I don’t fill my regular orders tomorrow.”

      “I will fire up your favorite kiln.” He rises.

      “I also need you to find me two Sandseed horses.”

      “It would be easier for me to teach Reema patience,” he says.

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.”

      “Can you at least try?”

      He moves close and cups my cheek. “For you…anything.”

      The words are a promise. One he’s made many times since we’ve been together and one he’s never failed to live up to. I step into his embrace and kiss him, hoping to transmit the depth of my love with a single gesture.

      Eventually, we stop, and he hugs me tight. In a husky voice, he says, “Keep that up and you won’t get any work done tonight.”

      It is tempting. Very tempting. I sigh and step away. “There’s the incentive I need to get everything done by tomorrow night.”
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* * *

      Devlen helps me in the factory, gathering glass onto my blowpipe, fetching tools and cracking off the finished pieces into the annealing oven. The detectors are a simple construction. I shape the glass into an object or flower or animal, depending on what calls to me, and then I blow my immunity into its heart, which is basically me blowing air through the hollow pipe—I’ve no idea how my immunity is transferred. Once the statue is cooled, it will flash when magic is used nearby. Helpful to those non-magicians who can’t sense magic. As far as we know, Valek and I are the only non-magicians who are immune to magic, but who can also feel when magic is in use.

      Before my workers arrive, we clean up all evidence of our nighttime activities. The two dozen detectors are in my private annealing oven, which slowly cools the glass over the course of a day. Otherwise, they would crack.

      The day begins like any normal day. Devlen takes Reema to school and I fill my orders in the morning.

      Devlen returns briefly. “I am assuming we do not want the soldiers to know about your upcoming trip.”

      “Yes. If you can lose them without being obvious about it before searching for the horses, that would be ideal.” They’ll find out eventually, but I don’t want them trying to stop me.

      “Then I will move Quartz and let Nic and Eve know where to meet you tomorrow morning.” He swoops in for a quick kiss and leaves.

      I finish my work and spend the afternoon shopping at the market. Clouds litter the sky. Since the warm season is in its infancy, the air is cold enough for a cloak. However, the faint scent of living green promises warmer days ahead. Keeping a weathered eye on my unwelcome soldier escorts, I ensure they don’t see the purchases for my trip. No sense tipping them off.

      When I return home, I assemble the supplies, my weapons, coins and necessities and fill my travel pack and saddle bags. Also included is the knapsack of herbal remedies, teas and salves Leif has given me along with an instruction sheet. Since I can’t be cured by a magical healer, I need to use mundane medicines. I eye my pile and hope our rendezvous location is close. I’ll be noticeable schlepping this stuff across town.

      Devlen drops Reema off after school, shakes his head at my unspoken question—no luck yet on finding Sandseed horses—and heads out again.

      Reema takes one look at my bags assembled in the living area and asks, “Where are you going?”

      I debate what I should tell her and decide to be honest, telling her about Zitora.

      “Can I come?”

      “No. You’re staying home with your father.”

      Her brow furrows as if she’s puzzling over a problem. “But you’re not going alone ‘cause that would be stupid.” It’s a statement, not a question. “Who’s going with you?”

      “Nic and Eve.”

      “Too obvious,” she says.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Anyone who knows you would figure they’d be your backup.”

      “They don’t know me.”

      “It’s still obvious they’re soldiers.”

      “To you. You’re very observant and smart.” Too smart for her own good.

      “And if they’ve trapped a Master Magician, they gotta be smart, too.”

      That caught me off guard. “Why do you think she’s trapped?”

      “’Cause she sent the letter to you instead of Master Magician Irys or Aunt Yelena. They’d get caught too, while you can’t be influenced by magic.”

      But I can be trapped by a null shield—a little-known fact. One I hope remains little known. I focus on Reema’s comment. She has a point. “What would you suggest?”

      “I’d bring my daughter with me. Just listen.” Reema holds up a hand. “No one considers kids a threat. We’re mostly ignored. You show up with me, no one is gonna think twice about it.”

      “Except to assume I’m an idiot.”

      “Which is good—they’ll under…er…something you.”

      “Underestimate?”

      She snaps her fingers. “That’s it. Janco said that’s a good strategy when fighting. You let them think you’re a moron.”

      Lovely.

      “And then when things get hot for you, I’m the surprise. And they’ll be all like, ‘She’s not a moron after all,’ but by then it’s too late and they’re all eating Quartz’s dust as we blow out of town with Master Zitora.”

      She has spent way too much time with Janco. “It could work provided you had the years of training required, and you’re not used as leverage against me. Do you know what leverage means?”

      “No.”

      “It means that they take you hostage and threaten to hurt or kill you if I don’t listen to them. Similar to what Owen did to your Aunt Yelena, except he just threatened you. But it was enough that you had to go to Ixia for your safety.”

      “Oh, okay.” She tosses her book bag onto the couch and plops next to it. “How long will you be gone?”

      I calculate. If Devlen finds Sandseed horses and if it takes a few days to locate Zitora, then… “At least forty days.”

      Her expression sours. “You know Nic and Eve can be used as a level against you, too.”

      “Leverage?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “I know, but they’re both trained and have years of experience dealing with criminals, so the possibility of them getting caught is smaller.” Before she could launch into the well-worn argument about how she’d rather be training than in school, I change the subject and offer to cook her favorite meal for supper.

      Energized, she dashes downstairs to the cold storage for a jar of apple sauce while I mix the honey glaze for the ham I bought at the market.

      Devlen misses the meal and worry gnaws on my insides. What if the soldiers grab him? What if they force him to join the army and he can’t contact us? What would I do? Try to rescue him or go after Zitora? One horrible scenario after another piles up in my mind as the evening progresses.

      The only thing keeping me home is Reema. She is unconcerned, and while I didn’t wish to upset her, I finally ask her about him when I tuck her in for the night.

      “He’s coming,” she says.

      My pile of worries topples in the wave of relief.

      “He’s a couple blocks away.”

      Blocks? That’s new. “How do you know?”

      “I always know where he is.”

      “Since when?”

      She hesitates. “Promise you won’t get mad?”

      I brace for her revelation. “Promise.”

      “Since I started learning how to fight.”

      Ah, that’s why she thought I’d be upset. She knew I’m not happy about her lessons. “How does fighting affect your new ability?”

      “It requires a…focus on my opponent, and I used that focus on Dad.”

      “Focus as in magic?”

      “I guess. But once I do it, I don’t need to do it again.”

      “Have you done it to anyone else?”

      She nods. “Ari, Janco and Aunt Yelena.”

      “Can you tell where they are?”

      Another nod, but this one is hesitant. “Far to the east, past the Citadel. But they flicker.”

      “Like a flame?”

      “Not exactly…” She casts about for the right words. “Like the flame is blown out and then lit again. Sometimes they are…blown out for days and other times hours.”

      I mull over her description. “Maybe they’re protected by a null shield during those off times.”

      She straightens. “That’s it! Whew! I thought it’s because I didn’t care enough.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      A shrug. “That if I’m not caring about them, they’ll disappear. Like when my mother left me and Teegan and all I cared about was eating and how long until she returned with food—not about her. And she never came back.”

      I scoop her into a hug. “It isn’t your fault she died.”

      “I know. It’s just I sometimes think that if I cared more about her, maybe she would have tried harder to come home.”

      I lean back to meet her gaze. “She tried with all her might. I am sure of it. Mothers and fathers will do anything and I mean anything to protect their children. We might get angry or frustrated or annoyed with them, but that would never ever stop us from doing everything in our power to keep you safe. Unfortunately, not everything is in our power, and bad things do happen. But that’s not your fault nor our fault. Sometimes glass shatters despite all efforts. Okay?”

      She nods. I set her on the bed and pull the blanket up to her chin. Devlen enters and I resist wrapping my arms around him. He gives Reema a kiss on the forehead and says good-night. I do the same and am about to extinguish the lantern on her night table when she grabs my hand.

      “Don’t be obvious, Mom.”

      Confused, I ask, “About what?”

      “The mission to rescue Zitora. Don’t do the obvious things. Be…a surprise.”
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* * *

      Devlen is sitting at the kitchen table eating a late supper. He looks as tired as I feel.

      “No luck?” I ask, standing next to him.

      “I struck out at every stable in the area. No one has Sandseed horses.”

      I sense there’s more and wait.

      “Quartz, however, took no time to locate a pair of half-breeds.” He rubs his face with his hand. “I should have asked her right away.”

      “Asked?”

      “Sunfire was worn out after riding all over Fulgor. I asked Quartz if she’d let me saddle her and I mentioned the Sandseeds.” He shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe it. “She took off straight for Horseshoe Farm. Their owner did not know their bloodlines either.”

      “Will a half-breed be able to use the gust-of-wind gait in the Avibian Plains?”

      “From Quartz’s body language, I guess they can.”

      “Better a chance than none.”

      He agreed. “I left them there, but brought Quartz to Back Alley Stables a few blocks away.” Devlen gestures to my bags. “I figured you would not wish to go far.”

      “Nic and Eve?”

      “They will meet you at Horseshoe at dawn.”

      “Thank you.” I press a kiss to his temple.

      He laces his fingers in mine and pulls me onto his lap. Heat burns in his gaze. “You can do better than that.”

      A sizzle zips through my body. “You’d rather a proper thank you?”

      “And a proper good-bye.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “We haven’t had any sleep in over a day. Think you can handle it?”

      “Challenge accepted.”

      The speed with which he escorts me to our bedroom and removes our clothing leaves me breathless. Or is it due to seeing his muscular torso? He closes the distance between us and all thoughts disappear, replaced by the touch of skin against skin, of our breaths mingling as his lips capture mine, and his scent filling my world.

      After the heart slamming of the proper thank you, and the blood-on-fire of the proper good-bye, Devlen ensured I return home with a curl-my-hair promise to be extra careful. Exhausted and languid, I fall asleep wrapped in his arms.

      Mere seconds later—or so it seems—the door bangs open as Reema enters our room.

      “Soldiers are coming!” she says in alarm.

      Sleep clings to my thoughts with its sticky tentacles. “What?”

      “The soldiers. They’re coming for you, Mom.”

      “Now?” Devlen asks. He lights the lantern.

      “Soon.” She flings her arm out, drawing a circle in the air. “They’re waiting to surround the factory.”

      I’m wide awake in a heartbeat. “Do they mean to harm me?”

      “No. But they want to take you somewhere.”

      Devlen and I scramble to dress and arm ourselves just in case.

      “Reema, go to bed,” I say. “We’ll handle this.”

      She shakes her head. “You need me. I’ve a plan!”

      I pause and exchange a glance with Devlen.

      “What is your plan?” he asks.

      The words tumble out in a rush as Reema explains.
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* * *

      Devlen, wearing pajama bottoms and with his hair sleep tousled stands near the front entrance. I give him a quick good-bye kiss.

      “Remember your promise,” he says, pulling me closer for another kiss.

      “There’s no way I’d forget.” I sling my pack on my back and shoulder my saddle bags. My weapons add more weight and I have an uncomfortable insight about how a pack mule must feel when loaded.

      A loud and strident pounding shakes the door—my signal to leave. It’s general knowledge that the glass factory occupies the ground floor and we live on the first floor. There’s the main access and a back door. What isn’t known—I hope—is the fact we bought the building next door a month ago and have built a hidden connecting door and an exit not visible from our street or the one behind us.

      As I cross into the next building, Devlen will wait an appropriate amount of time for someone who has just been woken from a deep sleep. He will lead the soldiers upstairs and call to me. Reema will make the appropriate noises of me getting dressed while Devlen delays them even longer. Reema assured us the soldiers won’t cause them harm once the gig was up—her words, not mine.

      I keep a hand on the wall as I traverse the dark and empty warehouse. We have plans to convert the space into apartments and a larger living area for our family. The apartment above the factory turns into an oven in the hot season.

      Peeking out the door, I scan for hidden soldiers. Nothing appears out of the ordinary, and I leave. With as much speed as I can muster with all my bags, I hurry to the Back Alley Stables and wake Quartz from a light doze. I saddle her in record time and mount.

