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The case of old Byzantine artifacts made a great cover. I hadn’t had the best day, and pretending to study them gave me an excuse to loiter close enough to hear the Biblioteca Esoterica’s coven. I’d never seen a coven in action before, and the reworking of the wards that protected Rome’s magical library was probably as close as I was going to get.

I could feel the tension in the air, mixed with the alarmingly faint traces of magic that swirled around the space.  I wasn’t the only one on edge. Antonio Siriano, the librarian, usually moved with the grace of a tiger, but tonight he was jittery. He checked his watch for the umpteenth time, scanned the room like he was doing a nervous headcount, and paced toward the elevator. 

Earlier, when I’d rung the old-fashioned bell, Antonio had let me in with all the smooth elegance I remembered. The half-demon, half-witch hybrid still gave off the same unsettling vibes, wrapped in charm and beauty. That was intentional. Antonio could seduce just as easily as he could creep people out, but according to him, creepy was easier to manage than lust.

Honestly, I got it. Pretending to be an awesome witch worthy of my new job was way more stressful than bumbling through and hoping for the best. Hence, the skulking in the shadows, watching the real witches work. I’d come to the library to shake off my mood, not make it worse. But after one of my protective spells nearly torched my mom’s stash of black-market grimoires, she politely kicked me out of her shop, and my ego still hadn’t recovered.

Gate-crashing wasn’t usually my style, but I had my reasons. The Chanson de la Bastille was gunning for Rome’s magical relics, and the Biblioteca’s wards needed serious refreshing. I had a vested interest in keeping Rome’s magical governance independent—not just because my mom lived there and ran a thriving illegal book business, but because I was now the leader of the Crux Crucio Orbis, an ancient order sworn to keep magic balanced and protect those who preferred to remain independent of corporate magic.

Yeah. That was going about as well as you’d expect.

My first official act as head of the C.C.O. was to throw up my hands and suggest that Italy’s magical authority team up with corporate magic. That definitely wasn’t in my job description. I sucked at revolutions.

Still, La Gilda Maghi had taken the suggestion. Now, with help from the United Coven and Alliance, generally the bad guys in my life, but also the sworn enemies of the Chanson, the new wards were finally underway.  And I was seriously considering a career change.

I would’ve been happy just to spectate, but nobody offered me a ticket. So I loitered near the magical artifacts, waiting for Antonio to kick me out before things got interesting. 

It’s not like I had anywhere else to be. My boyfriend was helping a friend move, and Mom had already made it pretty clear I should find something else to do with my time.

All of magical Rome was preparing for a battle.  Tensions had been mounting in the past few weeks as the Chanson scoured Rome in search of magical artifacts to pillage. The witches of Rome stashed their powerful relics and magical implements in dim basements and warded vaults, trying to protect anything remotely valuable.  The atmosphere of the city crackled with anticipation, and the population seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for the inevitable clash and the fallout that might change magic forever.  

So far, the Chanson’s activity had been confined to the tunnels beneath the city, but even that had already caused more than a few disasters. Modern Rome was built atop the ancient one, and digging around in its foundations was asking for trouble—not that the Chanson cared if they left the city in ruins. Their disregard for historical sites made the archaeologist in me seethe.  

Several modern buildings had collapsed, and the mainstream press blamed terrorist activity, earthquakes, and defective cement for those disasters.  La Gilda Maghi had done what they could to defend their city while keeping the human population unaware of the truth. After all, anti-witch hysteria wasn’t restricted to the history books. 

Rome’s magical reserves were running low, while the Chanson had at least two bound jinn fueling their operation. I’d tried to help by freeing one, only to find out it belonged to La Gilda. Add in the small fire I might have started at their headquarters, and let’s just say I wasn’t on their shortlist for magical consultants. 

La Gilda was on the verge of losing the fight—until I pitched a strategy that didn’t involve me. Understandably, they took it. Now the Italian witches were getting much-needed professional development courtesy of their new mentors: the Alliance.  

It was the best strategic move I could think of:  throw a worthy opponent into the ring to thwart the Chanson.  While Italy busied itself with its magical battle plans and forged new partnerships, I opted to visit the library to lurk behind display cases and hopefully pick up a few pointers.

In the center of the room, the old copper-enclosed birdcage elevator descended from the upper level at a glacial pace. I drifted from one enchanted case to the next, inching closer to the action.

A woman in a flowing jumpsuit let salt trickle from her fingertips, murmuring a chant in something well beyond my high school Italian. The elevator groaned to a halt, and the gate rattled open.

I tried not to look, but Evan Robeson stepping into the room had a way of pulling every pair of eyes toward him, mine included.  Dressed in black military fatigues, he was a sight to behold. The t-shirt fit like it had been tailored, the tactical pants and black boots adding just the right amount of danger. I briefly mused on the injustice: everyone mocked my cargo pants, but I’d bet no one said a word about Evan’s.

Across the room, his dark chocolate eyes found mine. He smiled, and that single dimple in his cheek appeared right on cue, making my pulse trip over itself.

I gave an awkward wave and resisted the urge to swipe at the corners of my mouth to make sure I wasn’t drooling. Not that there was anything between my boyfriend’s distant cousin and me, but I’d bet even the nuns at the Vatican would struggle not to appreciate that view.

“I didn’t know you were part of the coven,” he said, crossing the room to where I was trying (and failing) to lean casually against one of the bookshelves.

“I’m not,” I said with a shrug. “Just here doing a little archaeological research.”

“Ah. Well, that certainly lowers the risk of disaster.” His grin was pure mischief.

I rolled my eyes. “They lucked out. My mom suggested I take a break after the fire incident.”

