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CHAPTER ONE: DOORWAYS
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My face and clothes were sculpted to let me hurry along the street unnoticed: a tired-looking, white-coated worker who might be an associate in any of the nearby labs. The building with the clinic was an outline of paleness in the spring night, waiting on the street ahead.

Risky, Nick. No crowd to hide among, and this time it’s...

This time these were people who’d caught Valerie, who’d be alert for me and my illusions. But my brain was choked with dead ends and frustrations from a day of standing surveillance and shaking the internet, and tonight’s gathering was still my best chance at finding where they’d taken my sister. Still, walking in among a gathering of security professionals...

As long as my source meant this was something other than a trap.

Just then a figure moved, on the sidewalk down beyond the clinic, in the neon-flickering shadows around the entrance to a late-night diner. She had a stained coat plus a cap over the hair that would be bright blonde, and she held a phone at her ear while she kept a glance around at what few people passed her. A good pose of fitting in, but her compact size and the tension in her stance gave her away to me.

The clinic door was only ten quiet steps ahead of me. So why was Emma Lynn here, now? Thinking she could help, or was she having second thoughts about passing me information, or worse? My plan tonight had nothing to gain by talking to her now...

—Or she could have some new lead on this. It did take getting used to, having an ally who knew anything about me. I strolled past the clinic door and on toward her.

Emma’s first glance slid right over me. The next time her gaze passed me, I saw an uncertain hitch in the motion.

As I walked by her, for one instant I let the illusion over my face blink off. She managed not to jump—and my hand at my side flicked in a tiny motion for her to follow me, as I walked on.

Twisting my illusion was simply the fastest way to reveal myself, though I’d rarely need it with Valerie or our parents. Still, I could just make out Emma’s footsteps far back in the rumblings of the night street, starting to move after me.

I turned the corner out of sight of the main street, and let her catch up.

Her first words were “So you’re going in there?” A distant streetlight brought out the sharp lines in her stare at me.

That same face had chatted with me as casually as if she and her mother never knew about magic, fooling me the whole time. I knew better than to give her my name.

Instead I used an easy smile. “That’s right. Once I’m inside, all the rest will just be adapting to what I find.”

Emma frowned, and her lip twitched in the start of some word she didn’t say.

I could reassure her, clarify how I hated hurting anyone who got in my way... or even make that a promise, to build on her thought that her secret support was guiding me away from taking revenge on them all. Or hand her back the gun she’d pointed at me and Valerie, days ago, that still hung heavy in my pocket. But, with the fragile trust hanging between us now, it felt strangely better to leave it unspoken.

A bulky shape stomped along the sidewalk toward us. Young, angry, with a glower that swayed between settling on us and not—I avoided his eyes and tracked his movements for signs I’d have to manage that threat. Emma’s fingers were probably twitching for a hidden weapon.

The tough moved on past us without a further glance.

“Wyatt implied Ingram Knowles will be there himself.” Emma was back to business, shifting subjects with a forced casualness. “He’s trying to sound like our loyal security head again, as if he hadn’t followed Knowles’s orders in taking Valerie. But he has to know we don’t trust him.”

“Sure. But, does he still trust you?” And did Emma’s mother? Lydia Lynn was still one of their group, someone who’d spent decades keeping watch for the “threat” of our family magic, even if she had her suspicions about the other conspirators.

“I’d say he does. But don’t worry about me,” she added. “I set up enough work tonight to cover my being out. And if they do spot you in there, they’ve seen enough of your tricks that they won’t guess I had to find the meeting for you.”

“Or, I don’t let them spot me.” The grin I added helped me push my hesitation away.

“So then... is there any side of this I can help with?” she said.

“Not really. I could be using any ‘side’ of the problem, or changing faces a dozen times.” Not that I carry enough magic to waste it like that. “Whatever move fits the moment. That means being free to deal with them on my own.”

Free of everyone who wasn’t Valerie or myself, raised to see those openings.

“Alright then. But, I’ll be around,” she added.

“Good to know.” Saying that felt oddly right—so with that I turned and started the long way around the block, while she headed back toward the diner.

First thing: the face I wore had been seen with her now, and in passing the clinic by once. But, walking around the block gave me time to find an alley with nobody in view to see me move. So I stepped off the street, crouched in among the shadows of a stack of cardboard boxes, and reshaped my illusion.