      My imagination conjures the scene at the factory. Soldiers discovering the ruse, running down the stairs, calling to their colleagues to spread out and search for me. The drumming of imaginary boots on the ground echoes in my chest and fuels my desire to hurry. I ask Quartz to find a quick and quiet route to Nic’s apartment that avoids people.

      Since all Sandseed horses refuse to wear shoes, her passage over the uneven cobblestones is almost silent. And despite her size and coloring—reddish brown hair with patches of white, she melts into the shadows with ease when a group of soldiers hustles down a nearby street.

      Nic answers the door clutching his sword. He relaxes, letting the tip drift toward the floor. “Change of plans?” he asks.

      “Yes. Half the garrison is searching for me. I can’t stay in Fulgor. I’ll meet you and Eve at the border of the Avibian Plains.”

      “Okay. Watch out for barricades along the major routes out of town. They may already be in place.”

      Lovely. “Quartz should be able to avoid them.” Key word, should. “And you can trust your mounts to find the best way to the plains. Just make sure no one follows you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When I return to where I left Quartz, she’s gone.

      “Hands up! Now!” a voice behind me orders.

      Cold dread sweeps through me. I spread my arms to the sides, keeping them low as I turn. A few feet away, two soldiers aim swords at me. Youthful faces and a slight tremor in their arms mark them as rookies. Plus they left too much room between us. I could run away before they closed the distance. However, I see that I don’t need to run.

      “Down on your knees! Hands behind your head! Now!” the young man on the right shouts.

      “Not too hard,” I say, backing up.

      Their confusion turns to surprise when Quartz kicks them. They fly past me and land with a thud and a clatter of metal. Before they could shout for help, I swing into Quartz’s saddle, and she breaks into a gallop.

      Quartz avoids a few patrols as we travel south to the border. Once there, we find a good spot on the edge of the Avibian Plains to camp. I rub Quartz down, give her a handful of milk oats and a drink before setting up my bedroll. The lack of sleep catches up to me. Even dire thoughts of Nic and Eve being arrested can’t keep me awake any longer.
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* * *

      “…worried sick about us.” Nic’s sarcastic voice jolts me from a deep sleep. “Oh, hello, Opal. Sorry to wake you. It’s not like we’ve been dodging soldiers all night. We should have been more considerate.”

      I sit up, blinking in the morning sunshine. Nic and Eve sit astride two horses. Both are wearing gray cloaks over comfortable travel clothes—cotton pants and tunics in earth tones.

      “Were you followed?” I ask.

      “No,” Eve says, shooting Nic an exasperated look. “He’s exaggerating. We encountered only one patrol and gave them the slip.”

      “Good. How about some breakfast?”

      Nic grins and dismounts. He loops the reins around the saddle, letting his dark brown horse graze next to Quartz. Eve does the same. Her horse is much lighter with a reddish brown-colored mane and tail.

      “What are their names?” I ask Eve.

      “This is Ginger.” She strokes her horse’s neck. “And that’s her brother Chicory.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say to the horses, feeding them a couple of milk oats.

      “Don’t tell me you were talking to the horses when you mentioned breakfast,” Nic groans.

      I laugh at his devastated expression. “No. But the horses eat first.”

      While Nic unties a feed bag, I start a fire, heating water for tea. Even though the sun has been up a couple hours, the cold still grips the air. A brisk wind blows from the Avibian Plains. The long grasses coating the rolling terrain dip and sway. It will be a few more weeks before they turn green. The bushes and stunted trees also don’t have any leaves yet. Although stark, the landscape is beautiful.

      “Are we really going to cross the plains?” Nic asks me.

      “Yes. It’s the quickest route.”

      “But what if these horses don’t have enough Sandseed blood for that fancy gait?”

      “It’s still quicker than going around.”

      “But won’t the Sandseed’s protective magic attack us?”

      “It shouldn’t.” The water boils and I remove the pot from the fire.

      “There are lots of things that shouldn’t happen but do anyway. I’ve arrested plenty of people because of those shouldn’ts.”

      I glance at Nic. He’s peering at the plains as if expecting an ambush.

      “Quartz isn’t worried. Besides, if the magic attacks, I’ll make sure you don’t get lost.”

      “That immunity comes in handy,” Eve says.

      “Also the magic recognizes the horses. Relax.”

      Nic frowns. “Easy for you to say. My cousin and his family entered the plains by mistake when I was ten, and they never returned.”

      Ah. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs. “Yeah…well that was twenty-five years ago.”

      No one says much as we eat breakfast, clean up and pack. Once we mount, I let Quartz find the best route. When we enter the plains, the air thickens around me as the magic presses close. It drains away, recognizing me. I check on Nic and Eve, looking for signs of confusion. Clear eyed, they give me a thumbs up. So far so good.

      “Time for the fancy gait,” I say. “It may feel…weird, but trust your horse.”

      “Weird?” Nic asks with concern. “You said fast—like riding a current of air.”

      “That, too.”

      “Opal—“

      “Let’s go.” I tighten my hold on the reins as Quartz breaks into the gust-of-wind gait. The browns, tans and grays of the plains streak into a blur below me. Her stride smooths into a forward motion as if we’re surfing on a rushing wave of water. Except it’s magic propelling us along. It’s exhilarating. Beside me, Nic grins and Eve’s eyes shine.

      Yelena estimated that Sandseed horses could travel twice the speed of a canter while gusting. However, when we stop for a rest, it appears we didn’t cover as much ground as I expected. I consider Chicory and Ginger. Perhaps being half-breeds they couldn’t travel as fast. Quartz bobs her head in agreement.

      I’m disappointed about the delay, but it’s still better than traveling at normal speeds. The trip to Kohinoor, the capital of the Jewelrose Clan takes us twenty days instead of the fifteen I estimated. But we didn’t encounter any trouble—a good sign.

      The bustling downtown of Kohinoor oozes wealth from every building. Most of the grand, sprawling structures have been built with bloodstone—a maroon-colored marble with gold veins that is quarried in the neighboring Bloodgood lands. The Jewelrose Clan lovingly calls Kohinoor the heart of Sitia. Jewelry stores dominate the main business district. Eighty percent of the gemstones mined from the Emerald Mountains are shipped here to be polished, cut, and set into lavish necklaces, earrings, rings and bracelets. Artists and stone cutters work side by side.

      The scent of curry spices the warm air of mid-morning. The clean sidewalks are filled with people dressed in colorful robes, skirts and dresses. They notice us, but don’t acknowledge our existence. A band plays rhythmic music in the middle of the town’s square. It takes me a couple minutes to figure out what is missing—there are no beggars or street rats lurking on the edges. I wonder if the city has a problem with thieves and chases off any undesirables.

      Nic and Eve glance around in amazement. It is their first trip here as well. Nic stares at a window display. Bright primary colors sparkle from large geodes.

      “Are you sure we can afford to stay here?” Nic asks as we pass the Golden Marquise Inn—an extensive building with high spires and attendants waiting outside to aid travelers. “They probably charge us just for breathing their air.”

      “We’ll find a more modest place so not to attract too much attention,” I say. “I can’t wait to sleep in a bed instead of on the ground.”

      “But I was looking forward to a rose water bath and cashmere towels,” Eve jokes.

      The Trillion Inn sits on the edge of the business district. Quartz stops at their stables.

      “Guess this will do,” I say and dismount.

      A stable boy hurries out to attend to the horses. I hover to ensure he knows what he’s doing. Once I’m satisfied Quartz, Chicory and Ginger will be spoiled, we collect our bags and enter the inn. There are only a handful of people in the tavern.

      “Look at that,” Nic says with excitement. “Tablecloths.”

      “You spend too much time in the Pig Pen, Nic,” Eve says. “There’s this other side of life that’s called civilization.”

      “But you gotta pay for it. I can drink and eat all I want at the Pen.”

      “I’m sure your brother is thrilled to see his free-loading twin every night. No wonder the man can’t afford tablecloths.”

      I ignore their banter and wave down a server, inquiring about rooms. She points us to the innkeeper, and I rent two adjoining rooms. Eve and I share and Nic gets his own.

      “What’s the plan?” Nic asks me at the door.

      “Get cleaned up and rest. Tonight we’ll split up and visit a few taverns and find out what we can about Tsavorite from the locals.”

      Nic rubs his thumb along the hilt of his sword. “Are you sure splitting up is a good idea?”

      “Are you afraid to go alone?” Eve teases.

      He ignores her. “Unless you want to don those fancy silk robes, we’re obviously strangers. I think we should assume our roles now in case the people in Tsavorite have eyes and ears in Kohinoor.”

      We are a few days away from our destination. Plus I’d bet, in this city, information gathering is a lucrative career.

      “Good point, Nic. We’ll stay together.”
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* * *

      That night, we visit several taverns in the various parts of town—the business district, the residential area and the industrial quarter. The night air is warm. I wear my naturalist outfit—a loose green tunic and long floral skirt. I have a black leather belt around my waist, but my sais are back in the inn along with our cloaks. However, my switchblade is strapped to my right thigh and accessible through a “pocket” in my skirt. Nic, acting as my bodyguard keeps his same clothes, but he added a nasty-looking dagger to his belt. As my assistant, Eve’s clothes are similar to mine, except hers are drab. She carries my bag of herbal remedies.

      In each tavern, I order hot water and make a show of sprinkling my own leaves from the bag to the mug, claiming my head is pounding. Once we are settled, Nic sits at the bar, chatting while keeping an “eye” on us at a nearby table. The staff and other customers are polite, but tight-lipped and distant.

      Frustrated and about to call it a night, we stop in one more tavern near a large gem-cutting factory. Nic and I exchange a grin once we enter. The atmosphere is more relaxed, and the buzz of conversation is punctuated with loud bursts of laughter.

      While Nic trolls for information at the bar, my act draws a couple curious people. I explain. “This is dried eucalyptus; it helps open the nasal passages, relaxing the facial muscles and curing a headache in no time.” Sharing a couple of Leif’s tea bags that soothe an unsettled stomach, I invite a few locals to sit.

      Two women accept my offer, and I order them a round of drinks as we introduce ourselves. They’re wearing a plain gray jumpsuit—the uniform for the factory workers.

      “What brings you to Kohinoor?” Ristelle asks. Her bright red hair is in an intricate knot.

      “I received a message that my services are needed in the town of Tsavorite,” I say.

      Ristelle exchanges an amused glance with Luann. The large woman takes a sip of her ale to cover her smirk.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask.

      “Calling Tsavorite a town,” Luann says.

      “I know it’s small…” I wait.

      “It’s not a town. It’s a walled compound.”

      That explains quite a bit. I lean forward. “Does one of the rich factory owners live there?”

      “Oh yes. One of the richest men in the clan owns it, Gunther Jewelrose. But he’s…not all there. If you know what I mean?” Ristelle spins a finger in a circle near her temple.

      Eve frowns. “Is it safe?”

      “Of course. He just thinks he’s a king and Tsavorite is his kingdom. He’s harmless.”

      I doubt it, but didn’t want to upset my new friend. Instead, I ask Ristelle about the compound.

      “No one knows for sure what goes on in there. Even the servants live inside. Merchants delivering supplies are the only ones allowed past the gate.” She studies me with her light brown eyes as if trying to figure out a puzzle. Then she slaps the table. “Of course.”

      “What?” Eve asks.

      “I was wondering why Gunther would send for a naturalist. He has enough gold to afford the best healer in Kohinoor. But he doesn’t trust magicians.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Luann says. “He believes they all want to steal from him.”

      “He believes everyone wants to steal from him.”

      A paranoid megalomaniac. Lovely. I wonder if he knows Zitora’s a magician?

      The ladies change the subject and ask me if I have anything to get rid of the callouses on their fingers. I give them a vial of leopard oil mixed with ground sunflower seeds.

      Luann sniffs the salve. “If your herbal remedies are as good as you claim, you could do very well here.”

      “But you said there were healers in Kohinoor,” Eve says.

      “There are, but they charge a fortune. Cutters like me and Ristelle can’t afford their prices.”

      That’s terrible. “What happens when you get sick?”

      “If it’s bad—and I mean at death’s door bad, then our factory’s owner sends his healer,” Ristelle says. “Of course once we’re better we have to work double shifts until we repay the fee.”