He pressed his lips together, clearly fighting a laugh. I let him off the hook.

“I’m guessing you’re here to supervise this shindig?” I even managed to keep the envy out of my voice when I said it.

“I’m just an observer like you this time.”  

Somehow, that stung more than the disaster jab; I averted my eyes, giving my ego a second to recover. When I looked back, Evan was scanning the room, his gaze sweeping over each person like he was cataloging them. He gave a slight nod to someone behind me.

I turned to see who he was acknowledging, but everyone looked too busy to return the gesture. Suspicious, I narrowed my eyes at him. He met my look with innocent amusement.

Either he was baiting me, or... my irritation flared. Observer, my foot!

He read my expression and chuckled softly. Okay, maybe he was just teasing. I was about to make a flippant comment to break the sudden awkward silence when his posture snapped to attention.

He went completely still. I followed his gaze.

A thin man with black curls and a swarthy complexion stood on the far side of the salt circle, flipping through an old book like he was oblivious to the preparations going on around him.

“Who’s that?” Evan asked, eyes flicking back to mine.

“No clue. He’s been buried in texts since I got here.”

“So the library isn’t closed to visitors?” His voice was casual, but the edge in his tone wasn’t lost on me.

“Apparently not—since I’m here,” I said, stating the obvious.

Evan opened his mouth to respond, but he didn’t get the chance.

“Ah, Mr. Robeson. I’m so glad you could be here tonight,” the librarian said in his thickly accented English. I watched Evan try to cover his revulsion. Antonio’s ick factor was in overdrive.  I watched the librarian’s dark eyes dart around the room, and for the first time, I noticed Antonio’s nervous habit of tugging at the blindingly white cuffs of his shirt.  

“Signore Siriano, thank you for allowing me to observe.  Is everyone here a member of the coven?  I see a few faces I don’t recognize.”  Evan’s tone was professional, and if I didn’t know him better, I wouldn’t have picked up on the tension in his shoulders.  

“No, no.  Some members haven’t arrived yet, and the visitors will be shown out once the preparations are finished.  We still have a few hours before the working, so there is no point in inconveniencing the patrons.”  Antonio’s smile was tight, and my hackles raised.  

It wasn’t the demon thing; his apparent apprehension set off alarm bells in the back of my brain.  What could make a half-demon anxious?  

Evan looked perplexed by that response, but before he could say anything, Antonio rushed on in a soothing, mesmerizing tone, but not in a good way.  It was clear he wanted to get away from Evan as quickly as possible, without offending the Alliance’s representative. 

“If you’ll excuse me, I believe Signorina Gandolfini has arrived, and I must greet her.  There will be a briefing and light refreshments in the lobby at ten-thirty,”  Antonio paused and added the last bit apologetically, “for those involved in the proceedings.”  

At least he didn’t single me out by name.  We watched Antonio walk back toward the elevator, his expensive dress shoes making a staccato tap on the marble floor.  Evan relaxed the minute he left.

“You could always ask him to use his other power if the repulsive thing is too much for you to handle. Then again, being enamored with him might also make things awkward,” I said with a grin. Antonio was beautiful enough to make angels weep, and if he’d chosen to seduce everyone who walked through the door, I’d be too busy swooning over the librarian to notice his nervous little tics. If only he could teach the repelling trick to Evan, my life might be a lot simpler.

Evan gave a small snort of laughter. “Maybe I should ask him for some tips on seduction. Apparently, fleas aren’t quite the deterrent I thought they’d be.”

Yeah, I opened the door for that one.

I rolled my eyes. Evan flirted with me constantly, always claiming he was just waiting for me to wake up and ditch Kai. The casual come-ons and the way he always stood a little too close sent my heart into a tailspin, and I hated how traitorous that made me feel. Every time we talked, I felt like a rat.

My boyfriend Kai - formerly Coyote, the trickster of North America - had his magic snuffed out because of me.  I had more than one reason to feel like a rat.

Then again, Evan never exactly acted like a man devastated by my relationship with Kai. His flirtation seemed more like a game than anything serious. Maybe I was fooling myself, thinking that the romantic interest was a real thing.  

Antonio circulated among the guests, probably informing them of the upcoming refreshment hour.

“Light refreshments? Is this a coven working or a cocktail party?” I asked, amused by the puzzled look on Evan’s face.

“That is odd, isn’t it?” he said, his gaze sliding back to the man still hunched over the book, wire-rimmed glasses perched on his long, straight nose.

“Lots of people wear reading glasses in a library.”

Evan shook his head, suddenly all business. “There are half a dozen witches drawing salt circles on the floor and chanting incantations in four languages, but that guy hasn’t looked up once. He’s not even pretending to be curious.”

“Maybe he’s seen it all before,” I said, trying (and failing) not to sound envious.

Evan turned to me. “The wards in this place are nearly a thousand years old. We’ve only had a few days to identify them, and we’re not even sure this will work. No one’s ever documented this kind of magic before. From what we’ve seen so far, these are seriously complicated.”

My brain stuttered to a halt. I hadn’t realized they were about to mess with the original wards. I’d assumed refreshing them was routine maintenance. My mom tweaked her wards at least twice a year, and I hit mine with a fresh pulse of magic every full moon just to be safe.

“And La Gilda Maghi thought this was a good idea?” I hissed. “Trust me, tinkering with unknown spells is not recommended.”

“Unfortunately,” Evan said, his tone grim, “not tinkering with them might be a whole lot worse.”