Soft warmth washed over me from the moonstones I carried. Putting up a different image was a simple stretching out of my will, to match one of the plausible-looking faces I’d just refreshed my memory on. Creating looks would be the easy part tonight.

Then I was walking on, steady steps, trying not to think about the building filled with some of the nervous hired guns I’d barely escaped once. Or how my daring to come near this gathering all rested on trusting Emma’s secret sympathy for my captured sister.

But, it’s my chance to find out about Valerie.

That one thought put a not-too-hasty strength in my step, down the quiet street. Firm enough that what people I passed barely glanced at me, certain that I belonged.

The building with the clinic had only the one camera by its entrance. I picked my moment to step over against the wall, unnoticed.

Then my illusion shifted, to camouflage me as part of the wall’s smooth whiteness and the empty sidewalk along it. Fading myself away was always easiest right up against a wall, where nobody would be looking at me from more than one side, and easier still with dim light to hide what blurring I left and a long night for people to forget to pay attention in the first place,

I slid along the cold wall, whisper-soft. Most of all, I aligned the image of empty space to cover me from the angle of the camera above.

The door was locked tight, as I expected. With a crude, bulky-looking lock, easy enough for my picks.

The two prongs of metal worked their way in among the tumblers. Weird—Valerie lived twelve years alone, the same as I did after we got separated, and she tried to live a typical life while keeping her past hidden. What would she say if she knew her brother was dealing with Emma Lynn?

That was easy: like she’d already decided, Valerie would vanish out of town and go on to start some other life. Once I got her free.

If she was still alive.

That thought jolted through me again as the lock clicked over.

Opening a door in secret was always a knife-edged moment, trusting I could predict what its other side looked like enough to project the image of that side still shut. At least the space beyond sounded quiet enough to risk...

Then I was inside. The corridor lay softly lit, stretching past several doors with medical and technical names along them, and most of them looked silent. Ingram Knowles was a senior partner here, so had he cleared these offices out for the night or just taken advantage of their usual hours?

Most importantly, I saw no cameras, and I stepped inside and reverted to my new lab-worker face. And two doors did show some light, one off near where the corridor bent toward the back, and the other my target at First-1 Medical itself. The closer I came to there, the more I caught the soft, contained ripple of voices beyond it.

But the door still muffled them even when I stood in front of it. Cracking it open would be its own risk, while the corridor’s turn might lead to a back way in... I started toward that first.

The other lit door swung open ahead of me.

An older woman in dreadlocks scampered a few steps toward me. In an anxious hush she said “What are you doing?”

“Just...” I nodded back toward the First-1 Medical door, not trying to explain why I’d already walked past it. But I had to keep her from asking who are you next.

“I thought we were all closed up,” she said.

“I heard that too.” I matched her nervous softness and it only added to the tension, but at least it kept us from being overheard beyond that door. “I guess not, if...” I motioned to her.

She took a step back. “Neither rain nor snow stops the paperwork. You should finish up what you’ve got and get out of their way.”

She turned and ducked behind her own door.

And nothing had changed from the door behind me. Still, this woman was right near the corridor’s bend, ready to notice if I went exploring down there for a back way into the gathering... that probably wouldn’t be there anyway. You’re stalling, Nick.

I squared my shoulders as if I weren’t walking back through a corridor of clear, wide-open space with just one barrier between me and the enemy. Time to risk it.

Pressing against the wall, I shaped the camouflage to hide me, and then an image of the door still closed as I edged the knob around and cracked it open.

The first sound that came clear was right there—feet shifting, only a pace from me. I froze.

A murmur of low echoes whispered through the tiny gap. There had to be a large room’s space to swallow the sound—that would fit with the doors’ spacing in the corridor—but low mutters and restless sounds still came from three, five, more people there, under the muffling of scattered objects and the faintest hum of equipment.

“There you have it,” came the voice.

That rich voice was straight out of the company videos—I could picture Ingram Knowles right there, gray and thin with his perfectly trimmed little beard. The pharmaceutical leader whose holdings went far beyond Lydia Lynn’s investments. The senior partner in their group’s long-running efforts to track down us and our magic.

And it wasn’t Lydia who got my parents killed. So maybe...

Another, stammering voice chimed in then. “You, you can each read your own r-results.” This man sounded younger, and on edge being in this private gathering. “In a nutshell, everyone’s toxicology is clear, healthy.”

Toxicology? What did that have to do with finding Valerie—what is Knowles doing with them tonight—

“So what was this gas they hit us with?” That rumble came from the man just beyond my door.