      “Speaking of shifts, we have an early one tomorrow.” Luann stands. “Thanks for the drinks.”

      As we walk back to the Trillion Inn, we compare notes.

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard,” Nic says. “And I found out the reason Master Magician Zitora needs our help.”

      “Spit it out, man,” Eve says.

      “Gunther Jewelrose built his home in a void.”
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* * *

      “It’s a death trap,” Nic says. “Only one entrance and walls as smooth as glass. Not to mention the dozens of armed guards.”

      We are camped a few miles east of Tsavorite and Nic has just returned from doing a reconnaissance of the compound. I hoped for better news.

      “Did you get a glimpse inside?” I ask.

      “Yeah. The place is in a shallow valley and I climbed a tree to take a peek. It looks like a small village with one huge manor house.”

      “Like a mini-Citadel?” Eve asks.

      “Yes.” Nic crosses his arms. “I don’t like it.”

      The single entrance complicates things. At least we didn’t have to worry about magic. A void is a naturally occurring area of no magic. I wonder if Gunther knows that voids can be moved by a group of strong magicians working together. They also drift as the blanket of power covering our world flexes and ripples over time.

      “Don’t worry so much, Nic,” I say. “I escaped from Wirral prison with only lock picks and a couple darts hidden under fake skin.” I pat my saddle bag. “I’ve lots of nasties with me. As long as they think we’re harmless, we should be able to plan a way to escape with Zitora.”

      “Think you can do ‘harmless,' Nic?” Eve asks.

      “No. My cover is to keep you both safe, but I can pretend not to care about anyone or anything else.”

      That will have to do.

      The next morning we pack and approach Tsavorite. The two-story-tall outer walls have been constructed with a brilliant green stone that glistens in the sunlight. It appears there isn’t a walkway along the top. Good news. No need to worry about archers.

      An eight-foot-tall steel gate blocks the entrance. Six guards bristle with menace and suspicion when we approach. We dismount. I introduce myself and my companions, explaining the reason for our visit. We wait outside as another person is fetched. Probably someone able to give the order to allow us entrance. My thoughts shy away from the alternative.

      An older man approaches the gate and peers through one of the gaps. He studies me without comment, glancing at a parchment.

      “It’s her,” he says to the guards. “Let her in. Her friends can remain out here.”

      Not good. I touch Nic’s arm to keep him quiet as my mind races to produce a response. My services were requested—someone important is sick.

      “Unacceptable,” I say in my sternest mom-voice. “They stay with me or I’m leaving.”

      “Why do you need them?” the old man asks.

      “I require their assistance. That is all you need to know.”

      No response. I move to mount Quartz.

      “Wait. I’ll check with my employer.”

      Pausing, I turn to the man. “Be quick or we’ll be gone. I do not appreciate my time being wasted.”

      I suppress a grin as he practically sprints away.

      “Nice,” Nic whispers.

      The man returns in a reasonable amount of time and allows us to enter. The gate is raised and I study the mechanism. Our weapons are confiscated by the guards…well, the ones that are visible. Nic scowls as he hands over his sword and dagger.

      “I’m Malten, the steward’s assistant,” the man says. “Please follow me to the guest quarters.”

      “I’d rather see my cousin. Her letter sounded urgent.”

      “Your cousin will send for you. In the meantime you can…” He sniffs. “Freshen up.”

      “What about our horses?”

      “There’s a stable nearby.”

      Appearing mollified, I walk beside Malten. Just as Nic described, the path winds through a small well-kept village. The buildings are only one or two stories high and are constructed with bricks. I spot residences, a bakery, a blacksmith and a tailor shop. The busy citizens bustle about and hardly spare us a glance.

      The atmosphere of this place stirs my memories. There’s an undefinable heaviness pressing down. It takes me a few minutes to recall where I’d experienced the same sensation. The Bloodrose cult, living on the isolated Lion’s Claw Peninsula produced the same fog of oppression. Unease raises goosebumps on my arms.

      The sprawling manor house grows as we cross the village. The spires of the house reach toward the sky and must be a couple stories higher than the wall. Constructed with those green stones, the house also has blocks of silver. When we are closer, I spot four tall columns of dark jade marking the grand entrance. Calling the house a castle would be more accurate. The guest quarters are located across from the entrance.

      “Please make yourself at home. Your escort should be here shortly,” Malten says before leaving.

      It’s a relief once we settle the horses in the stable and retreat inside. Nic whistles at the lavish decorations and expensive furniture of the living area. A fire blazes in the stone hearth directly opposite the entrance and on the other side is an extravagant washroom. Six full-sized bedrooms are located on the second floor.

      “Now what?” Eve asks.

      “I’d like to take a look around, get an idea of the layout, but I don’t want to miss my chance to see Zitora,” I say.

      “I counted twenty-five guards,” Nic says.

      “That many?” I ask with surprise.

      “Yes. While you were gawking like a tourist, I noticed them. They were discreet, so there are probably more.”

      Lovely. While we wait, I take advantage of the amenities. My entire family can fit into the sunken bathtub. Too anxious for a long soak, I quickly wash up, change into clean clothes and ensure I’ve plenty of hidden surprises in my clothing. I arrange my hair in a knot, using my lock picks to hold the hair in place. Then I organize my packets of medicines, preparing for anything and hoping I’ll be able to help her.

      Nic gazes out the window facing the castle while Eve uses the washroom. I study Leif’s instructions and test my knowledge on the herbs. The corgarviy tea is a restorative good for feeding to an unconscious patient. It also smells like a wet dog. Baka leaves are for soothing muscular aches and pains. And tilipi is for fevers.

      “Here comes our escort,” Nic says. “Three armed grunts and one official.” He adjusts his concealed weapons.

      I stood and smoothed my naturalist tunic. “Let me do all the talking and follow my lead.”

      The official is a man of few words. After he instructs us to follow him, he remains quiet. The guards trail us. Behind the jade columns is a set of huge double doors. However, there is a smaller door that is almost invisible which the official opens with a key. When we enter, Nic has to stoop so he doesn’t hit his head.

      It’s hard not to gawk at the grand foyer. A set of sweeping staircases arcs along the side walls. A tile mosaic of a treasure chest overflowing with gold coins, jewelry and goblets decorates the floor. An immense chandelier hangs from the celling. Sunlight sparks off the light pink crystal. Or what I assume is crystal, but can easily be tourmalines or pink topaz.

      The official leads us up the right side stairway and along a long corridor. I count doors and note windows and other hallways. Near the end and on the left, we enter what appears to be the living area of an apartment.

      He asks us to wait and taps on a door in the back. “They’re here,” he says when it opens a crack. The official leaves, but the guards remain.

      A well-dressed man pushes the door wide and enters. I tense. Is this a trap after all? Then relax when Zitora steps into view. Smiling, I keep my expression pleasant despite being horrified by her appearance. Even though she’s only six years older than me, she looks haggard and worn. Her honey-colored hair no longer shines, and the lackluster strands hang to her shoulders instead of her waist.

      “Opal, so good of you to come such a long way.” Zitora gives me a brief hug.

      “Of course. Anything for family.”

      “That’s good to know, Cousin,” the man says. He eyes my clothing, barely concealing his disdain.

      “This is Gunther Jewelrose,” Zitora says, introducing us. “He’s married to Zelene.”

      I shake his hand, noting gemstone encrusted rings on each of his fingers. His tailored silk clothing can’t hide his large paunch, though. About as tall as Nic, Gunther tries to intimidate me, but I meet his gaze with a flat look.

      He releases my hand and gestures. “Who are they?”

      “My assistants, Nic and Eve.”

      “You need assistants, eh?”

      “Zitora’s letter said you were in dire need. My cousin may need round the clock care and they are trained. In fact, we shouldn’t delay any longer; I’d like to see her now.”

      Gunther frowns at my firm tone. “Don’t you want to know what’s wrong with her?”

      “No. I prefer to make a diagnosis on my own.”

      “This way,” Zitora says. “We tried everything, but fear she’s getting worse.”

      We enter a bedroom. I spot a woman lying under a white comforter sleeping. She has she same heart-shaped face as Zitora.

      “Zelene, wake up,” Zitora pats her arm, which is stretched oddly above her head. “Opal’s here to take care of you.”

      I move closer and can’t stop a gasp of horror. “Why is she chained to the headboard?” I demand.

      “It’s for her own safety,” Gunther says. “She has convulsions.”

      Zitora says nothing, but she laces her fingers together. Instead of crossing her thumbs, they lie side by side—one of Valek’s signals. It means Gunther is lying. No surprise.

      Zelene opens her eyes, but stares at us as if she can’t comprehend what’s going on. Feeling sick to my stomach over what I might find, I pull Zelene’s covers back a few inches. Nic, Eve, Zitora, Gunther and the three guards are all watching me. “Everyone out. I need to examine her.”

      All but Gunther move toward the door.

      “You, too,” I say.

      “I’m her husband.”

      “I know.” I gaze at him as if determining the best way to kill him.

      He glowers, but leaves. Thank fate. I close the door and return to Zelene. Her eyes are shut.

      “It’s okay. He’s gone,” I say.

      This time she looks at me with desperate hope. “I’m not sick.”

      “I know.”

      “Gunther he’s…I…we…”

      “He won’t let you leave?”

      She nods.

      “Does he know Zitora is a Master Magician?”

      “Yes. She’s trapped here because of me! That’s why I didn’t tell her where I was. He’s…” She draws in a deep breath as if collecting her thoughts. “He thinks she’ll return with the Sitian army to steal all his gold.” Zelene shakes her head. “I’ve been ingesting jungle weed to stay sick. You need to pretend to heal me, leave and bring back help. I’m sure the security forces in Kohinoor will rescue a Master Magician.”

      I consider her comments. “He’s not going to let us leave.”

      Her face crumples. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault.” I examined the cuffs around her wrists. The lock will be easy to pop.

      “I married him.”

      “I’m assuming he’s changed.”

      “Oh, yes very much.” Zelene swallows, as her nose reddens.

      “Keep taking the jungle weed for now. I’m going to try various treatments on you as we plan an escape.”

      “But it’s impossible.”

      I smile. “I’ve been told that many times before, and, so far, they’ve all been wrong.”

      Opening the door, I order Nic to fetch hot water and mugs.

      Gunther blocks his way. “My servants can—”

      “No,” I say. “Nic knows the correct temperature I need.” And he needs to check out the layout of the building.

      When Gunther refuses to move, I add in an exasperated tone, “Dreemata leaves are fragile, and if the water is too hot, it nulls the medicinal benefits.”

      “What’s wrong with my wife?”

      “I’m afraid she has acute ribrolympoma.” I hold up a hand. “She hasn’t progressed into stage five yet, so I might be able to cure her. But it’s going to take time, and I’ll need to be able to do my job without wasting time having to explain every treatment.”

      “All right.” He steps aside and gestures to one of the guards. “Show him to the kitchen.”

      Nic leaves.

      Gunther points to the floor. “The guards stay with you and I’ll assign a servant to help. I want frequent updates on her condition.”

      “That’s fine as long as the guards keep out of the sick room and out of my way.”

      His fleshy jowls crease with annoyance. “All right. I’ll be in my office.”

      Zitora and the guards relax once he’s gone.

      I gesture to Eve. “Bring my pack. Zitora, I need you to tell me when the symptoms started.”

      Eve grasps my bag and they join me in Zelene’s room. I close the door and take a breath.

      “That was impressive,” Zitora says as a brief spark of the woman I remembered returns to her pale-yellow eyes. “I didn’t know you could be so…” She makes circles with her hand as if trying to encourage the right word to pop from her mouth.

      “Bossy?” Eve asks.

      “Confident!”

      “A lot has happened in the past two and a half years.” I look at her. “To both of us.”

      She nods in agreement then moves to her sister’s bedside. “It took me about a year and a couple seasons to find Zelene and I was thrilled when we reunited after eleven years apart.”

      “Until you met my husband,” Zelene says.

      Zitora clasps her hand. “I’m still glad.”