We momentarily fell into an uneasy silence.  The Chanson de la Bastille had been looking for something under the city for a few weeks, and things were getting bad. I suspected what they were looking for, and I even had a pretty good idea of where the item might be, but removing it was a worse idea than just letting it ride.  Nothing about the situation was good, but there weren’t any viable options besides shoring up the wards and hoping that the magical training the United Coven and Alliance provided would be enough to avert a hostile takeover.  

“Is the devil you know really better than the one you don’t?”  I asked quietly.

Evan caught my meaning immediately.  He worked for the Alliance, and while he assured me things were changing in the power-consolidated, cutthroat world of corporate magic, I didn’t buy it for a second.  Once I found out that Italy’s ambient magic levels were being suppressed on purpose, I realized we didn’t have much choice. The Alliance had the training, the power, and the infrastructure.  Just because I had suggested the partnership with the Alliance to La Gilda didn’t mean I liked it.  

“Maybe the Crux Crucio Orbis was supposed to write a handbook on identifying things best left alone,” Evan said dryly. “You could make that your first official act. I bet Antonio would help with the research.”

“Wow. Should I be flattered you’re this salty about me being in charge?” I asked.

Evan grimaced. “It’s kinda my fault you’re stuck with the job. I just wish you’d had another option besides linking La Gilda to the Alliance. No one knows what kind of obligation they’ll demand if this actually works. The Alliance lost their entire London office—and there’s a power vacuum in Europe big enough to swallow Rome.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of that statement settle on my shoulders.  I wish there had been another alternative, too.  I was temporarily in charge of the C.C.O., a defunct ancient order of magic users sworn to maintain the balance of power so nobody got trampled on by the big, bad gangs of organized magic, like the Alliance or the Chanson.  

There simply wasn't a better option until the Crux Crucio Orbis had more staff than me and a skeleton crew of my magical friends.  I had to face the facts: one of my first acts as self-appointed guardian of the resistance had been to throw up my hands, admit defeat, and give the Alliance a foothold. You know... after I’d stormed La Gilda’s headquarters, stolen the Chairman’s jinn, and set their building on fire. That was all before I ran home.

Yeah. I wasn’t leadership material.

I sighed and shook my head.  “The Alliance was their only option.  I guess you’re just going to have to try and negotiate favorable terms for La Gilda.”  I doggedly pursued the absolution of my guilt.

“I will, and it is their best chance, but probably because the alternative remains an organization of one.”  Evan reminded me.

“Not quite one, but I’m still working on it.  Besides, I don’t see you quitting your day job to help out.”  I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him a mutinous glare.  

“You’re the one who sent me a new client who needed training.  Between this and the fallout from the London Headquarters being taken by the Chanson, I’ve been a little busy.”  He pointed around the room and shrugged.  “Maybe you should get your boyfriend to stop planting flowers and start practicing magic again.”  

“You should talk; you’re a lawyer for the enemy!”  I countered.

“A great lawyer with military training and a subversive streak.  So when a battle is pending, who do you think they’re going to send in?  The Alliance can’t afford to lose this one, Ari.”  

“So if this all goes sideways, the Alliance could fold?”  I asked, a little too hopefully.  

“If it all goes sideways, the war won’t be confined to a few skirmishes in the tunnels beneath this city,”  Evan said with enough of an ominous tone that even I might be convinced to hope for a decisive Alliance victory.

I put my hand on his arm.  “You might want to keep your doubts about the success of this little venture to yourself at the pre-game cocktail party.  You don’t want a bunch of twitchy witches tinkering with ancient magic.  That alone could increase the risk of it going wrong.”  He slid his eyes to where my hand still rested on his arm, and a cocky smirk lifted one corner of his mouth.  I narrowed my eyes in warning.  

“At least I’ll be at the cocktail party.  Until you get the boot, why don’t you chat up the scholarly visitor?  Try to get me a name before you go home to let your dog out.”  He dropped a chaste kiss on my cheek and walked away.  

I watched Evan walk past the bookworm in the wire reading glasses, and the man didn’t even glance up as Evan’s appraising gaze swept over him.  I was sure Evan had some way of measuring magic in a person, and I wondered if my perception would jive with his more experienced senses.  There was only one way to find out.

I drifted to an enormous glass-enclosed case of magical artifacts and let my eyes roam over the ancient sandstone door lintel on the wall behind it.  I didn’t notice it on my last visit, but it was old.  Many buildings in the city had ancient dwellings buried underneath them, and new layers of Rome’s history were being excavated all the time.  The neighboring bookcases half concealed the stone sides, but I could still see the carved symbols across the top.  

I couldn’t identify the language, but something about it made my arms tingle.  Caution made me pretend not to notice.  I crouched down and peered at it through one of the display cases.  

The case contained a collection of vintage marbles.  Each orb was polished to a high shine, making the thin bands of color more stunning.  Stripes of black, white, rust, and cream ran through each stone;  every pattern was different, but each striated sphere was as beautiful as the others.

“Solomon’s agate.”  The voice behind me said, startling me enough to put my hands on the glass case so I didn’t tip over.  Magic buzzed through my fingertips, and I stood up and backed away.  The motion caused the largest marble to roll a little, and the pattern in the orb shifted.  For a second, I thought I saw flecks of brown radiate out from a darker center, like an iris around a pupil.  I blinked, and the flecks were arranged in neat bands when I looked again.  A shiver ran down my spine, and I took another step away from the case before I turned to face my companion.  

The bookworm glanced at the marble and then smiled shyly at me.  He had a nice face with soulful eyes, and I noted the gold ankh on the leather cord around his neck.  “Only King Solomon knew where the mine for such stones was located.  They were very valuable in the ancient world.”  His voice was deep and precise, almost covering his slight accent.