“Uh, its full name would take a while to say.” This time the nervous tone had him simply lying, I was sure of it.

“Do you want a chemistry lesson?” Knowles slid smoothly into the pause. “Or do you want the clean bill of health and a few of the extra benefits of working for me?”

A ripple of sound passed around the room, a rumble of unease swallowed by greed. Definitely five men there, besides Knowles and his tech.

“What matters is, you’re free of any lingering hallucinations or other effects.” Knowles could almost keep the trace of smugness out of his voice. “And I’m grateful we could get a terrorist off the streets.”

Terrorist. Hallucinations.

So that was it—Knowles had brought his people together to explain away the illusions Valerie and I had used trying to escape them. He had them meeting here at a clinic he controlled, after hours... all to make that cover story more intimidating.

If he was working that hard to cover up our magic, he’d never have Valerie here. But that secrecy was leverage for me.

The door behind me rattled.

An arm, in a familiar suit, opening the door from the street—

Patrick Wyatt, the Lynns’ bodyguard—

About to step in and see me, or I could hide, or grab this one chance if I could keep him out of here—

I yanked on the image of the woman in the next office. Our conversation was enough to recreate her, dreadlocks and all, and Wyatt couldn’t know her that well.

As the big man stepped inside, the same nervous steps she’d used swept me up to him, and his young, deliberately-stern face tightened.

“Did you see someone out there? Prowling outside?” My going straight to the ‘problem’ would cover whether I should know him or not. “He tried the door, couldn’t get in.”

“I’ll take a look. It’s probably nothing.”

“Probably. And I’ve got reports—neither rain nor snow, after all.”

Wyatt nodded, and something eased in his face. He did know this woman, but my quoting her words had put him at ease.

Behind us the clinic door swung open, and a tall man in a lab coat rushed out, fumbling with papers as he fled—that had to be the clinician that Knowles had placed out in front of his men. He only glanced at us as he made for the door outside.

“Careful—” Wyatt called, and headed out after him.

Better yet. If Wyatt was busy escorting him out, I just might get my chance to walk inside using Wyatt’s face. It would still mean getting close to five guards and their mastermind, but it was for Valerie...

The clinic door had swung shut. I flattened against the wall beside it, and began by blending myself in and cracking it open again. Now I needed the right moment.

Knowles was speaking again, quieter now. “—know I rely on you as a team, on your professionalism and your discretion. If you have any concerns, I want to hear them.” That was a boss’s voice, friendly but with an edge meant to keep complaints down. For a moment there was only silence.

Then one of them did speak. “It’s only... I saw cops out there with us that night. Guys I know don’t go moonlighting. If they’re hushing this up too, just how big is it?” Someone else muttered an agreement.

“It’s handled,” Knowles said. “Or it is for now.”

A murmur said “So’s she.”

She—they were talking about manhandling my sister—

It was one chance—

I sent out one soft ripple of magic, a whisper of sound to go where one voice had been: a low, masculine “Heh-heh.” Then I flicked a second chuckle out near another of the guards, just the softest, simplest noise, to tip the mood of the room and turn the conversation to the worst case.

“What?” Knowles said. “You have something to say?” His footsteps started across the room, searching among his men.

One of them said “I just mean... if she’s so dangerous, did you have to take her off alone? It would be more professional if we—”

“Are you implying something about this being a woman? I know she’s being treated well, better than she deserves.” His voice moved across the room, growing closer. “She’s a threat to our business and the safety of the city, but she’s still a human being.”

That angry edge sounded real. My ears strained for a lie, but all I heard was a hint of sincere offense at the idea. Does that mean Valerie is safe for now? And if he took her away himself, what’s he up to?

The door outside opened again, and Wyatt walked toward me.

I’d missed my chance to go in. But I had my camouflage over me, and my hand had whole seconds to ease the door fully closed and slide clear of it, all while I held the wall’s image and my breath. Even a security leader like Wyatt couldn’t stop and notice every glimmer of light that might not match the wall, he couldn’t...

The air brushed against me as he stepped past and on inside.

I cracked the door open again, in time to hear Knowles say “What kept you?”

“I’m here now.” A bit of light banter, but I caught some tension under it.

So Wyatt did have a history with Knowles, maybe too much for me to fake even just long enough for a glimpse among them. And I’d been willing to risk everything for that glimpse.