      “Gunther was so sweet.” Zelene gazes into the distance as if peering into the past. “We were married for two years when his father died, and his mother poisoned Gunther—her only son! She wanted his inheritance. When he recovered from the poison, he was a different man. Paranoid, he built this compound over the next year, and we’ve been living here for four years. Each year has been worse than the last and now he refuses to leave.”

      “Do you know what poison she used?” I ask.

      Zelene sits up with excitement. “No. Why? Can you cure him?”

      “Sorry, no. I was just curious.”

      “Oh.” She slouches.

      Feeling bad, I change the subject. “Have you tried to escape?”

      “Many times,” Zitora answers for her sister. “Before and after I arrived, but… He still loves her. This is the only way we thought we’d be able to get help. Thank fate the messenger found you—he claimed that as long as he had a good description he could track down anyone.” She gives me a wry smile. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this, but I’m not sorry it worked and I’m hoping you brought your husband, Kade, and his Stormdancers to blow the walls down.”

      Why did she—oh. I twist my wedding ring with its fire opal around my finger. How do I explain that I married Devlen, the man she still believed is an evil criminal instead of Kade?

      “You have missed a lot,” Eve says in amusement. “Me, Nic and Opal are the entirety of your rescue party.” Seeing their horrified expressions, she continues, “Don’t worry. We got this. We can disable the guards, you can wear their uniforms to disguise your identities, and we’ll walk right out of here.”

      It’ll be more complicated than that, but that’s probably the best way to escape. However, I remembered the grim atmosphere when we crossed through the compound earlier. “Unless no one is allowed to leave.”

      “Everyone who works here also lives here,” Zitora says. “Gunther pays them well and he brings in plenty of supplies. It’s rare for them to leave, but they go visit relatives and go on vacations.”

      “What about my children?” Zelene asks. “I’m not leaving without them.”

      Ah, hell. “How many and how old?”

      “Two boys, ages six and three.”

      Too young to understand what’s going on or to keep quiet. Lovely.

      “Does that change things?” Zitora asks Eve.

      Eve and I exchange a glance. “Yes, but we’ll figure it out,” I say. “Where are the children?”

      “During the day, they’re either in the nursery or the gardens. At night, they sleep in a bedroom in Gunther’s suite with their nanny,” Zelene says.

      I try not to let my dismay show. “We’re going to need a detailed map of the house.”

      “I can draw you one,” Zitora says.

      Nic arrives with the hot water. Out in the other room, I put on a show of mixing leaves and making a healing tea. I ask the servant to bring another bed into Zelene’s room and then send her for supper for all of us as it’s getting late and my stomach is growling.

      Once everything is arranged, I set up a schedule so one of us stays with Zelene at all times. Zelene takes her next dose of jungle weed. The servant is dispatched to update Gunther. Eve remains behind for the overnight shift as Nic and I return to the guest suite. Two guards follow as Zitora accompanies us, leaving one guard with Eve.

      “No guard for you?” I ask in a whisper.

      “Gunther threatened to harm my sister if I try to escape.”

      What a swell guy. Maybe Nic can pound on Gunther before we leave—he can think of it as a good-bye present. When we arrive at our suite, the guards take up positions outside the entrance. We sit in the living room. I sink into the plush cushions of the oversized couch and in a low voice ask Zitora about the daily operation of the compound.

      “Delivery wagons come in almost every day. They unload the supplies, get paid, write down the new orders and leave. Gunther’s factory managers report to him once a week, his business partners hold their meetings here and his money collectors drop off his profits a couple times a week.”

      “Is there a day where there’s lots of activity at the gate?” Nic asks her.

      “Yes, but there’s no schedule.”

      Hard to believe that someone as paranoid as Gunther wouldn’t know exactly what and who is expected. “There must be one. Does Gunther have an assistant?”

      “Yes. His name is Pirro.”

      “Can you include his office and living quarters on the map?” I ask.

      “Sure. But enough of Gunther, tell me what’s been going on with you! Why didn’t you marry Kade? And who did you marry?”

      Nic stands. “I’ll leave you two to catch up, but I will say that the man Opal married is a good guy. One that I’m proud to call my friend.”

      I smile as Nic climbs the stairs to his room. Nic was upset when my feelings toward Devlen changed. In the beginning, Nic believed Devlen’s desire to make amends for his prior actions was all an act.

      “Who is it?” Zitora asks, leaning forward.

      I brace for her reaction and tell her.

      “You married Blue Eyes!” Zitora says in shock, referring to the name we’d given Devlen before we knew who he was. “How…? Why…? Isn’t he still in prison?”

      “He was released early for good behavior.”

      “Good behavior?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Start talking.” She squirms into a comfortable position.

      I fill her in on all that happened since we parted two and a half years ago. Hours later, I finish with my worries about the Sitian Council declaring martial law. Zitora asked only a few questions during my tale. She plays with the fringes from a bright orange pillow, twirling them around her finger.

      “I’m glad you messaged me,” I say. “I’ve a bad feeling that Sitia is going to need you.”

      “Me? I couldn’t even help my sister.”

      “We’re here because of you. Plus once we leave, you’ll have access to the power blanket.”

      “I guess.” Her voice is weak.

      I surge from my seat and kneel in front of her. “You guess? You’re the second most powerful magician in Sitia. There is no guessing about that.”

      “But…I… You’re so confident, Opal. It’s amazing how much you’ve changed. You talk about our escape as if it’s a sure thing.”

      “I changed because of my experiences. Plus it helps that Valek trained me. You didn’t get the chance to have as many…adventures as I’ve had or to learn how to outsmart an opponent before you left.”

      “But I still don’t know how you do it, Opal.”

      “Do what?”

      “Exist without your magic. This past year…” Zitora taps her chest. “There’s an awful…emptiness inside me.”

      “That happened to me, too. I spent seasons searching for a way to reclaim my magic, but I learned I didn’t need it to be happy. That I could fill that emptiness with family, friends and love. I don’t miss it at all.”

      “I’m glad for you, but I miss it, and I miss being part of the Council and working with the students at the Keep.”

      “Then we better get a plan pulled together. Can you draw us that map of Gunther’s manor now?”

      “Sure.”
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* * *

      After Zitora left, I study her sketch. She had explored most of Gunther’s residence and remembered the vital details—guards, doors, windows, stairwells and empty rooms.

      Nic exits his room and peers over my shoulder. “That’ll help, but we’ll still need to do a thorough recon.”

      “I plan to do a sweep tonight.”

      “I’ve already seen parts of the building. I should go.”

      I turn to meet his gaze. “Ideally, we should all do a recon, but I think my training is more suited for this operation.”

      Nic huffed. “My friends are either spies or ex-cons, no wonder I haven’t been promoted in years.”

      “Eve says it’s because of your abrasive personality,” I tease.

      “Go deal with the dregs of society on a daily basis and see how long you remain civil.”

      “You can always quit.”

      “And miss out on fun and exciting missions like this?” Nic asks in mock horror. “No way.”

      I go into my room and change into my all-black one piece sneak suit. The material is skin tight to avoid snagging on anything. It has a hood, gloves and places to insert hidden items like lock picks and weapons. I smear black make-up on my face and neck.

      When I return, Nic asks, “Do you want me to distract the guards for you?”

      “No thanks. I’ll slip out a window.” Picking up Zitora’s sketch, I fold it and tuck it up my sleeve.

      “The side windows are too risky, and there aren’t any in the washroom.”

      “There are some upstairs.”

      “Show off. Don’t forget all those guards I spotted earlier.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Opal—”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      Nic didn’t look happy.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Escaping with Zitora and her sister is gonna be hard enough, but now we have to smuggle out two kids. How about we leave and bring the authorities back?”

      “And who do you think the authorities will believe? Three strangers or one of their very affluent community members?”

      His broad shoulders droop.

      I touch his arm. “I’ve an idea, but I need more information before I know if it’ll work or not. Okay?”

      “Okay. Good luck.”

      Returning to my room, I open the window and wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. It’s an hour after midnight and only a few lanterns glow in the compound. Except for the entrance, Gunther’s manor is dark. There are no windows on the lowest level.

      I climb down to the ground and stay in the shadows as I loop around to the back of the house. According to the map, the place resembles a giant X. The grand foyer is located at the place where the lines intersect. Gunther’s suite is at the end of the right back wing. But I’m more interested in Pirro’s office.

      Spotting guards walking in the gardens, I crouch in a shadow until they are out of sight, then I scale the wall to a window that opens into an unused room. The shutters aren’t even locked. I ease them apart and slip inside what appears to be a training room. Mats line the floor and targets hang on the walls. Practice swords and other weapons gather dust on shelves. The stale air smells of old sweat and mold.

      I cross to the door and slowly twist the knob, peering out into the hallway. No one in sight. I wait. No voices or footsteps echo off the stones. Good.

      Ghosting through the hallways, I follow the map to Pirro’s office. His door is locked, but it’s a simple pin and tumbler design and is quickly opened with my tension wrench and diamond pick. I close the door behind me and scan the room. Typical office furniture and stacks of paper decorate the area.

      Even with the shutters open, there isn’t enough light to read, so I close the shutters and risk notice by lighting a lantern, turning it as low as possible. With my heart’s fast beat encouraging me to hurry, I search through the ledgers, files and drawers. After a couple hours, I still can’t find the schedule of deliveries. Gunther must have it or it’s kept at the gatehouse. Extinguishing the lantern, I retreat to the guest quarters. The night sky is turning gray by the time I climb into my room.

      My relief is short lived as Gunther’s loud voice reverberates through the floor. “…wife dying…I insist you wake Opal this instant!”

      I yank off my suit and change into night clothes. Pulling my hair from its braid, I rake my fingers through it, making it messy as if I just woke. Then I wash the black make-up from my face and neck with the water I’ve left in a basin for this contingency.

      Nic stands at the bottom of the stairs blocking Gunther and three guards. Why is Gunther here so early?

      “It’s okay, Nic,” I say. “Gunther, your wife isn’t dying.”

      “But…she’s worse. Shouldn’t she be at least a little bit better?” he demanded.

      “Not until she’s has a few treatments.” I use my most exasperated tone to explain how the herbs need time to cleanse the blood and restore the body. “Her next dose is due in the morning.” I scowl at the faint light illuminating the window. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to change.”

      Gunther crosses his arms. He’s unhappy but unable to accuse me of anything.

      As I climb the stairs, I wonder if one of his guards spotted me and woke him? Or is he trying to unsettle me?
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* * *

      After I change, I follow Gunther to Zelene’s room. Eve is mixing up Zelene’s morning potion. I inquire about my patient’s status.

      “She had a restless night,” Eve says.

      I press my hand to Zelene’s sweaty forehead. “We’ll do another course of the dreemata, and if there’s no improvement by tomorrow, we’ll move on to the langdit extract.”

      Gunther leaves when the servant arrives with breakfast. After we eat, Eve and I retreat into Zelene’s room for a private conversation.

      “What happened earlier?” I ask Eve.

      “He burst into the room a little before dawn, looking for you.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “No. Were you seen?”

      “It sounds like it, but I think they couldn’t say for sure that it was me.”

      “He’d be an idiot to trust us now,” Eve says.

      “Then why didn’t he incarcerate us?”

      “Because he still believes you can cure me,” Zelene says. “It’s warped, but he does love me.”

      That I can understand. And perhaps we can use that to our advantage. “What if I can’t cure you? What if you’re hours away from dying, would he let you leave so a healer could heal you?”

      “Maybe, but he’d still have Zitora and our children so I’d return.”

      I consider my earlier plan. “Do you know where he keeps the delivery schedule?”

      “In the safe in his office.”

      “Combination lock or key?”

      “Combination.”

      Ah, hell. One of the things still on my spy “to-do” list.

      “I can take a crack at it,” Eve says.

      I groan. “Bad joke.”

      “No, really. I went undercover with a gang of thieves a couple years ago.”

      Eve gestures to the door. “I can use a sleeping dart on my guard. He snored through most of last night anyway.”

      “All right.”

      “What exactly are you looking for?” she asks.

      “The delivery schedule for the day after tomorrow.”

      “You think we’re running out of time?”

      “Yes.”
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* * *

      I sent Eve to rest up before her night shift and asked her to have Nic do a recon of the gate area and keep an eye on the traffic.