“Did anyone ever find the mine?”  I asked, as a way to keep the conversation going while I tapped into my spidey senses to get a read on his magic.

“I don’t think so.  I have heard of an ancient map with the location being sold for a fortune in Morocco, but I don’t believe anyone has found the mine.”  

I turned up the charm and smiled.  “A fortune to find an agate mine?  I guess they are valuable.”  I replied, sensing a low hum of magic from the man.  However, something seemed off, and I didn’t have enough experience to guess why.

“King Solomon mined agate, diamonds, and copper, among other things.  I haven’t heard of the map's owner finding anything, but I heard the map has been verified and dates from the earliest times.”  

“Earliest is a relative term to archaeologists,”  I said, holding out my hand.  “I’m Dr. Arienne Cerasola.”

There was a flicker of something in his dark eyes, but I laid it off to surprise that I would so freely volunteer my name.  Magic was still a secret, and I’d found magical people to be a very suspicious lot.  Instantly, that thought evaporated as he grinned at me.  

“H.M. Tris,”  he said, taking my hand and giving it a firm shake.  My spidey senses lit up like Times Square on New Year’s Eve, and I forced my power into the floor beneath us.  There was no point in letting Mr. Tris know I could see his power and possibly raise him.

“Are you also an archaeologist?”  I asked.

“No.  I’m a librarian.”  His eyes were on the browner side of hazel, flecked with gold, and heavily lidded, making him appear sad.  His face was rather long with a straight nose that was a bit prominent, but his sculpted lips smiled easily, and his eyebrows were dark and winged, making his face an interesting contradiction.  Inky curls brushed the collar of his chambray shirt, and my eyes dropped to the braided leather bracelets on his wrist.  

“A hamsa hand,”  I remarked, pointing to the amulet that dangled from one of the bracelets.  

“A gift from a colleague.”  He smiled.  “It never hurts to have some form of protection, no matter how superstitious it seems.”  

Somehow, that phrase sounded like a lie.  I backed away a half-step and caught myself, pasting a conspiratorial expression on my face.  “True, but there’s a reason superstitions survive.  Excuse me, I promised my friend I wouldn’t spend all night staring into these cases.  I’d rather leave before Signore Siriano asks me to go.”  

Mr. Tris inclined his head, and we parted.  I walked toward Evan while H.M. Tris turned down one of the stacks.  

“Well?”  Evan asked as I joined him on the other side of the salt circle.  

“He’s powerful, but he’s hiding it,”  I said, looking around the room as if Mr. Tris had lost my attention.  “His name is H.M. Tris, a librarian from somewhere in the Near East, judging by his accent.”  

“Keep an eye on him.  There’s something here that isn’t quite right.”  Evan said, taking my elbow and guiding me back a step so a small woman in a pumpkin-colored caftan could sprinkle pink salt around the edge of the circle.  My eyes drifted to the floor, and I noticed the salt was multi-colored, most likely tinted with other substances.  

“It looks like a Buddhist sand mandala,”  I said, noticing the pale hues of salt that formed the interlocking circles.  

“Ground crystals.”  The woman chirped in heavily accented English, showing me tiny bags of multi-colored powders.  “They should boost the power.”  She stepped around us to continue her work.  

“Antonio found this formation carved into the lintels of the library when it underwent some repairs a few years ago,”  Evan added, staring at the geometric figure.  “Unfortunately, this whole ritual seems to have been pieced together from clues that may or may not be relevant.”

“Risky from start to finish, huh?  Maybe Mr. Tris helped research this vague ritual.”  I narrowed my eyes, wondering why nobody knew precisely what magic protected the library.

“Maybe.  It would make me feel a lot better if we had some sort of coherent documentation.  Not everybody enjoys jumping into the deep end of the pool. ”  He said with a note of gentle teasing.

“Right.”  I snapped my fingers.  “You’re the logical, orderly one who does things by the book.  I’d almost forgotten that.  Well, except for your habit of deploying double agents like dear old Raymond.  Or is that sanctioned by the evil empire?”  

He sighed.  “Your scorn is just a cover for your bad decision to choose the prince of chaos over the worthier candidate.”  

“Not this again.”  I rolled my eyes dramatically.  He had somewhat of a point.  Kai was way more unpredictable than Evan, but I made Kai look cautious by comparison.  “The worthier choice wouldn’t have tried to eliminate the competition by pushing him off a roof.”

Evan gave me a sideways glance.  “You’re still miffed about that, huh?”  

“Until the PTSD wears off.” 

Evan laughed, “I’m betting the novelty will wear off first.”  He winked at me and sauntered away as if he knew it was only a matter of time.  

I glared at his back, but a tiny part of my ego was grinning at his flirtation.  Feigned or not, it was nice to have two men fighting over me.  Since my ego was taking a beating in the magical arena, at least the romantic part had some spice.  

From the stacks, I watched the coven members continue their preparations while Antonio flitted from one group to the next with what I imagined to be last-minute instructions.  Despite my comments, I wasn’t as disturbed as Evan over the improvised nature of the ritual.  You’d think I would have learned that lesson already.

I wanted to be long gone before the refreshments got underway because I wasn’t sure my ego could keep my head held high while I got the boot.  I glanced at my cell phone for the time.  Kai said he’d meet me back at my mom’s around ten p.m.  I had just enough time to get some gelato and take a little stroll before meeting them both for a late dinner.  I approached Antonio and Evan, planning to say goodnight before I rode the copper elevator back to the main floor.  I was about ten feet from them when the first crash sounded in the distance, and the air seemed to shimmer.
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The crash boomed through the library, silencing the coven's murmurs. My head snapped toward the sound, then the ground lurched beneath me. I staggered, grabbing the edge of a display case as the marble floor tilted violently to the left. The glass beneath my hand dissolved into sand, and the artifacts inside tumbled out. Books and scrolls rained down around me, their ancient pages blowing loose from the bindings.

