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Chapter One: The Ex

THE DAY STARTED out normal.

The dawn sky had been clear; I had my study’s window cracked open while I worked because of the heat. The glass warding chimes my mother gave me sat in the kitchen throwing colored shapes all over the floor while I reviewed schematics at my desk. Outside, there was nothing but the orange glow of the streetlamp and the lightening horizon.

Not ten minutes before six, clouds rolled in, blotting out the moon, leaving me in the anemic light of the candles guttering from the wind. That was when my wards started screaming bloody murder, shooting bright yellow lines of alarm along my walls, ceiling, and floor. The chimes spun violently even though there was no wind. Drama queens. Although considering who they told me was at my doorstep, pounding on the door—well.

I thought I knew what to expect when I opened the door, and I dragged my feet as much as I could. I paused to disentangle my leg from the blanket that fell off my half-collapsed couch instead of just kicking it off, and even went so far as to ball it up and throw it on the armchair. I considered watering the dried hunk of fern that rested on the table. I had no desire to see my ex any time soon, much less at six in the morning.

I slammed the door open. “What do you want?”

What I did not expect, however, was for him to fall forward as soon as I opened the door, hitting the foyer floor with a thud and splattering my bare feet with what looked like blood. Lucky the landlord was too cheap to buy carpet—much easier to clean questionable fluids off concrete.

My entire living room blazed with yellow, making him look even more sickly.

He sat up and snarled, “We have to get out of here.” Most of the blood wasn’t his, but he was hurt worse than I’d thought, bruises already forming on his torso and limbs. A giant handprint wrapped around his neck.

There was something else, though, in my home. Something that didn’t quite belong there, though it wasn’t malicious or it would have been expelled. No, it was powerful but passive enough to go through my wards and not set off any alarms. Its presence felt like a strong pulse. Warm.

“What did you do, Salim?”

“What do you mean, what did I do?”

Something slammed against the wards on my doorway. Claws groped through the opening, piercing the thinner webbing but catching on the main lines. The wards screeched, flaring purple and sparking. I could feel everything my wards touched in a way. It wasn’t precisely the same as touching it myself, just sort of a muted sensation depending on how much magic the thing had. But Salim was almost bursting with magic. And so was the thing fighting against my wards now.

For a moment, I froze. It wasn’t like I was accustomed to seeing demons on a regular basis and this was one ugly motherfucker. Some demons can look human—better than human—but this…was not one of them.

“Cal!” Salim grabbed hold of my shoulders, shaking me.

With a twist of my hand, I tightened the wards on its claws, managing to sever one of its fingers in the process. Immediately, my wards absorbed its blood, lines of runes shooting back and forth between them as they started breaking the material down to find a weakness. Losing that bit of itself didn’t even give the demon pause. It threw itself against the entrance again, this time using its teeth. I spread the net of the ward lines apart this time, forcing its jaw wide. Too late I realized that it was preparing to spit venom at us.

The liquid writhed against my wards, hissing and finally oozing—hurtling forward as it ate through the gaps. In a last-ditch effort, I pulled my wards back like a slingshot and sent the entire glob back at the gaping maw with one huge heave.

The wards finally finished processing and started wrapping around the demon, immobilizing limb after limb, and set to absorbing it, which was a bit like eating fiery shards of glass, only less pleasant. They were, after all, an extension of my power, so I felt every second of the absorption process.

Sidestepping spots of the venom where they had gotten past the wards, I went to go grab my staff. Without a conduit, using magic was like trying to grapple with lightning. Kind of like talking to Salim. He was a lot more pleasant to be around when he was passed out.

Several lines of the wards gathered along my staff as I picked it up from beside the coat rack. The thing let out an ugly roar.

“What are you doing, Cal?” Salim asked.

“I’m going to destroy it.”

“That’s not going to work!”

“Isn’t that why you came here? Now shut up!”

“The Court is dead!” Salim said.

“What?”

The wards had started strangling the demon; its blood smelled like battery acid. Its eyes bulged as it fought to let off another roar and struggled against the wards.

“You’re as bad as Salim in one of his moods.”

It thrashed to let me know just what it thought about that. This time when the blood hit the wards, it was launched back at the demon. The wards might be able to handle it on their own, but it was time to give things a little push.

“Batter up, motherfucker.” Swinging my staff with my whole weight, I hit it right on the schnozz. I felt the lines take, ramming into its head like hooks and sending out spines to prevent it from pulling free.

“Cal, you fucking dickweed,” Salim said. “Don’t compare me to that thing.”

I spun around to look at him, just in time to see the demon’s claws shoot past me toward Salim, who was holding something in his hands. Something that felt like a heartbeat that thrummed through my entire living room.

Then everything exploded.

I shook my head, trying to get rid of the lights dancing in my vision. The demon was little more than a smudge on my doorstep. I foresaw a great deal of scrubbing the next day.