      “I’ll stay until you return,” I say.

      Zitora arrives during the day to visit Zelene and I unlock Zelene’s cuffs so she can stretch and regain some muscle tone. Mixing up a pot of wet dog tea, I laugh when she crinkles her nose over the smell.

      “Awful, I know, but you’ll feel stronger,” I say.

      When Eve returns, I trudge back to the guest suite. The next morning, Zitora and the three of us have a conference in Zelene’s room.

      “The lock on the safe was too complex for me. It’s a top of the line brand. Sorry, Opal,” Eve says, putting a kink in my plan.

      “And the guards watch the incoming deliveries carefully,” Nic says, destroying my plan. “The wagons and men are never out of their sight so we can’t do a switch.”

      Not good. My mood sours even more when Gunther barges into the room, demanding an update.

      “I’m afraid she’s not responding to the dreemata so we’re starting her on langdit this morning,” I say.

      “And if that doesn’t work?” he demands.

      “Then we’ll have to take her to a healer or she’ll die.”

      He straightens as if I sucker punched him in the gut. Raw grief flashes, but then suspicion clouds his gaze. His large frame must have been muscular at one time. “If it comes to that, then I will take her. Not you.” He storms off.

      Nic and Eve exchange a glance. “Does that mean what I think it means?” Nic asks his partner.

      “Yup. That was hard to miss,” she says.

      “What was hard to miss?” Zelene asks.

      “We’re not leaving the compound,” I say.

      “You already suspected that,” she says, confused.

      “I did, but this confirms it.”

      “Now what?” Nic scowls and crosses his arms.

      The gesture gives me a wild idea. A do-something-surprising idea like Reema wanted. My mind churns with the possibilities as I think it through and list what can go wrong—quite a few things. And the key to success will lie with Nic.

      Nic holds his hands out and takes a step back. “Opal, why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?” Eve asks.

      “Like she’s about to pounce. And not in a good way. More like a tree leopard preparing to jump on its prey.”

      “You’ve just given me an escape plan, Nic,” I say.

      “For all of us? My children, too?” Zelene asks.

      “Yes, but I’m afraid your health is about to take a major turn for the worse.”
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* * *

      I detail my plan to the others. We spend the rest of the day preparing for the evening’s activities. Then I sleep for a few hours before the big show.

      At the scheduled time—two hours after midnight—I arrive at Zelene’s room with my guard.

      Eve’s man jumps to his feet as if he wasn’t just slouched on the couch drooling on the cushion. “Dawn already?” he asks.

      “No. I’ve a bad feeling and wish to check on my patient.” I enter Zelene’s room, wait a bit and then signal Eve.

      Eve rushes into the other room, ordering the guard to fetch Gunther immediately. “Zelene won’t last the night!”

      Off he goes. She returns.

      “How many guards do you think he’ll bring?” she asks.

      “Two to four,” I guess.

      She nods and readies her weapons. It doesn’t take Gunther long to burst into the room. His wild, terrified gaze scans the area as his nightshirt billows around him. Eve edges out, waving the guards back. The door closes, and it’s me and Gunther and Zelene.

      “What’s going on?” he demands. “Is she…” Pain creases his face in genuine grief.

      “She’s…going to make a full recovery!” I can’t be cruel.

      Zelene sits up. Gunther rushes over and leans in to hug her. She wraps her arms around him and, after a couple of seconds, she jabs the dart containing sleeping potion into his neck.

      He straightens, curses and yanks the dart from his skin. Pulling his arm back as if to strike her, he freezes when I press the tip of my knife to his throat.

      “Sit before you fall and crack your fool head open, Gunther,” I order.

      Gunther tries to glare, but his eyelids drift shut, and he sags to the floor asleep. I peek out the door to see how Eve is doing. Five guards litter the ground. Each one has a metal dart jutting from their necks.

      “Any trouble?” I ask.

      “No, you?”

      “Nope. Get dressed.”

      I release the cuff from around Zelene’s sore wrist, and she helps me remove Gunther’s clothes and rings. With pure satisfaction, I snap the cuff around Gunther’s fat wrist, locking it.

      There’s a commotion from the other room. I arrive in time to witness Nic tossing his guard onto the couch. The man struggles to rise, but soon goes limp.

      Nic hands me the bag. “I hope this works.”

      I point to a chair. “Sit. Eve, I need more light.”

      “You got it.” Wearing one of the guard’s uniforms, she lights a couple lanterns before stripping another guard.

      I work quickly, mixing putty to match Gunther’s skin tone, ensuring there is an ample supply. Zelene helps Eve get the rest of Nic’s costume ready.

      After an hour, I step back to examine my work. Zelene and Eve stand next to me, staring at Nic. He is wearing Gunther’s long nightshirt.

      “Well?” Nic asks.

      His fake jowls don’t jiggle as much as Gunther’s, but it’ll do. Good thing it’s a quarter moon tonight.

      “Not bad,” Zelene says.

      “Look in a mirror and see your future if you keep pigging out on your brother’s beef stew,” Eve says.

      “Not funny.” Nic pushes on the cushion tied to his torso under the shirt. Then he flexes his fingers. “How can he stand wearing all these rings? They’re driving me crazy already.”

      “Do you have the uniform for Zitora?” I ask Eve.

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Nic scoops Zelene up in his arms. She hangs limp. We head to the rendezvous point, appearing to any observers—I hope—like Gunther carrying his wife with me and a guard hurrying after them. Encountering no one, we find Zitora and two sleepy boys. Nic lets Zelene down so she can hug her sons.

      “Any trouble?” I ask.

      Zitora grins. “Nope. As soon as Gunther left, I pricked the nanny and woke the boys.”

      “Good.” I hand her the uniform.

      Nic turns his back so she can change.

      “We’re on an adventure,” the older boy says. “To rescue Mommy! Why does Daddy look weird?”

      Zelene explains that it’s all part of the adventure and they need to be quiet and do whatever Aunt Zitora says. Wide-eyed, they nod. The little one grabs his brother’s hand.

      We resumed our positions, but with the addition of a second guard and two boys. When we close in on the manor’s front entrance, we pause for a quick recap of the plan.

      I hand out darts filled with sleeping potion. “If they don’t give way just charge them and jab these into any exposed skin. Don’t stop.” I meet Nic’s gaze. “This is all you, Nic. You ready?”

      “Yup.” Rushing forward with Zelene in his arms, Nic yells at the two guards bookending the door. “Open the door. Move it! Move it!”

      After a pause to absorb the shock, they obey without hesitation. We fly through the entrance and head for the stable. Nic orders the guards to remain at the entrance.

      Inside the stable, Nic rests Zelene on the hay wagon as Eve and Zitora scramble to hitch Ginger and Chicory. I saddle Quartz. When we finish, Eve shows the boys their hiding place under the bales. There’s a blanket for them, a handful of sweets and a couple toys.

      Sweets and toys? Eve and I glance at Nic. He’d been the one to prep the wagon. What a softy!

      Once the boys are covered, I ask Zelene, “Would Gunther drive or one of the guards?”

      “Gunther, but if he’s going to town, he’d take more than two guards.”

      “We’ll have to pick a couple up at the gate,” I say.

      “But once the sun rises, they’ll see,” Zelene says.

      Eve flashes her blowpipe. “Not a problem.”

      Charging to the gate, I have a few minutes to breathe as I ride Quartz. Except, the noise from the wagon wheels and horses’ hooves is quite loud, and my chest constricts again. By the time we reach the gate, the guards are ready and waiting. Torches blaze, and, by the light, I count six in the front row with swords in hand. And they are three rows deep. If Nic isn’t convincing, we’re all in trouble.

      “Open the gate!” Nic sweeps his right hand out, gesturing them to move to the side. “She’s dying. Move it. Move it.”

      A few of them glance at a tall man as if seeking orders. The man steps forward and puts both hands up, making a stopping motion.

      Nic can either run him over or halt. With the gate down, there is nowhere to go. He wisely pulls on the reins.

      The tall man moves around to the side. “This is highly irregular, sir.”

      “My wife is dying, Captain. There’s no time to add her to the bleeding schedule. Open the gate.” The last bit is growled.

      The captain hesitates. Nic did a decent job sounding like Gunther, but not perfect. My heart jumps in my chest.

      Zelene cries out as if in terrible pain.

      Nic tightens his grip on the leather. “Open the gate.”

      The captain looks at Eve, Zitora and then me. “You need more men, sir.”

      “Fine.”

      The man gestures and six guards jump onto the wagon, including the captain who sits next to Nic on the bench. “Raise the gate!” he orders.

      The rows of guards part. Metal screeches and clicks as the chain is pulled. The heavy gate lifts slowly. Each tick of the chain takes years.

      As soon as there is enough room, Nic spurs the horses onward and we race from the compound, heading toward Kohinoor.

      Eve keeps her gaze on the compound. Probably waiting until we’re out of sight before taking care of our unwelcome hitchhikers. She might have difficulty with six of them so I pull my blowpipe from a pocket of my cloak. I palm a handful of darts.

      “That’s far enough,” the captain says.

      The wagon clatters to a stop. I wonder why Nic doesn’t pound the guy when I spot the knife at Nic’s throat. Oh no.

      “Men,” the captain orders.

      As one, they pull their swords, aiming at Zelene, Eve and Zitora. Eve keeps her weapon close to her side, but she’ll be skewered if she moves. I finger mine, deciding if my aim is good enough to risk it. It isn’t. Fear pumps through my heart. Gunther would never let us go.

      “I knew something was wrong,” the captain says. “Now, turn the wagon around. And you,” he says to me. “Follow us or I’ll remove his head from his shoulders.”

      What a swell guy. I clench the reins, but no brilliant escape plan comes to mind. Eve and I exchange a glance; she has nothing. We’re out of—

      Zitora laughs. “I can’t believe you’ve forgotten, Opal.”

      I groan at my stupidity. “Me neither. Do you have them?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s going on?” Eve asks me.

      “Master Magician Zitora Cowan has immobilized the soldiers with her magic.”

      “Nice.”

      “Even the captain?” Nic asks. His voice is strained.

      “Yes. Prick them with the sleeping juice and we’ll leave them on the side of the road,” I say.

      It doesn’t take long to divest ourselves of the unwanted cargo. We continue, keeping a fast pace. I figure once Gunther and the guards wake, they’ll come after us and I’d like to be in Kohinoor by then.

      “Isn’t that obvious?” Zelene asks me.

      “Yes, but what is Gunther going to do? With Zitora able to access her magic, he can’t force you to return. Besides you need to regain your strength for the journey to the Citadel and we need to replenish our supplies.”
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* * *

      We arrive in Kohinoor around mid-afternoon of the third day. Traveling with two children used to every comfort and pulling a wagon has added a half-day, which meant Gunther would be here by nightfall if he left right after being freed. If we used the Curare on them, we’d have until tomorrow, but I hated to waste the drug.

      Once again, we rent rooms at the Trillion Inn. It’s clean, comfortable and easy to defend.

      “Do you think he’ll try to sneak in overnight and kidnap his family?” Zitora asks me at supper that evening.

      “Not with you sharing her room.”

      “But I have limits. If he comes with a dozen guards—”

      “He won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “This is where he does all his business,” Zelene says. “If he does leave the compound, he won’t make a scene.”

      She has been so quiet since we escaped. Unlike her boys who asked a million questions, including when they’re going to return home and see their father. I hope she explains soon. I didn’t relish an entire trip with cranky homesick children.

      “Does he stay at one of the inns when in town?” I ask her.

      “No. We…he has a home here.” She shrugs. “He may have sold it.”

      “Where?”

      She gives me the address.

      “On it,” Nic says, standing. “If I confirm it’s still his, do you want eyes on his place all night?”

      “Yes. We’ll take shifts.”
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* * *

      Three days later, when the kids and Zelene are asleep, Zitora pulls me aside. “Why the delay? He’s not coming. We can hire a healer for Zelene in the morning and leave.”

      “I’ve a feeling he’ll be here soon, but if he doesn’t show in the next two days, we’ll leave.”

      Zitora gives me a quizzical look. “I thought we were escaping. That it’s a good thing he’s not here.”