Chaos erupted. Shouts filled the air as the witches scrambled to maintain their footing. I caught sight of Antonio, the ever-composed librarian, shouting something melodic but unintelligible as he waved his hands in frantic gestures.

“What the hell is happening?” Evan’s voice cut through the din. He stood a few feet away, steady despite the quake, his dark eyes scanning the room with sharp intensity.

“It wasn’t my fault!” I shouted back, gripping the edge of another glassless case for balance. Before he could respond, a second crash boomed from the far end of the library, and the floor pitched again. My feet slid out from under me. I landed hard, skidding across the debris-strewn floor, barely registering the shimmer in the air.

I slammed into the base of a towering shelf, pain jolting through my back. Around me, the shelves groaned, bolts pulling free from the floor as they tilted dangerously. A cascade of books tumbled toward me. I rolled, barely dodging the avalanche of leather-bound tomes that slammed down where I’d just been.

“All’ascensore!” Antonio’s voice rang out, sharp and commanding. The copper elevator in the center of the room glowed faintly, its cage packed with witches pressed up against the bars. Evan waved frantically at me, his face a mix of urgency and frustration.

“Ari! Get over here!”

I made it back to the main aisle and looked at the people crammed into the tiny elevator.  It was like a nightmare clown car, and Evan flung open the door as I drew near, intending to squeeze us both into the overly crowded space.  The word optimist flitted through my brain, but I dashed toward him anyway.

I was almost there when the floor pitched again, sending me sliding down the center aisle, my eyes locked on H.M. Tris—the quiet librarian from earlier. He stood in a side aisle, one hand pressed flat against the wall beneath the carved sandstone lintel. My breath caught. The symbols etched into the stone flickered, a cool blue light pulsing from beneath his palm like a heartbeat. 

“Hey!” I shouted, struggling to my feet and stumbling over the debris. Tris didn’t look up. Instead, his free hand reached into a display case, pulling out a small artifact. The air around him sparked with a dark, crackling energy.

“Ari, now!” Evan’s voice yanked my attention back. I turned toward the elevator, but another violent tilt sent me skidding away from it. I collided with Tris at the far wall, and we both went down in a tangle of limbs. His hand clamped around the artifact he’d taken, and I grabbed his wrist, trying to pry it free.

“Let go!” he hissed, his eyes flashing with something more than anger.  Desperation, maybe?

“You can’t loot the library!” I snarled, digging my nails into his wrist. The artifact buzzed with energy, and for a brief moment, the symbols on the lintel flared brighter. The floor beneath us trembled, then steadied, the chaos around us pausing in eerie stillness.

Tris used the momentary quiet to shove me off him. I hit the ground hard, the breath knocked from my lungs. When I looked up, he was already sprinting toward the wall, the artifact clutched tightly to his chest. I scrambled to my feet, my eyes darting between him and the end of the aisle that led back to the elevator. 

I turned, bolting after Tris.  A glow radiated from the carved symbols on the lintel, now joining in the center and running down the sides; a portal had opened in the wall. 

I dove for him, and right before I hit him, I was pitched forward by the library’s latest upheaval.  I used the momentum to tackle him, and the surprise to knock the artifact from his grasp.  

He tried to catch it, but it slipped from his fingers, and I took full advantage of that momentary distraction.  I grabbed his backpack from the floor and kicked the artifact out of reach.  I scrambled away, holding his bag in a death grip as I dove for the loose object.  I crawled back to the central aisle and faced the elevator.  I looked at Evan and Antonio inside the copper cage, and their eyes met mine, a look of horror on their faces.  I pushed myself to my feet, planning a desperate run toward the elevator. 

I waved the artifact, still clutched in my hand triumphantly, and it took me a second to realize every set of eyes inside the copper elevator flicked between my hands and my face with varying degrees of shock and horror.  

Antonio’s head twitched slightly to the side, and disappointment settled onto his handsome face as another loud crack sounded.  Antonio’s hand shot out of the cage, grabbed Evan by the shirt, and hauled him back inside the tiny contraption before firmly slamming the door closed.  

I didn’t know how so many people could fit in such a small space, but I noticed Evan shiver with revulsion as Antonio drew his arm around Evan’s chest to hold the door in place like he was trying to keep me out.

Only I saw Antonio’s finger point toward the far wall.  My eyes followed automatically back down the aisle where I’d tussled with Tris.  The portal in the wall was open, and Tris was diving through it.  I hesitated for only a second before I turned and ran back to the wall, diving through the magical doorway after him. 

The glowing wall swallowed me whole, and the world went completely dark and silent. When I landed on the other side, it was in a damp tunnel, the faint glow of the portal behind me fading to pitch black.

I pushed myself to my knees, the cold, slimy ground soaking through my pants. My heart hammered as I looked around, but I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.  I listened for any other sound besides my ragged breathing, but I was alone.

Tris was gone. The artifact was still in my hand, and Tris’s backpack was wrapped around my other wrist. And, somewhere on the other side of the wall, Evan and the others were trapped in a deadly situation.  I shoved the metal artifact into my pocket, feeling the faint tingle of magic against my body.  

For a second, I tried to catch my breath and process what had just happened. Then, the realization hit: to everyone in that library, I looked like the thief. The artifact, the chaos, the escape, it all looked like I caused it.