Outside, the sky rumbled and buzzed with electricity. All the hair on my body stood on end.

“Salim…was that you?” He was never that strong before. The most he could do was call up a strong wind or two, or a rain. Not call down lightning.

“Bastard,” he wheezed, collapsing at my feet.

And that was when the storm broke.




Chapter Two: The Stone

HE MANAGED TO groan before slumping against the invisible wall of my wards, his arm dropping uselessly from the doorknob, sending something skittering across my floor.

“Fuck, what happened to you?”

Salim passed out right after I asked. He wore only shreds of cloth, like he’d just passed through a hurricane. His knuckles were practically pulp. Looked like most of the blood on him wasn’t his though, especially since some of it was green and purple.

A quick twist of my ward threads transported him from the doorway to the couch, with the additional benefit of shutting them the hell up, since he now had permission to be in my home. I’d have to buy a new blanket but, well, he probably wasn’t the grossest thing to wind up on my couch. Given it was ruined already, I used the blanket to wipe the gunk off.

I hadn’t seen him in years. His hair was longer, slicked upward in a pompadour that had mostly collapsed and fallen apart, but he looked more or less the same underneath all the gore and bruises. The state he was in said he was into something bad. Add to that the sudden increase in power, and I knew getting involved would bring everything down around my ears. Salim’s problems had always turned into my problems. Like the time he’d convinced me to join a coven. I knew they wouldn’t be too receptive to the idea of a Chang in their midst, not after the Changs had been so litigious toward other magical groups, so I’d had to join under a false name. But then they found out and one thing led to another. Salim was trouble—he always had been. It had drawn me to him at first, but now it was just tiring.

I stared at the wreckage of my living room and tried not to sigh. Salim was half collapsed on the floor against the side of the couch, so I hoisted him up, trying to ignore the span of skin pressed against me. He was clammy, so I threw the blanket on him.

Salim was a pretty puzzle, but not one I cared to solve. Not anymore. I had ended it for a reason I had no desire to revisit.

We had met years ago, at a conclave for the Court. At the time, he was a low-level judicial assistant and I was a mere representative of my family, the youngest of several hundred cousins and therefore the one whose time was the most expendable. I had fallen hard and fast, and Salim… Well, Salim had his sights on something beyond me and no room for anything but his ambition once he saw it within his reach.

Rain clattered against the old window AC and I cursed—the window in the study was still open—and rushed to save the thick rolls of architectural drawings I had left on my desk. They weren’t too badly drenched, but I had to pat fat dollops of water off the one on the top of the pile with my shirt. This time, the sigh escaped my lips.

“Cal!” And, of course, Salim woke up.

With a tap on the ward lines inscribed on the floor, I was in my living room again.

“Get these things off me,” he said grumpily, struggling against some of the wayward ward lines that had tangled around him, visible as lines of light where they came in contact with him. I tugged at them, and they let him go—reluctantly. “I can’t believe you tied me up.”

“Yeah, well.” I shrugged and left it at that, not telling him that they’d done it on their own because I didn’t want to think why they’d done so. When we’d been together, I had still lived with my mom, so he didn’t know that they did as they pleased. “Why are you here, Salim?”

“No reason.” His fingers tapped his collarbone, and his eyes widened. “Where did you put it?”

“What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow, although I knew exactly what he was talking about. How could I not, when it was like a heavy weight, tugging on the wards like a bird caught in a net? With a twitch of my fingers, I summoned it into my hand. “This?”

It was a flat, circular stone, its surface smooth and unremarkable, with a hole in the middle through which someone had threaded a leather strap so it could be worn like a necklace. The stone itself was plain, normal—probably granite—but thrummed with energy.

He made a grab for it, but the wards snapped against him, holding him back. Unfortunately, he was still mostly naked, and now that he was no longer covered by my coat, I got an eyeful. And my wards transmitted the feel of his skin—and exposed bits—to me. Real helpful.

I kept my gaze resolutely on his face. “What is it? And why was that demon after you?”

Salim growled, pressing harder against the barrier. “Give it back.”

Taking an involuntary step back—because the combination of him naked, and my completely perverted wards was not a good one—I wound up falling back against my couch. Which was still covered in questionable substances. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.” I folded my arms, trying to look stern instead of petulant.

For a moment, Salim just stood in the middle of my living room, breathing hard and looking…frustrated. “I have to find the Lord,” Salim mumbled finally. I could practically hear the capitalization.

“The lord,” I repeated. “I mean, I’ll be the first to agree you need Jesus—”

“The Lord of the city,” Salim snapped. “I don’t need your wisecracks right now, Cal.” Fortunately for both of us, he had stopped pushing against my wards, and they had decided to back off. For now. He didn’t think to cover up, though, which was starting to make conversation a bit…difficult.

“Since when? Why?”