      “Zelene needs to talk to Gunther or she’ll never find peace with how things ended. He needs to understand that they are leaving and he can’t stop them. If he doesn’t arrive that means he already comprehends the situation. Then we’ll have to explain that to Zelene.”

      “Oh.”

      “And don’t worry, you and I will be right there when they talk.”

      “Good.” She draws in a deep breath and then grins. “I’m actually hoping he tries something. I’d love to show him the extent of my powers.”

      “Atta girl.”
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* * *

      After breakfast on the fifth morning since arriving in Kohinoor, we get ready to leave. Eve arrives with the news that Gunther is on his way. “He has four bodyguards,” she says.

      We return to the common room—about half the tables are filled with customers.

      “This is a nice public place for a chat,” I say.

      Zitora squeezes her sister’s hand when Zelene pales.

      “What should we do?” Nic asks.

      “It will depend if the four goons come inside with him. I’d like to give them some privacy, but still be close enough to interfere if needed.”

      I’m surprised and a bit impressed when Gunther enters alone. His wary expression softens into sadness when the two boys rush him. He crouches to embrace them. Nic rests his hand on his sword’s hilt and edges closer. Eve, Zitora and I stand in a protective half-circle behind Zelene, who remains seated.

      But Gunther releases the boys, straightens and approaches the table. He scans us. “May I have a private word with my wife? Please.”

      The please is new. “Eve, take the boys to their room,” I say, then point to a table nearby. “We’ll be right here. Try anything and Zitora will turn you into a rat and Nic will gladly feed you to the cats.”

      Zitora and I sit as Gunther settles on the opposite of Zelene’s table.

      “You know I can’t do that, right?” she whispers to me. “Nobody can.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t know that.” I wink at her.

      Gunther and Zelene talk for quite a while. Being too far to hear their conversation, I study her posture and expression for signs of distress. At first, she’s wary and distant, then she…relaxes. I glance at Gunther. Tears shine in his eyes. He reaches for her hands, but she jerks them away.

      Zitora tenses. “If I concentrate really hard, maybe I could turn him into a rat.”

      “It could be painful.”

      “Even better.”

      I laugh, but sober when Gunther tries again and Zelene allows him to grasp her fingers. When Gunther moves off his chair and kneels beside Zelene, we’re next to her in a heartbeat.

      “…don’t want to lose my family,” he says to Zelene.

      “Too late for that,” Zitora says. “You don’t lock your family up.”

      “I know. I’m sorry! I…lost my mind for a bit. When my mother tried to kill me, I just…shattered. My world was out of control. But…these last couple days after Zelene and the boys left…everything was so empty…nothing mattered to me, not even my money. I realized how terrible I’ve been acting.”

      “Terrible? Try paranoid and insane! In fact, I can press charges against you for kidnapping a Master Magician.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh no, it’s way too late for that. Crawl on back to your compound, Gunther, and leave my sister and her children alone or I will arrest you.”

      He remains on his knees. “I promise to never—”

      “No second chances, Gunther.” Zitora’s tone is borderline deadly, but he doesn’t back down. Impressive for a man on his knees.

      “We can draw up an agreement. You can—”

      “No.”

      “You can read my mind. See for yourself, I’m telling the truth.”

      Zitora draws a breath, but Zelene touches her sister’s arm. “Look for me, sis. See if my Gunther has truly returned.”

      The refusal is perched on Zitora’s lips as she stares at Zelene in shock.

      “Please,” Zelene says.

      Zitora glances at me. “What do you think?”

      The words to tell her to turn him into a rat die in my throat. Gunther’s behavior was awful, but the memory of another man who has done terrible things worse than Gunther’s actions rose in my mind. “If Devlen can change and earn my love, then Gunther can change as well.”

      “But Devlen was addicted to blood magic,” Zitora counters.

      “True. However, Gunther’s addicted to his money.”

      Gunther makes a small sound of protest, but wisely remains quiet.

      She considers. “All right, if I learn that you’re telling the truth, we will create a legal and binding agreement that Zelene and the boys can come and go as they please, that they will visit me for one season a year, and that you will donate five hundred golds to the Citadel’s child services every year. Agreed?”

      He nods, but adds, “Yes.”

      “And if you’re lying, then I will scramble your brains.”

      Gunther pales and swallows.

      “If you violate any part of the agreement, then I will bring an army of magicians, Stormdancers and soldiers to your precious compound.” Zitora leans forward. “That void you’re hiding in can be moved, Gunther. It won’t take us long to flatten your home into rubble.” She stares at him. “Still want me to examine your deepest thoughts and desires?”

      He stands. “Yes.”

      “Then have a seat. This is going to be very painful for you.”
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* * *

      Zitora shakes her head as Gunther, Zelene and the boys leave the inn. “I can’t believe he was telling the truth.”

      “He lost his family and it scared him,” I say. “Are you worried he’ll return to being paranoid?”

      “No.” She grins. “He’s terrified of me.”

      “Good. Now we can go home.” I consider. I’ve been gone for thirty-seven days, and I miss Devlen and Reema. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yes!” She rolls up her copy of Gunther’s agreement, which was signed and notarized by Kohinoor’s legal officer.

      Zitora travels with us until we reach Booruby ten days later. “I’ll head north and you can cut across the plains to Fulgor,” she says.

      “Are you sure?” I ask for the hundredth time. “We can go with you to the Citadel and then head east.”

      “Nonsense. Unless I get trapped in a void, I can take care of myself.” She gives us all a hug good-bye. “Thank you.”

      Nic, Eve and I cut through the Avibian Plains and arrive in Fulgor twenty days after we’ve left Kohinoor. I’ve been gone almost the entire warm season. Drawing in a deep breath, I enjoy the scents of home. It’s mid-afternoon, and even Quartz is anxious to arrive. She increases her pace. Nic and Eve insist on accompanying me to my factory despite my protests.

      “Don’t forget the soldiers,” Nic says. “They might still be waiting for you.”

      Nic has a point. “I’ll sneak in the side door.”

      “Now you’re thinking!”

      We stable our horses at the Back Alley. Once they are groomed and settled, we walk to my home. Nic does a recon of the building and reports there are no signs of watchers. Good or bad? I can’t decide.

      Slipping inside, we cross to the main floor. The four glass kilns are silent and cold. My stomach twists with fear. I pull my sais.

      Nic and Eve are armed in a flash.

      “What’s wrong?” Eve asks.

      “All the kilns have been shut down.”

      “But you haven’t been here,” Nic says.

      “Doesn’t matter, they stay hot. Many other people use them as well.”

      We check all the rooms on the ground floor—empty. Climbing the stairs, my heart urges me to run, but I keep a steady pace until I see our dining table lying on its side and other evidence of a struggle.

      Then I’m racing through all the rooms screaming for Devlen and Reema.

      But they’re gone.

      

      
        THE END
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      I ghosted through the quiet Citadel streets well after curfew. Dressed in black from head to toe, I stayed in the shadows to avoid detection and lamented the necessity of having to skulk about like a criminal. The row of Councilors’ houses appeared to be deserted—we’d received intel that the Cartel had “relocated” the Sitian Council for their safety. Not trusting the darkened windows or the info that the houses were empty, I looped around to the back alley and waited. No signs of movement. Were the houses vacant, or did a professional ambush wait inside?

      If I still had my magic, there would be no need to guess. But the baby in my belly was blocking my powers—or, at least, that was the current theory. My pulse skittered with the thought of the baby. Valek’s request that I be very careful echoed in my mind. I drew in a breath to steady my heart as I approached Councilor Bavol Zaltana’s home, located in the middle of the row.

      Without the light from the street lanterns, the darkness pressed around me. A cool night breeze diluted the stink of garbage left too long in the sun. I knelt by the back door and felt for the keyhole, then inserted my tension wrench and diamond pick. Lifting the pins into alignment, I twisted the tumbler and the door swung open into the kitchen that during my previous visits had been filled with heat and light and the scent of jungle spices. Instead, a cold, quiet mustiness greeted me.

      I tucked my tools away and stepped inside and to the right. Standing in the threshold, I would have been an easy target. I sniffed the air for any hint of perfume, cologne or shaving cream, or anything that would indicate another person or persons crouched in the shadows.

      Only the dry scent of dust filled my nose.

      That ruled out the amateurs, but I knew The Mosquito remained a threat and wouldn’t make such a rookie mistake. He’d been paid to assassinate me, and he would hunt me until he finished the job. No surprise that Valek wasn’t happy about this mission, but due to our limited resources, personnel and time, he’d conceded the need to send me here while he searched Bavol’s office in the Council Hall. Since Bruns Jewelrose and his Cartel had moved into the hall, Valek had the far more dangerous task.

      We both sought any information on how Bruns’s Cartel had been able to procure enough Theobroma to lace the food at the Council Hall, the Magician’s Keep and four military garrisons. Their magicians then used magic to turn all those who consumed the sweet treat into compliant and obedient members of the Cartel.

      When no obvious dangers materialized, I walked through the house, checking every corner for intruders, including the ceiling. All clear. Breathing became easier as I drew the curtains tight before concentrating on my task. Lighting a small lantern, I started in Bavol’s home office, looking in his desk drawers.

      Bavol had been given the assignment of determining a way to mass-produce Theobroma for the Sitian military. Once the Council learned that the Commander had barrels of Curare, they’d panicked. Curare was an effective nonlethal weapon, causing full-body paralysis. The substance that counteracted Curare was Theobroma, which wasn’t ideal due to it rendering a person vulnerable to magic, but it was better than being paralyzed. The other problem, however, was that it only grew in the Illiais Jungle, and at a very slow rate.

      Or so everyone thought.

      Bruns and Owen Moon had managed to increase not only the quantity but also the growth rate, using glass hothouses and grafting techniques. But just how had they learned this technique remained a mystery.

      Finished with the drawers, I moved on to Bavol’s cabinet. A couple of the files included diagrams of plants, and I stacked them next to me. The last time we visited Bavol, he’d acted… odd. Leif’s magic picked up a strange vibe from him, but we hadn’t pressed the issue. Now, with Bavol “housed” at the Greenblade garrison and unreachable, I hoped any information we found would help us determine not only where Bruns had procured the Theobroma but also how.

      I collected a nice-size pile, but spent a few minutes checking the living area and his bedroom, too, just in case he had hidden files elsewhere.

      Satisfied that I’d covered all possible locations, I grabbed the stack and slipped out the back door, relocking it behind me. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness as the air cooled my sweaty skin. I’d left my cloak back at HQ. It was the middle of the warm season. The night air remained a reasonable temperature a little longer each evening. And since I was three and a half months pregnant, I stayed warmer as well.

      An extra-deep pool of black appeared next to me. Instinctively I dodged to the side as metal flashed, and a sharp coldness nicked the left side of my neck before striking the door behind me. I dove to the right and hit the ground with a thud. The blackness cursed and followed me. I hissed as a blade seared a path along my left bicep. I kept rolling deeper into the darkness—my only defensive play at this point. Fear pulsed, urging me to hurry.

      A narrow beam of yellow light sliced through the darkness. My attacker had come prepared. Lovely. The light swept the ground, searching and then finding me. Caught in the beam long enough to be a target, I somersaulted to my feet as the thwack of a crossbow sounded. Debris pelted me when the bolt ricocheted off the ground nearby. Too close. My heart jumped in my chest. Another bolt clipped my right side, the pain a mere nuisance in the grander scheme of things.

      I raced for the end of the alley, zigzagging as much as possible and hoping with all my soul that a second ambusher didn’t wait for me at the end. A third bolt sailed past. I shot from the alley and increased my pace, no longer caring about staying in the shadows. Glancing behind, I spotted a black-clad figure aiming a crossbow in my direction. Ice skittered down my sweat-soaked back. I changed course, spinning to the left just as the bolt whizzed by my ear. The air from its passage fanned my face. Not stopping to marvel at either my good luck or his lousy aim, I dove for the shadows and ran.