“Damn it,” I muttered, forcing myself to my feet. My legs trembled, but I didn’t have time to wallow. I had to find a way back to the surface, back to Evan, back to the library, and then I’d have to set the record straight.

I could hear the crashes continuing in the darkness, but they seemed to grow more distant.  The air around me was dank and chilly, and in my stunned condition, I had no idea where I was.

After a few deep breaths to slow my racing heartbeat, I gingerly felt my body for broken bones or signs of impalement.  When I was reasonably sure I didn’t need an emergency room, I reached into my pocket and withdrew my cell phone.  I pressed the button. The device turned on, revealing a seriously cracked screen.

“Just freaking great,”  I whispered, swiping down to find the flashlight app.  When the light blinked on, I panned around the space, seeing nothing but ancient brick walls and a low, arched ceiling.  Catacombs was the optimistic thought; the sewer was the less pleasant likelihood.  I sniffed the air and grimaced.  I was batting a thousand.  

I slipped my arms into the backpack, wincing at the weight on my badly damaged shoulder, and settled it against my spine.  I had no idea what the bag contained, but it might have a clue about how to find H.M. Tris.  And I managed to hang on to the relic he’d tried to steal from the library.  Avoiding the marauding members of the Chanson was the bigger priority, though, so I had to find a way out of the sewer and get back to the library as soon as possible.  

My shoes squelched with a liquid I’d rather remain a mystery as I made my way through the tunnels.  The smell wasn’t too bad, so if it was part of the sewer system, it hadn’t been used in a long time.  I wandered around, taking random turns, hoping my phone battery held out long enough to get me out of the tunnels.  I heard the sounds of traffic in the distance and headed in that direction, praying for an access door that wouldn’t require me to climb up a rusty ladder and emerge in the middle of some congested Roman street.  

For once, I got lucky. The tunnel had a small door set just high enough for my five-foot-four-inch body to find challenging but not impossible. I stuck the toe of my shoe into a crevice and fried the rusty lock with a burst of magic.  I pushed against the grate with all my might, but it didn’t budge.  I slid back to the floor several times because I lacked the strength to hang on to the rusted bars.  I kept at it, and out of frustration, I grabbed the bars and yanked them back and forth.  The corroded hinges released, and I swung outward, kicking at the air and clinging to the bars until my back slammed into the slimy stones of the tunnel.  Something sharp inside the backpack stabbed me in the hip.  

The top hinge broke, and my hands slid off the rusty bar, leaving a bit of flesh behind as I fell to the ground.  I ran my hand over my hip, fully expecting to see blood on my palm, but even though it still hurt like a knife wound, it didn’t appear to actually be one.  I looked up at the tiny opening that led outside, and once I ran out of profanity to mutter, I managed to be grateful for an exit.  I climbed back up the wall and slithered through the small door into a dark alley.

I checked the GPS on my phone, but the map was barely readable. I limped several blocks back toward the library’s front door. I didn’t think I’d traveled that far in the tunnels, but I’d been too busy avoiding the bad guys to count my steps.  

Nothing looked right on the street where the library’s front door should be.  The streetlights were out, leaving the entire street dark and making the hair stand up on the back of my neck.  I heard sirens and saw flashing lights reflected in the windows of the buildings around me, but they were a block or two away.  

In the weak light from my phone, the green trim on the building next door seemed brighter and broader.  Across from it, the neighboring structure now sported a steel garage door, freshly spray-painted since my arrival at the library. Had it been there just hours ago, I surely would have noticed the neon pink and black graffiti, even if the garage door had escaped my attention. 

Stranger still, the door to the library wasn’t where it should have been.  I scanned the street looking for the wooden sign, but it was gone, just like everything else.  I rechecked the GPS and retraced my steps, peering at every door, looking for the plain button bell I’d rung to get Antonio to admit me to his domain.  Nothing.  

I tried to get Evan’s cellphone number up on my screen, but it was futile.  The cracks wouldn’t let me tap anything to make a call.  

The sirens sounded louder, so I tried the next street, rechecked the address from an old text message my grandfather had sent me, and tried to get a grip on my wild imagination.  Perhaps I’d hit my head when I tumbled through that wall, but it was far more likely that magic was to blame.  

The walls around me lit up with flashing lights, and the sirens fell silent.  I could hear footsteps echoing off the brick and stone.  I stayed in the shadows, pondering the thought that the adjacent buildings had swallowed the library, and no matter how hard I tried to see through the glamor spell, I couldn’t figure out where the door was concealed.  

I hid in the darkness, trying to listen to the conversations of the emergency workers that bounced off the walls around me.  Nothing made sense.  The police seemed to be checking the foundations of the buildings, so someone had reported the noise or shaking from the library.

If I told the human police that I had witnessed a magical disaster in a building that didn’t exist, they’d probably lock me up for a psychiatric exam.  I limped away from the crime scene, intending to go for backup.  I tried my phone, but the cracked screen was a problem.  It wouldn't make a call, no matter how hard I hit the buttons.

Evan was trapped in the library with Antonio and the coven, and while I was relieved there was no big pile of rubble where the library should be, I figured the absence of the library might be a worse scenario.  

I decided to return to my mom’s small shop near Trajan’s Market.  It was a long walk, but I was too stunned to even think about the fact that time might be important.  As I neared the ancient ruin, I had to resist the urge to take the satchel I’d snatched from Tris through the portal and back to the Berkshire Mountains of Massachusetts for safekeeping.  I had no idea what was inside, so while it might have been safer back home, it was probably better to hang onto it.  Until I understood what had happened, it seemed essential to keep every clue I had.  For all I knew, there could be a spell to find the library again or at least a clue about where I could find Mr. Tris.  