“As I was saying,” Knowles went on, “there shouldn’t be any lingering symptoms for any of you. But if you do have concerns, come to me first. Let’s keep this between us.”

“And if the cops come asking?” someone said. “There were gunshots that night.”

“If they ask? Of course you cooperate, and you keep quiet until the company lawyer arrives. Let him do his job.”

“If they ask,” someone muttered smugly.

Did some of them guess, that Knowles had a police captain as the third member of their circle? But at least now Knowles was the one I could link to Valerie’s capture, not Captain Harrison.

“Now, I’ve kept you long enough...”

None of them protested, and I eased the door back and slid clear of it. The farther out of their line of sight I was, the better.

Men filed out past me, five of them. It was my first glimpse of them tonight, all inconspicuously dressed but walking with that controlled predator’s pace that could be so unsettling in a pack.

Two nights ago some of them had shot at me, and dragged my sister away... My fingers wanted to twitch, and I could feel the weight of the gun I’d taken in my pocket. Anger just blinds us to our options. If I’m grabbing anyone, it’s going to be Knowles himself.

“Huh...”

That sound always brought the first jab of fear—hearing that curious, uncertain mutter from one of the guards as he looked back toward me at the wall. This was the same mustached man who’d chased me away from Valerie before, and he was looking right at my camouflage now...

I willed another sound out, a low mm? to rise from in among the men behind him. With every muscle motionless, I nudged that sound out with just the slightest hint of impatience. It had to work.

The mustached guard turned away and joined the rest in walking out. Not ready to tell his friends he might still be “hallucinating” from the “chemical” two days ago.

That should be all of them out except Patrick Wyatt and Ingram Knowles. Their conversation could be the one I needed, and I should be moving back to the door... but the wash of fear left my legs motionless.

These people aren’t the usual crowds, those two know they should be watching for illusions, and it only takes one mistake to get me caught and lose Valerie’s last chance.

Valerie. I had to tease out where he had her. Or take Knowles prisoner myself—it might be the only way.

The clinic door swung open again. Wyatt stepped out past me.

I watched him, let him go. Whether he was choosing Knowles over his own job with Emma and Lydia, or simply so afraid of magic he got pulled into that scheme, he wasn’t the one that mattered.

But he was still in the corridor when Knowles himself walked out. The leader looked taller in person, striding along and dressed in simple gray to go unnoticed... If Wyatt had been a few steps farther out of sight I might have caught Knowles alone.

Instead they walked away, out into the street. And I crept after them.
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CHAPTER TWO: TRACKING
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Don’t lose sight of him. Only seconds after the door shut behind Knowles, I wove my best illusion of the closed door and the blank wall that my head would be blocking from either side of the street, and I opened it and peeped out.

That gray figure was strolling away up the sidewalk... but Wyatt and one of the guards had stopped between us, talking beside a parked car.

I froze, waited. Knowles could step into one of those cars at any moment and be gone, but Wyatt wasn’t nearly far enough from me to ignore. Finally his head turned away, and I risked pressing my camouflage image tight around me and sliding out the door and along the wall away from them.

One car grumbled past me on the street, stirring the night’s half-stillness. Tick-tock... even with Wyatt and his friend only four parked cars away, I stretched my magic down to around the next corner and raised the image of an anxious night-shift worker stepping into view to walk toward me. When it reached me I stepped out to blend into his image as it walked.

And I walked on, toward Wyatt and the other guard, with no need to even glance at them now that I had a face that hid me, not unless Wyatt was suspicious enough...

“Hallucination gas. You believe that?” the other guard’s voice drawled.

“You saying you don’t believe someone would come up with the stuff?” was Wyatt’s counter.

And I was past them, feet never moving beyond the same not-desperate pace as I kept Knowles in sight. Watching him was everything now.

He’d taken Valerie somewhere. Why? What’s he want, how much time does she have? He could be leading me to her, to something I could use, or just to a chance to grab him myself.

Several cars ahead of Knowles, a man stepped out and opened the passenger door for him. Clumsy of me, even at night I should have seen him waiting in there. The blue lines of that car had more quiet elegance than most of this parked row.

I could only keep walking, eyeing the cars ahead as Knowles climbed into his. The street had a mix of recent models and older ones, the range that their owners might leave parked out in this half-asleep road now. One rusty brown shape looked like the best I could handle now. I halted beside it.

A cluster of men and women streamed out from a building ahead of me, too close to let me act yet.

Knowles’s blue sedan pulled away. He could only get so far, right?