      Hours later—or so it seemed to my starved lungs—I slowed and ducked into a dark shadow. Bending over, I gasped for breath. So much for staying in shape. Although running for your life wasn’t exactly something you could train for. Plus I’d gained a few baby pounds. The thought sent a new spike of fear right through me. I ran my fingers along the gash on my side, seeking its depth. I sighed with relief—only a flesh wound. Then I remembered my other injuries, and they flared to painful life. The one on my neck was also shallow, but the cut on my arm would need to be sealed. I sagged against the building for a moment. Not only my life but also the baby’s had been in danger.

      Once I recovered, I realized I still clutched the files from Bavol’s office. I would have laughed, but the sound might have attracted the wrong attention. Dozens more soldiers had been patrolling the streets since the Cartel declared martial law and set a curfew. To avoid them, I took the most roundabout path back to HQ, ensuring no one followed me. By the time I tapped on the hidden door, the first rays of dawn lit the white marble of the Citadel.

      Hilly, one of the Helper’s Guild members, let me in. She raised an eyebrow at my disheveled and bloody appearance.

      “I ran into a bit of trouble,” I said.

      She quirked a smile. “Not as much as when Valek returns.”

      Oh no. “Did he…”

      “Yep. He stopped in about an hour ago, but when he heard you hadn’t returned, he took off to look for you.”

      I wilted.

      Hilly took pity on me. “Come on. We’ll wake the healer and get you cleaned up before he comes back.”

      I followed her through HQ. Since the building Fisk had once used to house his Helper’s Guild had been seized by the Cartel, he’d found another empty structure tucked almost out of sight in the northwest quadrant of the Citadel to use as a temporary base of operations. Now his people helped us in our efforts to stop the Cartel from taking complete control of Sitia. The so-called resistance.

      Sleeping barracks occupied most of the lower level. The members of the guild spanned in age from six years old to eighteen. The kids didn’t mind the close quarters, and some happily shared a bed. The extra-large kitchen took up the rest of the level. The two upper floors contained Fisk’s room and office, a small suite for Valek and me, and a number of guest rooms for our growing army. Our farmhouse in the Stormdance lands had been a useful place to plan and recuperate during the last month, but we’d quickly learned that we needed to be closer to Bruns.

      The healer was a sixteen-year-old boy named Chale who’d recently developed magical powers. Since all the magicians at the Magician’s Keep had been conscripted and sent to the Cartel’s garrisons, there had been no one to teach him how to use his power—except me and Valek. Even though I lost my powers over three months ago, I hadn’t forgotten my lessons from the Keep. Valek, on the other hand, had freed his power only recently and almost flamed out, killing us all. Now he was reluctant to use it until he learned how to fully control his powers. Not an ideal situation, but we tried.

      I sat at the kitchen table in my undershirt as Chale cleaned my wounds. The gawky teen was all thumbs. He peered through a riot of black hair that my fingers itched to trim. As I suspected, the cut on my biceps needed more than just a bandage. At least talking Chale through the steps needed to heal it with his magic distracted me from the pain. As long as he didn’t touch me skin to skin, he could use threads from the power blanket to stitch the cut closed.

      “I have to keep pulling power to knit the skin together,” Chale said with concern. “Something is tugging it away. Is that normal?”

      “No. I think what is draining your power is what is blocking mine. At least, I hope that’s the case.”

      “Is it the baby?”

      I stared at him. Not many people knew.

      He blushed. “Sorry, I just—”

      “No, don’t apologize. You’re a healer. Sensing the baby is a part of your powers.”

      “It’s healthy, if that helps?”

      “It does,” Valek said from the doorway. He still wore his black skintight sneak suit, which highlighted his long, lean and powerful muscles. “Can you say the same about my wife?”

      A dangerous glint lit his sapphire-blue eyes, but Chale failed to notice.

      “Of course. It’s just a couple scrapes.” Chale’s light tone downplayed my injuries nicely—perhaps he’d noticed more than he let on. “We’re almost finished.”

      “Good,” Valek said, but his gaze seared into mine.

      And though his angular face revealed none of his thoughts, I knew he suppressed a whole gamut of emotions. In a few graceful, almost predatory strides, he was by my side. He laced his fingers in mine as Chale completed his work. Bandages were fine for the shallow cuts. I didn’t want Chale to exhaust his power on the minor abrasions—one of the guild members might need him tonight.

      Valek let go of my hand as I shrugged on my torn and bloody tunic. He studied the garment without comment— another dangerous sign. But by this time, the kitchen bustled with the morning crew, and soon piping-hot sweet cakes were set in front of us. My stomach roared with sudden hunger, and even Valek wasn’t brave enough to get between a pregnant woman and food.

      Only after I stuffed myself did he reclaim my hand and tug me to my feet.

      “Upstairs,” he said.

      Feeling much better with a full stomach, I trailed after him as we ascended the stairs to the third level and into our rooms. Valek closed the door and I braced for his lecture. Instead, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. I rested my head on his chest and listened to his heart beating, soaking in his warmth, breathing in his musky scent, feeling safe. At six feet tall, he was eight inches taller than me.

      I’d known Valek for almost nine years, and the only thing that scared him was the threat of losing me. “What happened?” I asked.

      He leaned back and lightly brushed the bandage on my neck with his thumb. “I found out The Mosquito is in town.”

      Ah.

      “Did he attack you?” he asked.

      “It was too dark to see, but the first strike was aimed at my throat.” The Mosquito’s signature way to kill was to stab an ice pick into his victims’ jugulars and let them bleed to death. Nice guy.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      I detailed the attack and the reason it took me so long to return. “But I managed to hold on to the files. Did you learn anything else while you were in the Council Hall?”

      “I grabbed a few promising files from Bavol’s office, but I’m more concerned about what I overheard Bruns and his sycophants discussing in the hallway.”

      I stepped back in alarm. “You weren’t supposed—”

      “They didn’t know I was there. Besides, the information was worth the danger.”

      “About The Mosquito?”

      “Yes. That, and Bruns knows you’re in the Citadel. He’s offered a large bounty to the person who kills you.”

      No surprise. “How much?”

      “Yelena, that’s not the point.”

      “It’s not the first time someone’s put a price on my head.” Master Magician Roze Featherstone had offered five golds as a reward for my capture when she tried to take over the Sitian Council seven years ago.

      “This time is different. You’re…”

      I waited.

      “Vulnerable without your magic. And it’s no longer all business with Bruns. He took Ben’s and Loris’s deaths and our escape from the Krystal garrison personally. You need to go back to the farmhouse in the Stormdance lands. You’ll be safer there.”

      “And what about you?” I asked. “As you said, our escape. Did he set a bounty for you, as well?”

      “No.”

      “How do you know?”

      Valek paced the room. I crossed my arms to keep his lingering warmth close. Plus, judging by the agitation in his steps, I sensed he was working up the nerve to deliver more bad news.

      He stopped. “Bruns has offered fifty golds to the person who kills you.”

      That was a fortune. I whistled, and he shot me a glare. “You didn’t answer my question,” I said.

      Another scowl, and then his shoulders drooped as if in defeat. “Bruns has been in contact with Commander Ambrose, and…” Valek paused. “The Commander has agreed to send Onora to assassinate me.”
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      Yelena’s mouth opened slightly in surprise, and concern flashed in her green eyes over the news. But Valek had expected something like this. If he focused on the logic, the move made perfect tactical sense. The Commander had warned Valek that leaving Ixia would be an act of treason. And acts of treason, no matter what the reason, were punishable by death. Plus, he now had magic, of all things. He’d inadvertently traded his immunity to magic for the power to wield it. And the Commander had a standing execution order on all magicians found in Ixia.

      Except he and the Commander had been close friends, and he was unaware of Valek’s magic—only a handful of people knew. He’d hoped the Commander would give him the benefit of doubt and not send an assassin after him.

      Yelena put her hand on his arm. “He’s being influenced by Owen’s magic.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” There had been a few inconsistencies, like when the Commander had tried to protect Valek from Owen by sending him to the coast to deal with the Storm Thieves. He was also supposed to be protected from Owen’s subversion by the null shields that Leif had woven into his uniforms, but the Commander could have lied to Valek about wearing them.

      “He has to be,” she said.

      He pressed his hand over hers and enjoyed not only her touch but the respite from the constant presence of his magic. With his mental shield in place, it wasn’t as bad, but contact with her turned it all off, and he returned to the man he’d been for the last forty-one years of his life.

      “Are you worried about Onora?” she asked.

      Was he? They had sparred a number of times, and each time he had defeated her. But perhaps she planned to ambush him. “No. She’s the best to come along in the last twenty-four years, but unless she catches me off guard, I don’t expect her to cause me any trouble.”

      “And you’re never relaxed,” she teased.

      “I am when I’m with you, love.” He picked up her hand and kissed her palm.

      “Really? And those knives under our pillows, the swords on the floor, the darts in the headboard?”

      “I said relaxed, not stupid. Being prepared is never a bad idea.”

      “No.” Her gaze grew distant as she rubbed her side.

      Probably remembering The Mosquito’s attack. While Valek was proud she was able to get away, he planned to ensure that would be the assassin’s last attempt on her life.

      “Speaking of being prepared,” he said, “you need to leave the Citadel until I’ve taken care of any bounty hunters coming after you. Either go to the Stormdance farmhouse, or travel to the Illiais Jungle to visit your mother. Both are safer than here.”

      She gave him a tight smile. “Nice try, handsome, but I’m not going anywhere. At least not until Leif and Mara return from Broken Bridge with my father, and we’ve looked over the information from Bavol’s.”

      “At least promise me you’ll stay in HQ until they arrive.” He leaned close and kissed her neck, then whispered, “Do it for your handsome husband.”

      Laughing, she said, “I promise to stay in bed for the rest of the morning as long as you stay with me. After that…no promises.”

      “What if I give you a very good reason to stay in bed until I squash The Mosquito?”

      She drew back, and desire burned in her gaze. “What’s the reason?”

      “Me taking care of you until you’re out of breath and a puddle in my hands. A service I’ll be happy to perform anytime during your…bed rest.” He nibbled on her earlobe.

      “Oh, my. Someone certainly has a high opinion of himself,” she teased.

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “Oh, yes! Show me what you can do, and I’ll consider your request.”

      He grinned. “Accepted.”

      Not giving her time to reply, Valek pulled her to their bedroom and made short work of her clothing. A few bloody scrapes marked her back and a number of bruises peppered her arms. Valek suppressed his fury with the knowledge that The Mosquito would soon be crushed.

      Valek scooped her up and laid her on the bed, then kissed her for a long moment. She plucked at his clothing, and he grabbed her hands. “This is for you, love.”

      “Exactly. Now strip.”

      He peeled off the tight garment, but his gaze never left her. Once divested of his clothing, he joined her on the bed. He trailed kisses down her neck. Valek had been convinced he’d lost her when she hadn’t returned from her mission, and he planned to savor this time with her as if it were the last. His efforts left her gasping, and he gave her three very good reasons to stay in bed.

      She stretched like a cat and curled up next to him. Yelena met his gaze. “You’re really worried about the bounty on me?”

      Valek traced the recently healed cut along her side with a finger. Purple bruises ringed the bright red line. “I know you can handle an assassin.” He quirked a smile. “Or two, but with fifty golds at stake…a gang of wannabe bounty hunters could come after you together and split the money.”

      “All right, I’ll stay in HQ until you’ve dealt with The Mosquito,” she promised.

      A weight lifted from his shoulders. He pulled her close. She snuggled against him and fell asleep almost immediately. He smoothed her long black hair back from her beautiful oval face. The knowledge that he’d do anything to keep her and the baby safe comforted him, since it required no thinking, no weighing the consequences of his actions and no hesitation.

      Valek had once felt the same uncomplicated feelings for the Commander, but not anymore. Even if the Commander’s behavior had been caused by Owen’s magical hold on him, Valek could no longer return to that place of blind loyalty. His new magic complicated everything, of course. However, that would just be an excuse. No. Yelena meant more to him than his own life and happiness, and much more than the Commander’s.

      Valek woke a few hours later and slid from the bed without waking his wife. An automatic smile still spread over his lips every time he thought of Yelena as his wife. Not many people knew of their marriage, and even fewer were aware of the baby, but the fact that they had exchanged vows continued to thrill him, as if he’d won the biggest tournament in the entire world.