I needed to get to Kai.  He’d know what to do.  

The lights to my mom’s upstairs apartment were on, but as I approached the front door to the store, I noticed the lights were on in the back room, but the rest of the shop was in darkness.  Something wasn’t right, but right before I stopped at the door, I heard a soft “Whooooo who,” and I glanced up to see Basir perched on a light fixture.  

He gave me a narrow-eyed stare and pointed ahead with one long wing before he took flight.  I kept right on walking past Mom’s bookshop, but as my eyes tracked the owl, I noticed the glint of metal against his feathered chest.  

I followed Basir down a narrow side street, and he perched on an iron railing and regarded me with a concerned look.  He looked me over, taking in every dirt smudge and scrape on my skin, and one ear tuft lowered slowly.  He tilted his head to the side, and one long wing gestured at me from head to toe.  

“I’m fine.  Just a little disarranged.”  I offered to explain my appearance.  I noticed the small notebook and pen strung around his neck on a string.  I took the tiny notebook off my feathered companion and flipped it open, smiling at Kai’s precise printing.

Can’t wait to hear this one.   The police are interrogating us. Nan warned us ahead of time, and the wards are holding for now. They sent humans, can you believe it? As if that would work!  Nan says your phone’s toast, but she thinks you should head home and drop off your gear. Write back, and the winged wonder will deliver it. Best. Vacation. Ever. Love,

Kai 

I couldn’t help but smile.  

My hands were shaking too much to write, so I explained the whole debacle to Basir while I tried to flush the adrenaline from my body.  Ever my sidekick, he listened intently and made clicking noises with his beak, which I interpreted as sympathetic. Still, it was equally likely they were the avian equivalent of reproach.  

“So now I don’t know what to do,”  I concluded.  “To everyone in that library, I look like the guilty one, and once they get out, everyone with a badge will probably be looking for me.”  

My cell phone vibrated in my pocket.  I put the pen between my teeth and deciphered the message from my psychic grandmother through the very cracked screen.  

Go HOME.  HOME.  HOME.  HOME.  

The four repetitions gave me enough solid letters that I understood.  The adrenaline surged again, and I scribbled a few choppy sentences to my boyfriend and mom on the notepad while I muttered a string of curses under my breath.  Small theft.  Big trouble.  I’ll be in touch ASAP.  Going home first.  My trembling fingers fumbled with the notebook, but I draped it over Basir’s neck, and he flew off.  

I took a moment to think about Nan’s message.  Home?  Since Nan never warned me unless it was absolutely necessary, I took her advice.  I watched Basir soar above the streetlights, and I turned and raced back to Trajan’s Market and a handy little portal that would bring me to safety.  

A prickling sensation crawled up the back of my neck, and my chest clenched with anxiety. I ran as fast as my battered body could into the dark interior of the ruin. It was technically closed for the night, but I was already on the run from the police—what was a little trespassing on top of that?

I heard the slapping of my shoes echo off the walls as I headed to the maintenance corridor.  I scrambled over the iron railing at the top of the stairs, and the minute I launched myself at the wall, the portal sucked me right in like a giant vacuum.

The compressions started immediately, squeezing me like I was being compacted into a microscopic dot. I thought of Evan and the others crammed into that copper elevator cage—at least I knew this pressure would stop before I ran out of oxygen. I wasn’t so sure they’d be that lucky.

Panic sped up my breathing because that line of thinking didn’t help. By the time the portal spat me out into the woods behind my home in the Berkshires, my vision was swimming, and my lungs were on fire. I hit the ground face-first in a bed of pine needles between the two trees that marked the portal’s exit.

I scrambled to my knees, coughing violently as I tried to draw in air. Between the gulps of oxygen, I spat out pine needles and sticky sap, my whole body shaking from the journey.

I don’t think I got three breaths before a gruff voice spoke my name.  

I screamed and fell over, scrambling sideways and looking around in the late afternoon sunshine.

One of the gnomes stared at me, his pointed spear resting at his side, and a perplexed look scrunching his face. His long red hair was tied back with a kerchief, and his pants were cinched at mid-calf, giving him the look of a three-foot-tall pirate—until I saw the bright yellow rubber boots on his feet, covered in cartoon chickens. So much for menace.

“Bapos, what are you doing out here?” I groaned, clapping a hand to my forehead. Something jabbed my thumb, and I winced as I pulled a decaying pinecone from the tangled mess of my copper colored hair.

Bapos pointed silently at my cheek. I reached up and peeled off a clump of sap-encrusted pine needles.

“There’s always someone on duty out here,” he said with a shrug, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“There is?” I sputtered. “I have a ward that sounds the gong if anyone enters the property!” I was yelling now, but that was just the adrenaline talking.

Bapos shifted his weight, looking a little uncomfortable. “Kenny said it doesn’t tell us where the intruder is. He posts one of us out here all the time. You should talk to him.”

I lowered myself until my head was nearly resting on my knees and forced myself to take slow, deep breaths. When I was fairly sure I wasn’t going to pass out, I lifted a hand in surrender.

“I’m sorry, Bapos. Kenny’s right. I’ve had an awful day, and I just took it out on you.” I plucked a twig from my hair and offered him a tired grimace.

Kenny, the fastidious badger who had taken over supervising the gnomes, had unofficially claimed the title of security chief—and honestly, he was excellent at it. I made a mental note to reward his foresight, assuming I stayed out of jail... and alive. Yeah. Awful didn’t even begin to cover my day.

My phone buzzed with another message, the cracked screen barely showing enough letters for me to guess it was from Kingston Pon. The rest of the message took a second to decipher: Disaster. Last meeting place. One hour. Or at least, I hoped that was the important part.