Footsteps pattered up behind me, a quick, light step I knew. Emma closed in, moved in to stop beside me and the car to let the group chatter on past us.

That put her just short of leaning against my side—almost brushing against the image around me, but not quite. Standing so near let her whisper “It’s you, isn’t it? Here just as everyone else broke up?”

It was quite a leap she took, but she pegged me right, and I didn’t know what to feel about that. “It’s me,” I settled for saying.

“It looks like his men are clearing out. Sorry I didn’t realize there’d be so many.”

The group of bystanders was murmuring their way by us too. The blue car shrank away under distant streetlights. “Not a problem,” I said.

Then the crowd was past, safely beyond us.

From the longest pocket in my coat, I drew out a length of metal, holding it down against my forearm and hiding it in illusion against what casual glances passed by it. I reached down and slid the hook down the crack under the car’s window.

Emma whispered “Are you... no, I can drive you...”

The easiest answer was to ignore her. I caught the hook down in the door’s mechanism and popped it open. These days it was harder to find car models this worked on so easily, but then, I hadn’t had to do this in years.

I stepped inside and brought the door shut behind me as part of the motion. The blue car was out of sight now—I reached down, dug out the wires to get the engine started.

Then I took a moment to slide the window down an inch, and tell Emma “I’ll bring it back when I’m done.” I didn’t add, We always do.

My gaze slid away from Emma’s careful lack of expression. Of course borrowing cars was one of my techniques, when my family would be changing our lives up every week.

I managed not to rev the engine as I pulled into the street.

Knowles was somewhere up ahead. I stared at the sparsely-driven shadows and tried not to think of how many chances he’d already had to turn off the street.

The engine sputtered once, as I tried to get the feel of the stiff pedals. The sharp smell of Chinese food lingered around the seats, probably recent.

I can’t lose him now. Except, I’d never followed a car before—if someone in our latest life needed to be watched, our style was to catch up to them later or find another angle, or just cut our losses and leave, not chase them. I had a lifetime of ways to unravel Ingram Knowles’s secrets later.

Except for the feeling that there would be more to see tonight. That faintest, twitchy sense wasn’t one I could tie to any of the cues in how Knowles had spoken, or the branching possibilities I’d worked out.

Just... a feeling I could get, less than a hunch. It had me forcing the gas pedal down and straining to catch up with where Knowles had been—a foolish, amateurish wish that could make me crazy when it was so stubbornly sure, and so often wrong.

But this time, I saw the blue shape emerge out of the dim street ahead. I indulged in a sigh of true relief, savoring the car’s privacy.

Then I had to ease the engine back and hope I hadn’t blundered too close to him already. Still, I was ahead of the game. I’d have my chance to learn what Ingram Knowles might show me tonight, and I had his words: she’s being treated well, better than she deserves...

Those kept playing in my head, my lifeline to Valerie. They had to be a good-enough sign—Knowles had already caught the “threat,” he wouldn’t simply kill her now, would he?

I glared at the vehicle far ahead, blue metal blending into the night. Lights swept past us from other cars on the street.

I was barely getting to know Valerie again, after twelve years, I thought she was dead with our parents. It was hard to believe Knowles had caught her at all—she’d always be my big sister, better than me at every twist of illusion and all the skills we knew to live by it. Even the times our parents had challenged me to get through a day with just one moonstone half-full of magic, when I’d been feeling crippled... Valerie had the best tips on which faces to use. Or she’d slip me an extra stone.

—Of course I thought of that day now, that was the time she took me in a borrowed car to tail that bully across town. Except we’d lost sight of the bastard before she could warn him to leave me alone.

Heat flushed through me. I had to find her... how could she come demanding answers from Emma’s mother and just get herself caught? How could she be part of those secrets and just keep them from me? Even to our last day together, when I was fourteen and she was sixteen, I’d never have guessed she was hiding a grudge like that...

The traffic light above Knowles dropped down into yellow.

My foot moved to speed me under it—no, that’ll give me away—I pulled to a stop as it went red, and the clunky engine sputtered and almost died.

The blue shape faded from sight again. Muscles cramped and stretched all along me, from sitting, just sitting. My street was quiet, and the little cross lane I was trapped in front of stood dead silent. I nudged the car forward to peep down to the left and right. Not a thing approaching.

I brought the car surging forward in a quick rush, across the space and sweeping away after my target again. Far behind me came one muted sound that might have been a horn honking, but nothing moved behind me, and my engine rose to a steady growl.