“I—It’s complicated, okay?” Running his hand against his cheek, Salim gave a frustrated growl. “Look, I’m not expecting you to understand. Just give that back to me and I’ll get out of your hair.”

“No, no.” I held up my hand, like that was going to prevent him from doing anything. The guy had just taken out a demon with goddamn lightning not a few minutes ago. “Explain this to me again. You’re looking for the Lord. Of the city.” It wasn’t that I thought he’d been exaggerating when he said the Court was dead. I just hadn’t realized he meant all the Court was dead. Including the Lord of the Court, who’d been my grandmother’s contemporary. An old harpy of a woman, I thought she’d live forever.

“Yes,” Salim hissed.

That did explain a lot: big cities were like magical anchors, at least in modern days. Lots of people, lots of energy—not to mention most highly populated areas tended to be intersected by telluric currents, which was what made the surrounding areas have the number of natural resources that made them attractive to civilization, which in turn fed and swelled the currents—and all of it held together, shaped by the Lord of the City, who kept things from falling apart.

The bigger the city, the bigger the influence, so in as big of a city as Longshore, without the Lord, we were lucky that the entire thing hadn’t collapsed into a giant sinkhole and started a chain of tsunamis that would wipe out the coast on the other side of the world. It was still a possibility if the magic wasn’t carefully siphoned off and contained and redistributed.

“Wait, but you—is this—” I stared aghast at the stone swinging gently from side to side from the strap of leather in my hand. “If you have the lodestone, that means—”

“She’s dead.”

The stone dropped from my slack fingers, sending my ward lines vibrating as it descended. It rolled back toward me before hitting my foot and falling over.

“But then the stone should have gone to the new Lord!” I gaped at him. “You—”

Salim was already shaking his head. “I’m not.” He ran a hand through his hair and gave a frustrated growled. “Her entire Court got taken out. I was there in the aftermath. For some reason, the stone didn’t go to the new Lord.” His mouth flattened. “The Gate said something was interfering with it right before he gave me the stone and died.”

“So, what does that mean?” Even if he wasn’t the Lord, he was now the highest-ranked Courtier in the city. That explained the lightning. And the demon. The stone was trying to protect him.

All the magical energy of the city was being directed by Salim now, though passively, since only the Lord could actually control it. Usually that energy was spread throughout the Court, the ruling body of everything magic and fae—which was now a party of one: Salim. He should have been just about crippled with the psychic agony of having about a couple hundred thousand times more power than normal. And, obviously, he wasn’t quite in control.

“The stone is holding most of it off, I think,” Salim said, correctly interpreting the progression of expressions crossing my face: shock, disbelief, horror.

“Okay.” I stood and combed my hair out of my face, though it simply fell back over my eyes. Even if the stone could hold it off for now, that wasn’t likely to be the case for long. Otherwise, why bother to have a Lord at all? Except there was no telling how long it would be able to keep Salim safe before all the power from the telluric currents built up and burst through, killing him in the process. Not to mention all the power-hungry in the city coming after him to get ahold of it.

“Okay?” His brow wrinkled.

“I’ll help you.”

“No!” The air crackled, making my wards flare purple as they neutralized whatever magical energies had stirred up with Salim’s agitation. The room glowed with the color, throwing an odd pallor over Salim’s snarl and making him look a bit like a vaudevillian villain and rendering his face even more alien than his ears did.

But I was used to Salim’s theatrics. “We have to go to the Council,” I said, grabbing his arm.

The power that surged through my hand was like a strong, stiff drink: burning, dark, and heady. It raced between us somehow amplified, all of it converging upon me and lighting me up like a metal rod in a storm. Though it didn’t quite hurt, it was powerful. Enough to make me stagger back and make Salim stop with the crackling. Unfortunately, I didn’t.

A kind of numbness spread through my limbs, but my joints were locked, keeping me standing upright. My head swam.

And then it stopped.

When I was a kid, my cousin Teddy and I used to lay in the mostly dried-out streambeds in between the tall, scrubby sand dunes near his home. If it had rained recently, the shallow water would flow around our outstretched arms and legs, making our fingers and toes tingle with the cold even while our faces got all sunburnt. It was unlike any other sensation: the icy coldness of the stream, the gritty, soft sand packed under our backs that would billow up and cloud the water if we moved too much, the sun drawing prickles of sweat onto our foreheads…and the teeth-rattling hum that would go through our bones sometimes, the pressure that made breathing difficult, as though the entire sky were trying to press us into the earth. We used to see who could stand it the longest.

Years later, we discovered what that hum was—a telluric current.

Most people couldn’t feel them. Much of that had to do with those who protected the telluric currents, the teams of people dedicated to masking their presence, and the Lords who prevented the currents from shifting and amassing or losing too much power. A single unstable current could be devastating. See fire, famine, catastrophe, et cetera, et cetera.
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