Oh, brother.

I wasn’t sure how to respond with my spider-webbed screen, so I chose to ignore it for the moment. I held the satchel out to Bapos, and the gnome hoisted it onto his shoulder without question.

“Ask Kenny to guard that for me, please. I’ll be back soon to open it,”  I said.  Without waiting for an answer, I turned and jumped back through the portal.

Castel Sant’Angelo was lit up dramatically, and I hobbled around the grounds of the ancient fortress for a few minutes, contemplating the events of the evening.  I’m a huge fan of coincidence, but the catastrophe at the library couldn’t have been random.  The Chanson might have chosen to attack the library before the wards were reinforced, but I’d wandered the tunnels beneath for a considerable amount of time looking for a way out, and they were deserted.  Not a single sign of the Chanson anywhere.  And no sign of Mr. Tris.  

That upped the odds that Tris and his thievery had caused the disaster.  It could have been that he just took advantage of the distraction so he could pilfer a relic, but once I relieved him of that and his bag, he just...vanished.  He didn’t try to wrestle me to the ground again and take his stuff back; he didn’t even lie in wait on the other side of the portal.  

I thought about the expression on his face and grimaced.  Had that been a flash of satisfaction that I’d noticed? He left me standing in front of an entire elevator of witches, holding the bag and the relic while he scurried out through a hole just out of sight of the audience.  

Talk about typical behavior for a rat.

“Holy cannoli,”  I groaned.  

Not only had the thief gotten away, but the only one who saw him steal something was me.  And when everyone looked out of the copper elevator cage, what did they see?  Me.  Holding an ancient relic in one hand and a satchel I hadn’t carried in clutched in my other.  As if that weren’t enough, I gave them a great view of me refusing to get into the elevator and fleeing through the chaos while all hell broke loose, straight into a magical exit that shouldn’t have been there.  Nobody could follow me, and I had no time to explain.  

Not that explaining that would have been easy.

Nope.  It wasn’t a coincidence at all, and I’d marched right into a convenient little setup.  I had to assume La Gilda Maghi (who also suffered a theft while I was on the premises) and the United Coven and Alliance (whose London vaults were short a few magical swords courtesy of me) would search Rome and maybe the rest of the world for me.  

Crap.  Crap.  Crap.  The evidence against me was rather staggering if construed most logically.  The reality was that those missing relics were all a series of unrelated coincidences, but together, they looked like a crime spree.  My mind stumbled over the implications.  I was in so much freaking trouble, and the magic police were the least of my worries.  I’d apparently taken to stealing artifacts, under the guise of saving the magical world.  

Yeah, this career change really wasn’t working out at all.  

Granted, the swords Evan and I had stolen in London broke the spell that kept the membership of the Crux Crucio Orbis a secret.  Once that was done, I had been temporarily placed in charge of the ancient order responsible for maintaining balance in the magical world.  Not that I was doing a great job.  Sure, our little theft had freed a group of magical prisoners being held by the Alliance, but it had also resulted in the London headquarters being left in a shambles.  At least Evan and I had broken a spell that was holding the C.C.O. stuck in the Dark Ages.  Still, that was a small consolation given the current mess.  It was one step forward, about a dozen back, and the disaster I’d just been part of wasn’t going to help things at all.  

The non-magical police had interrogated my family, and then they’d probably searched the premises for me.  I just hoped the wards were sufficient to keep them from finding the subterranean storeroom filled with black market grimoires that were my mom’s main source of income.  That would not go well for any of us, and I’d rather keep the trouble solely on my shoulders than involve my mom in the mess.  

But why had it been the human police and not the magical ones?  

The night just kept getting worse.  I wanted to beat my head against a brick wall just so I’d feel better when I stopped, but instead, I had to hike up my big girl panties and figure out where H.M. Tris had gone.  Producing the real thief might be enough to get me off the hook.

Then again, maybe he was already looking for me to get his loot back.  
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​Chapter 3
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I debated what I was about to do, but couldn’t see any way around it.  I needed backup, and my usual partners were probably already under surveillance or still being questioned by the authorities.  

“Sidaffri?”  I whispered into the darkness, reaching for the small medicine bag I wore around my neck, but my fingers brushed against my naked skin.  I felt my neck frantically and checked my bra, but the tiny pouch was gone.  

Not only had I lost my protection amulet, but I’d also lost the small medicine bag Kai had made for me.  That sucked even more because I couldn’t remember if the boon Mananan, an ancient Celtic god, owed me was in that pouch or if I had left it home to be guarded by the gnomes.  I felt the tears gathering behind my eyes, but my pity party was interrupted when my phone blared out Blondie's hit Call Me and lit up.  What’s up, Ari? blazed across the screen, the words magically forming with perfect clarity despite the cracks.

My thumbs tapped out a response before I realized what I was doing.  Sidaffri didn’t have a cell phone, so she was just messing with me.

“I need your help,”  I whispered, hoping she could hear me somehow.

I felt a slight tug on my magic like someone had plucked a guitar string in my core.  In a flash of purple flames, the stunningly beautiful jinn appeared at my side, dressed in the same outfit I was wearing.  Her black yoga pants, aqua t-shirt, and blue ombre running shoes looked like she was on a fashion shoot for a fitness magazine.  My oversized version of the shirt had been untucked, but Sidaffri had hers neatly tied at the waist, with the sleeves rolled up just so.  She’d styled the outfit with simple gold jewelry and a big pink quilted tote bag with abstract blue palm fronds hanging from the crook of her arm.  Her long nails were even done in a blue ombre polish with tiny black crystals running down the center of each nail.
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