That car had to be up there. I slid past patches of light on the storefronts that grew slowly rarer, fading and leaving longer shapes of gray along the side of the street. He had to be...

The blue car took shape ahead, and it was just turning off the street. His tail-light gave a mocking flick as the car swung out of sight.

Did Knowles spot me? All of this trick driving, tailing and outthinking at the wheel, was outside of what I knew.

But I knew magic.

Eyes on the turn ahead, I fumbled around the unfamiliar dashboard until I found the headlight switch. One nudge left me gliding through shadows—

My will reached out, stretched illusion from my moonstones out all across the car around me. I pictured the blocky brown shape I sat in, pictured its paint paling into white—heat lashed through me with the rush of so much power at once, sucking at my moonstones’ magic.

A click brought the headlights back on. Those seconds of going dark were all I needed; I might be new to stealth driving, but I knew how to steal the moments to let me change my look. Any curious eyes along the street would have seen lights vanish and lights coming on, but never see the white car replace the brown one.

I swung my “new” car around the corner, to see my blue target only half a block ahead, as if Knowles had never suspected me at all. My grip on the wheel loosened in relief, still running the magic’s fire through my flesh.

One block passed, and then the flow of quiet buildings beside me separated into small, crowded-together houses at what had to be the edge of Jacksontown’s residential side. Then another block, of still no change from the car ahead, and the magic burned deeper...

At the next street I swung the car around the corner, out of his sight. That street was as empty as it looked, a small space that made me fight the steering wheel and the balky engine to squeeze the car into a turn around. But its isolation left me free to simply drop the magic from the car, and turn out after Knowles again with my nerves blessedly free—while losing the “white” car he might have started to notice behind him.

I stayed far behind him now, an easy thing on these quiet side streets. Wherever he was headed, turning up here might mean he was getting close. One block of houses passed, and then another, all their differences alike in the gray. All I needed was to keep my distance, and not let another traffic light separate us, and those lights were rare back here.

It felt strange to see the blue shape actually began to slow. But there it was, cutting its speed and pulling to the curb, still more than half a block up. I pulled over myself.

The moment I moved, I wondered if I should have driven on past him instead. But I was settled in now, parked by the curb with my lights off and my engine kept ready at a soft purr—at the first sign that Knowles was walking out, I’d silence that too.

But nothing moved. The gently-curved street let me look slightly around the two parked cars between mine and his, and his car simply sat by the curb in the night, next to one of many cramped little one-story houses. If there was a single sound in the neighborhood, it was lost to me behind my windows.

Now I could wait. Knowles could be pausing there to pick someone up, or preparing before going in that house... the house that might even be where he had Valerie. Squinting through the night let me almost make out where he and his driver would be sitting.

Could Valerie be right inside one of those houses? Thinking that brought a rush of finger-twitching excitement—a dangerous impulse. Watching Knowles would only find what it would find.

The little houses all looked the same here, and so did the streets. My new phone could give me the address, but I could look that up later. The car’s peanut-oil takeout smell coiled around me.

Or maybe there was time to dig out my phone. Still, Knowles couldn’t be sitting here this long just waiting to go inside.

If stopping here was about this place at all.

My stomach went rock-tight. But fear didn’t help, I had to have them fooled, and our cars weren’t the only ones parked on the curb... They could barely see me back here, and yet I also couldn’t make out if they were looking at me, calling for reinforcements, or what.

The seat under me felt harder every moment. I had to be wrong.

The blue car’s door swung open. And the driver walked out, casually toward me... too casually, strolling along the sidewalk where he had no reason to approach, and the darkness didn’t hide the loose, artificially easy way he walked. He drew closer to me, and his hand reached into his coat.

I grabbed for the gearshift, the wheel, and slammed the pedal down. The engine barked and cut off. Dead.

Silence crashed around me. My fingers froze, the whole interior of the car abandoned to stillness.

A shout broke through from outside. The driver had yanked out a gun, brought it up in his massive hands to aim at my head. “Don’t move, don’t move or I’ll blow your head off!” He was almost at my door.

My magic stretched backward. The illusion formed at the rear of my car, stepping out as if it had been crouching behind it: a huge man in a ski mask, all in the stark black that made the image simpler as well as more impressive. He raised a massive shotgun at the driver, and I let him rack the slide for the full warning cha-chuck.