      Going down one level, Valek stopped in Fisk’s office. The stark room contained a desk, a couple chairs and a table. The young leader of the Helper’s Guild bent over his desk. The fingers of his right hand ran through his light brown hair, leaving behind rows of spikes, while his left clutched a stylus. He frowned at a sheet of parchment spread over the desk.

      Valek tapped on the open door, and Fisk glanced up. Dark smudges marked his light brown eyes. The poor boy appeared years older than seventeen.

      “When’s the last time you slept?” Valek asked.

      Fisk blinked at him. “Sleep? What’s that?”

      “Not funny.”

      Fisk dropped the stylus and rubbed his face. “Wish I was joking.”

      “Bring me up to date, and then take a break.”

      “But—”

      “It’s not a request. Exhaustion will only lead to fatal mistakes. I’ll collect the information from your guild while you rest.”

      He grinned. “Half of them are terrified of you and won’t report.”

      “Then they can wait until you’re awake. What’s the latest intel?”

      Fisk filled him in. “We think Hans Cloud Mist is a member of the Cartel. He’s been spotted at the Moon garrison twice, and we’ve confirmed Danae Bloodgood and Toki Krystal as members.”

      Valek considered this for a moment. They were all influential businesspeople who thought their accumulated wealth and business acumen meant they could do a better job of running Sitia than the appointed Councilors. “I’m beginning to suspect there are eleven members, one for each clan, with Bruns designated as their leader,” he mused.

      “Sounds like something they’d do to justify their actions.”

      Interesting comment. “What do you mean?”

      Fisk leaned back and spread his arms. “They decided that the Sitian Council was not doing a proper job of keeping Sitia safe from the Commander. Plus the Council also failed to rein in the Sitian magicians, letting them go about their business willy-nilly.”

      “Willy-nilly?”

      “Yeah, you know.” Waving his hands, Fisk elaborated, “Selling null shields to anyone, using their magic for selfish reasons. I think the Cartel feels they can do better than the Councilors, but they still honor the structure the clans have established long ago. So they’re not really usurping the Council—just replacing them.”

      “And that helps them sleep better at night?”

      “Exactly.” Fisk rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Why is identifying the other members of the Cartel so important when Bruns has brainwashed them along with everyone else? They’ve no clue that Bruns is collaborating with Owen and the Commander.”

      “You tell me.”

      He huffed. “I don’t know, because in order to stop the Sitian takeover, all we have to do is stop Bruns, Owen Moon and the Commander.”

      Valek suppressed a smile at the “all we have to do” comment. If only it were that easy. “Why are these people members of the Cartel?”

      Fisk shot him a sour expression. “Okay, I’ll play. They’re rich and powerful. Which is why the Cartel has been so successful in getting resources and converting the garrisons—Oh!”

      Valek waited as Fisk followed the logic.

      “So we identify them all and wake them up to what’s really going on, so they can use that influence and power to help us instead of Bruns.”

      Smart boy. “Or we assassinate them all and take them out of the equation. The added benefit is that we scare their support staff.”

      Instead of a knee-jerk reaction to the thought of killing ten people, Fisk paused to consider it. “Yelena would never allow that. She doesn’t want any of the brainwashed to be killed. Besides, I think they’d be more useful alive than dead.”

      “And that is why we need to know their identities.”

      Fisk yawned. “We’re getting reports back from the garrisons and will soon have a complete list of personnel at each one.”

      “Good. I need your people to locate a bug for me.”

      “The Mosquito?” He straightened in his chair, looking more awake.

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “Here in the Citadel.”

      “Ah, hell. Is that why Yelena needed…” He stopped. “Won’t he be with Bruns?”

      “From what I heard last night, either he’s been fired, or Bruns thinks the competition will compel him to finish the job.” Valek told Fisk about the bounty.

      “She has to leave now and go some—”

      “I already tried that. Best I could do was get her to promise to stay at HQ until I’ve dealt with The Mosquito.” In other words, once Valek plunged his knife in The Mosquito’s heart and scared all the others away.

      “That’s some relief.” Fisk ran both his hands through his hair. “But the Citadel will be overrun with assassins, and it’s gonna be hard to find the bug. He’s smart, and my people aren’t as effective in the Citadel. Rumors that they’re doing more than helping carry packages for shoppers are spreading. Before, everyone ignored my kids, thinking them harmless and stupid. Now…”

      “Just tell them to keep an eye out for him. I only need a general vicinity.”

      “All right. And now that Yelena is under house arrest, so to speak, she can take over collecting the information from my people, since they trust her, and I can do a bit of reconnaissance on my own.” Fisk paused. “Are you sure she’s going to be happy hanging around here all day?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll keep her happy.”

      Fisk shot him a dubious look before heading to bed. Valek settled behind the desk and studied the map Fisk had been marking. The other Sitian garrisons were highlighted. Members of the Helper’s Guild had infiltrated them all. Since the Cartel controlled the Citadel and the Moon, Krystal, Featherstone and Greenblade garrisons, they’d put the military soldiers in charge of all the civilian security forces in those lands. Rumors that the Cloud Mist base was also compromised hadn’t been substantiated yet.

      The garrisons farther south still hadn’t been indoctrinated, and Valek had agents working in the kitchens to ensure they remained uninvolved long enough for Valek to recruit them to their side. The agent in the Jewelrose garrison hadn’t reported in weeks, and Valek suspected the man had been captured or converted. Heli the Stormdancer was keeping an eye on the base in the Stormdance lands, but the storm season would start at the beginning of the heating season, and he’d need to find another agent then.

      Ari and Janco had been assigned to the Greenblade base to keep an eye on the Sitian Councilors and First Magician Bain Bloodgood. Eventually, they would need to be rescued. Meanwhile, his sister Zohav and his brother Zethan—a concept that still amazed him—worked on exploring the extent of their powers with Teegan and Kade on the Stormdance coast. They were safe for now.

      Valek reviewed his to-do list—identify the Cartel members, find and cut off the source of the Theobroma, rescue the Councilors, recruit the southern garrisons and free the magicians in the other garrisons. Oh, and find some time to rescue the Commander. Knowing what he needed to do was the easy part. Too bad he didn’t quite know how these tasks would be accomplished, with only Fisk’s Helper’s Guild and ten others to help. They needed more bodies. More allies. Yelena wished to recruit Cahil, believing the man might be smart enough to see the truth. Valek hoped she was right. Then there were Devlen, Opal and her soldier friends, Nic and Eve. As long as Reema was safe, they might be willing to help. Perhaps when Leif, Mara and Esau returned, he’d send another messenger to Fulgor, the capital of the Moon Clan’s lands and ask.

      Leif and Mara had left ten days ago to collect Esau and the plants in the glass hothouse near Broken Bridge. They should be at the farmstead where Leif had left his father by now. However, the return trip to the Citadel would take them twice as long since they’d be pulling a wagon.

      Fisk’s people honed in on a potential location for The Mosquito three days later and provided him with a current description. Valek'd been collecting information in the Council Hall in the evenings, much to Yelena’s annoyance at the risk he took while she was stuck at HQ. He refused to feel bad. In fact, knowing she was safe after learning Bruns’s plans kept him from being overwhelmed with all that had to be done. Plus, when he returned each morning, he woke her with more reasons to stay safe.

      “You’re going after him,” Yelena said. It wasn’t a question. She watched him as he dressed in nondescript Sitian clothing— a gray tunic and charcoal-colored pants—and tucked a number of weapons into the various pockets and hidden holders.

      “If you kill him, does that mean I’m no longer under house arrest?”

      “Technically, yes. But there’s still the bounty,” he said.

      “What if he kills you?”

      “He won’t.”

      “Cocky bastard.”

      Valek pulled her close and kissed her. “He won’t, love.”

      She melted against him. “I feel so useless.”

      “Don’t. The kids love you, and Fisk is getting better intel by being out in the Citadel.”

      She managed a half smile. “You’re right.”

      “I’m going to put on quite the show today and attract lots of attention and scare the other bounty hunters off for a while, so if you really can’t stand being inside and want to get some fresh air this afternoon, it should be a little safer.”

      Yelena’s face lit up.

      “I’d rather you didn’t, but if you do, please don’t go far or alone. All right?”

      “Yes.” She hugged him tight.

      He nuzzled her neck.

      “Tell The Mosquito to enjoy the fire world for me,” she said.

      “It will be my pleasure.”

      Once outside, Valek moved through the busy market with ease. He spotted a number of Fisk’s guild members working the crowd and darting between shoppers. The market was located at the very center of the Citadel. Factories and businesses ringed it in ever-widening circles and occupied the two center sections of the Citadel. The Magician’s Keep encompassed the northeast quadrant, and the Sitian Council Hall and other government buildings were located in the southeast corner. The Citadel’s citizens lived in the labyrinth of homes in the northwest and southwest quadrants.

      A few of the abandoned warehouses and factories had been converted into apartments, and according to Fisk, The Mosquito lived on the top floor of one of them. Normally Valek would attack at night, but The Mosquito knew that trick and would be ready.

      As he crossed the market, Valek noted three people taking an unhealthy interest in him and sensed another, but was unable to locate the fourth—a professional. He considered his options. Lead the three on a merry chase to an unfortunate dead end, or lose them?

      When he spotted The Mosquito standing near the entrance to an alley, Valek recognized the setup. Those three worked for the bug. Like a pack of sheep dogs, their job was to herd him toward that alley, where Valek’s prey would conveniently dangle like bait on a hook. Then the bait would slip down the alley and draw Valek right into an ambush. Classic.

      He judged his odds. The Mosquito plus three—doable with darts, but just how many waited? A brief thought of using his magic to sense the others flashed before he dismissed it. Too many people around. Even though Teegan had taught him at the Stormdancer's safe house to control his magic in order to prevent a flameout, he was reluctant to use it. According to Teegan, his mental barrier was strong enough that he didn’t need to wear a null shield. Besides, he liked being able to detect when magic was in use around him.

      Instead of using magic, he decided to take the high ground. Valek returned to the heart of the market and lost his sheepdogs, then cut down the street next to The Mosquito’s chosen alley. When no one appeared to take an interest in him, he climbed the nearest building and reached the top.

      When he straightened, he spotted The Mosquito waiting on the roof two buildings down on his left. Fisk did say the man was smart. So how did Yelena get away from him with only a few cuts?

      It occurred to Valek that perhaps Yelena wasn’t his target.

      Valek drew both his daggers and faced The Mosquito as he lightly hopped buildings.

      The Mosquito halted six feet in front of Valek. “Please tell me you really didn’t think I’d set up such an obvious trap for you.”

      “You took a contract to kill Yelena. That makes me question the level of your intelligence.”

      “Fair enough.” He swept a hand out.

      Sensing movement behind him, Valek angled his body to keep the bug in sight while he glanced back. Four black-clad figures stood up from where they’d been lying on the right side of the rooftop. Nice.

      “What about now?” The Mosquito asked.

      “It depends on who you brought for backup.”

      “Well, this is Sitia. Not a ton of trained killers here. But there are plenty of magicians. Four might be excessive, but…” He shrugged. “I’d rather too many than not enough.”

      Ah. Smart move. Around Valek, the presence of magic disappeared suddenly. The magicians must have surrounded him with a null shield. Valek dropped his arms to his sides, as if an invisible hand had wrapped around his torso. When he’d been immune to magic, a null shield could immobilize him like a rat stuck between the jaws of a trap. Now…not at all. However, he didn’t want the bug to learn this fact until the perfect moment.

      “Now I’m questioning your intelligence, Valek. Why would you come after me alone when everyone knows how easy it is to trap the infamous assassin?”

      “Who says I’m alone?”

      The Mosquito opened his mouth, but snapped it closed as his gaze slid past Valek’s shoulders. Four thuds sounded behind him. The presence Valek had sensed in the market stood among the prone forms. As usual, Onora was barefoot.

      “You do realize she wants the same thing I do,” The Mosquito said.

      Valek rolled his shoulders as if he’d been released from the pressure of a null shield. “I do,” he said. “But she’ll wait her turn. Right, Onora?”

      “You can play with your bug first,” she said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I hope you enjoyed this excerpt from Dawn Study. Click to preorder your copy!  —Maria
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