My attacker went still. Blind, ugly fear dug into his face, prying those dark features a little wider—but with his eyes off of me I flung myself down in the seat.

Wrong move, I can’t lose another instant before I take control. I straightened up again, with the illusion of a gun in my own hand.

The driver was still frozen. My projection and I leveled our weapons at him, and the swelling fear and dulling gaze on that face showed his nerves stretching, ready to break at any moment.

“Drop it!” I made my illusion growl, with all the crushing menace I could give that voice.

The driver’s gun trembled in his hand. His lips moved—some low, frantic murmuring too fast to make out with the window closed. My magic had reduced a man to that.

What if this was all a trap, and there’s nothing here?

The thought put an extra snarl into my illusion’s words: “Drop it, or...” The shotgun image aimed straight at his head, while I lined the deception in my own hands up on the same target.

His gun bounced once on the sidewalk.

His lips were still moving, whispering something that no real person was out there to hear. I glanced at the switch for my window, but this was no moment to let the pressure up.

“Kick it away, hard as you can.” Now the warning I sent through my image was so low and personal that the glass muted it from me too.

The metal shape skittered away into the darkness.

“Now turn around.”

The fear strained across his face... but he did turn, hands on his head now, putting his back to me and tensing for the blast.

And that stricken face was out of my sight, and my gaze was free to swing back around the seemingly-empty street. The two cars parked between mine and theirs hadn’t hidden me, but they couldn’t have covered Knowles sneaking out of that car either.

A figure stood at one of the houses’ windows, and then another, both drawn to the shouting. Not even at the same house that Knowles had seemed to stop at.

It’s his car or nowhere, and I’m wasting time. I leaned down and dug out the car’s ignition wires again.

The clunky engine wheezed once and then came to life. Knowles’s driver turned at the noise, but a wave of the shotgun spun him back around. I marched my illusion over to climb onto my back bumper—easy for a weightless shape—and drove up along the block.

And I’d left that man able to chase after his gun, the moment he got his nerve back. I hadn’t even reached for the real gun in my own pocket, but that was a relief.

The elegant blue car waited ahead, and I slowed and leaned over in my seat to peer into it. It looked still, roomy...

And empty. Not even someone crouching down in the foot space.

So Knowles wasn’t here. I pulled past the empty car and accelerated up the street. He’d never come here at all, he must have bailed out way back when I’d lost sight of the car.

The empty car and the block fell away behind me. My muscles ached to floor the pedal and race back, but I forced my foot to hold steady, to keep my driving controlled on the narrow streets. How did Knowles do that, he really spotted me?

I turned at the next block, fighting to keep below a tire-squealing pace. I thought I’d been so smooth, but I underestimated him. Or else there’d been a spot he could hide in that car after all, or enough cover to slip out once he parked—except there’d been none.

I swerved again, and again, back to retrace the street I’d followed him on. For what that was worth.

Ingram Knowles could even be using our magic now, he wouldn’t have to steal the moonstone secret the way Shaun Russo did because he’d had two days to force it out of Valerie...

But that felt too drastic, too quick to jump on an answer besides just getting myself spotted. And I had screwed up, I’d missed my best chance to learn about Valerie tonight and I’d warned Knowles I was onto him.

I drove faster now, only slowing for stop signs and staring desperately at the streets I swept by. Then the houses brightened and bulked up into the first fringe of commercial spaces again, with a few late lingerers on the sidewalk once more. Being seen throttled me back and slowed my pace to a useless grind.

All I wanted was to save my sister. But I could only glare at the scattered figures and passing cars and the many shops and know that her captor could have vanished anywhere.

Then I saw him. That tall, lean shape in gray, scurrying down the steps to the subway—

So fast, he spotted me again. But I was already pulling the car over to the curb.

He might know the car I had, but that wouldn’t help him spot me now. I drew on one of my better subway-suitable guises: an older worn-looking face and clothes, just shabby enough that I could play him as a night-shift worker or a homeless man depending on how I carried myself. Then I was on the sidewalk and racing for the subway stairs.

Whatever else happened, I had to spot Knowles before he jumped on a train. But that roaring was already sweeping up below me, the train rushing up through the tunnel.

I scrambled down the steps. Knowles wasn’t on them, only a couple of varied night-going people I had to dodge around.

The Ashton Subway Station platform opened out ahead. I dropped a token in the turnstile and walked out onto the platform, just another passenger.

Ingram Knowles stood out in the center, walking slowly and studying his phone. Around him stretched yards and yards of space, that seemed larger than it was since it held only a couple of people climbing on or off from the train that stood waiting along its end. A train that Knowles ignored.

Three other men stood around the white-tiled walls, all keeping clear of the two rough-dressed young men who lurked beside the stairway’s end. Those two gave me a glare as I passed, out for a quick scare. I let them have one startled twitch and left them barking laughter as I moved on into the open.

The train thundered away, with Knowles still standing around, not looking at it or me or the punks, only at whatever he had on his phone. If he was like Emma he’d be well-armed, and probably more ready to draw his weapon than I’d been.

I walked over beside the big plastic map of Jacksontown and its subway routes, and watched my enemy from the corner of my eye. Like an aging fox—his tight beard did give his features that sharp, savvy look, even without the gray outfit. Yes, the man might have cultivated that impression for business, and more.

“Hey! Didn’t expect to see you here, sir!”

A stocky man in a dark subway uniform stepped out from his small office door—a micro-booth so small I’d missed it—and walked up to Knowles.

One instant of annoyance flashed across Knowles’s face. I saw him move a fraction slowly in turning to greet the worker, and then they were talking, softly.

Knowles hadn’t come here to slip away on just any train. Now he was waiting here, for another ride—or to trap me himself, if he’d spotted me again. Except, why did that station man know him? They couldn’t be keeping Valerie here, not when that tiny office was the only covered space around. But Knowles seemed to have some tie to the place.

I brushed a hand at where my illusory clothes were, and willed the worst of their stains to flake away and fade. Time for the respectable side of this look.

A quick walk brought me up to their conversation, my face taut with a threat to lose my patience. The station man was just giving a sidelong look at the two punks, and I heard him say “Yeah, we could use some of that support around now.”

Knowles looked away from them, as if he were simply an older man uneasy with threats like theirs. “Maybe soon.”

“Sure, I know. And it’s... all of us down here, we do appreciate your help.”

An awkward silence formed between them. The hollow echoes of the mostly-empty platform hung around us, letting the city’s broader sounds filter down from the stairs. So Knowles wasn’t revealing more here.

I tightened the scowl on my face and snapped at the station worker, “So are you done, what, showing him the best route downtown?”

“Uh, sir...” His face smoothed, a man gathering himself to soothe an angry patron. Knowles looked away.

Fooling him was the key, making my role convincing enough to make my questions natural. I leaned toward the station man: “Must be some real subway business he had, right? What? I’d like to know, if it’s what makes me miss finding my train.”

“Sorry, sir,” and he angled toward the map I’d left. “Just talking to one of our fans. I’ll be glad to show you the route here.”

“I should hope so,” I grumbled, following him away.

Knowles didn’t give us another glance. One of our fans, what did that mean?

The chunky station agent led me back to the map. In a patient voice as if he hadn’t seen me just staring at my answer, he said “Are you interested in the downtown express, sir? In fact, that one should come through in a few minutes—”

“I suppose.” Playing angry was my tool here, for prying answers out of people. “What was up with that VIP getting the royal treatment?”

“Mr. Knowles? He’s...” The man’s voice was still slow, but it began gathering speed. “He’s always been a friend to the subway system, and he’s come to our station a few times. Some day you might hear about him using this site to announce he’s running for office... never mind, he’s too smart to get into that. Now, is there anything else I can help you with?”

“No, that’s it.”

I turned and stared back at the map, and he walked away.

He headed for the door to his tiny enclosed booth-let. I paced across the platform, to stand back where I could steal a glance past him as he opened the door. Sure enough, the little supply-crowded cubby inside was even smaller than it looked, with no captive figure squeezed into a corner. Not that this man’s head could have made room for a secret that dangerous either.

Knowles still wasn’t watching me. He was slowly strolling along the platform, eyes on his phone again...

Just then he turned and headed back toward the stairs.

My chance, maybe—if he was up on the open street I might actually get my hands on him. I gave him another moment, watched the two punks snarl something at him as he passed. Then he strolled on upward, unhurried.

The moment he was out of sight I headed after him. He couldn’t get far—

“Where you going?”

One of the two men stood in my path, his breath sour with cheap alcohol. The other one edged around toward my side.

I said “Come on, will you just—”

“You do have a mouth on you,” he cut in.

Knowles told them something about me. He did it again, he used them as another trap for me. Or a delay—I could hear his feet fading away on the steps, faster now.
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