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Chapter 1

Magic was wonderful, amazing, and awe-inspiring. It could destroy buildings, find lost keys, and raise a sunken ship with equal ease. Magic’s only limits were the boundaries of life and the imagination and skill of its user. And even the first was arguable.

“So why is it I’m still doing dishes by hand?” I grumbled as I finished washing the bubbles from the last plate then dropped it onto the drying rack with a tinkle of glass. The small kitchen I was in held the remnants of our breakfast—store-bought frozen waffles and real maple syrup—the delectable smells lingering in the air. Cream walls and ten-year-old appliances surround me while I finish cleaning up and I wish once again there was enough money—and space—to put in a dishwasher.

“Careful. Don’t chip them!” The black-haired, olive-skinned beauty I’d directed my question to didn’t even look up from her video game. Some awe-inspiring, open box RPG world. More research according to Lily, but I knew it was more of an addiction. More of her way of adjusting to a world that had changed in the last fifty years of captivity in her ring. 

Oh, yeah. Lily’s a jinn, and until I’d released her four years ago, she’d been stuck in her ring in an abandoned briefcase. How one of the world’s most powerful artifacts had found itself in an abandoned briefcase—untouched, unopened, and unknown for decades—was a mystery I had yet to solve. If someone knew—and I was sure someone did—they’d refused to tell me.

“I’d just Repair them. I got that spell down pat.”

“Just because you can doesn’t mean you should.” Lily’s tongue stuck out for a second as a stray lock of hair fell over an eye. She scrunched up her face as she focused on a platform hop between a swaying bridge and a cliff, releasing a breath of relief as she managed it. A quick flick of her finger put the game on hold. A glance showed her continuing to transition between hyper gates on her other computer. “You’ve grown to rely on magic too much. Magic’s an infinitely adjustable tool, but sometimes, using your hands is better. Knowing when to stop relying on magic is just as important.”

I sniffed, shaking my head. “What’s the point of having magic if you aren’t using it?”

“To brush your teeth?”

“I was working on my fine control!”

“Getting yourself a cup of water in the middle of the night?”

“It was…” My voice dropped as I winced slightly. “Cold. My bed was warm.”

“And you used four different spells to get yourself that cup.” 

“Just three!” I protested. Scry to shift my point of view so I could see the cup from downstairs. Levitate to move the cup. And Light because I hadn’t bothered to switch on the lights. 

“You forgot your Force Fingers.” 

To turn on the tap, of course. I’d forgotten about that. A few years ago, splitting my focus to cast four spells, even four cantrip level spells like this, would have been impossible. I’d made great strides, but maybe I had gotten a little lazy. But… “It’s not as if magic is addictive. Or doing harm to my body to wield.”

Lily huffed and crossed her arms. “I told you before, it’s a matter of mental flexibility. If all you can see is how to use magic, you stop seeing any solutions except for a magical fix. If you want to become the strongest, you can’t be limited—even by your own thoughts.”

My lips curled up, a sneer forming as I instinctively fought against her recommendation. That I had fought and lost this argument already was part of the reason why I felt rather petty about this entire thing. I understood her point, probably even agreed with it to some extent. But it was a conceptual idea, one that had no real bearing on me at the moment. The kind of research and spell creation she was speaking about was for the Archmages, individuals who, if I used my own little cheat System, would be in the high hundreds. As for me, I was a measly Level 63.

Seeing that she had won, Lily turned back to her game. Before I could decide on my next step, rapid knocks came on my door. As I threw open the door, I was surprised to see Shane, a deep frown creasing his short, bearded stature. It’d been ages since I’d seen him—not since I’d managed to put a tracking enchantment on Charlie’s collar, allowing Shane to track his cat. It was one of my better enchantments, especially since it drew its power source from the ambient Mana of the world.

“What’s wrong?”

“There’s… well. Better to show you.”

“Charlie okay?” I said as I grabbed my coat off its hook. 

Shane bobbed his head and stepped out. I followed the taciturn dwarf as he headed down the street. As we walked, I noticed how Shane kept turning his head, deep-set eyes growing deeper as he spotted our watchers.

“Don’t worry about them,” I said. “They’re keeping an eye out for me.”

“How many?”

“Five? No. Six groups now.” I let out a huff of exasperation. Among them, the Mage Council, the Knights Templar, the Uttara Mīmāṃsā, and the FBI watched us from the various houses lining the street. I was somewhat amused that the majority of this street, and a portion of the neighborhood, had become supernatural central. “Forgot about the Druids. They’re the latest.”

“Druids?” Shane twitched, hunching lower. I wondered what the story was there.

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a long time before they’ll do anything. In fact, this is probably the safest street in the city.”

Shane grunted in acknowledgement. 

I was no longer surprised by the details your generic supernatural denizen knew about my situation. One thing I’d learnt about the supernatural world was they gossiped worse than a group of mahjong players. Seriously, you’d think it was a superpower among the supernatural. But if you considered that even the biggest supernatural population was only the size of a small town, the gossip made sense. When there wasn’t much in terms of laws and bureaucracy to fall upon, reputation and knowledge became the currency everyone banked on.

“Safer…” Shane fell silent.

I couldn’t help but notice his body language, the way he hunched in a little, the way he kept sending glances towards me. Running around playing troubleshooter has meant that I’ve had to learn to read people a little better. It’s surprising how much body language stays the same, even across supernatural barriers. But that might be a result of everyone forced to interact with one another constantly.

Eventually, we left my neighborhood and headed not for his, but another nearby street. There, the buildings were a mix of ground-floor retail and two-story apartment complexes, keeping the street vibrant and busy. At least, during the weekends. Weekdays, like today, things were a little quieter, though not quiet. Bisecting Spruce Street were numerous alleyways, and it was down one of those alleys Shane took me.

As we walked down the dumpster-filled alley, I couldn’t help but look around. Sad to say, my life had changed significantly enough that wandering down strange alleys and looking for trouble wasn’t that uncommon. From goblins living in the trash to devil rats, alleyways and garbage dumpsters were a thing.

My increased alertness was the reason I sensed the shift in Shane’s demeanor. I was looking his way when he turned and plunged a knife into my chest, going straight for my heart. I shifted aside enough to avoid sudden death, but not enough to stop him from putting a bleeding hole into my lungs and tearing open a portion of my chest. A reflexive Mana Bolt punched Shane back, sending him stumbling into the wall. As if the attack was a sign, the dwarf rippled, his body elongating and lengthening even as his skin lost color and his beard shed.

“Doppelganger,” I snarled.

My Force Shield caught his lunge, turning the blade. Not that the not-Shane gave me enough time to catch my breath before he stabbed at me while I clutched my wound. Only the training and the numerous near-death experiences I’d had allowed me to keep my focus on my spell. Well, that and the cheat spells Lily had stuck in my mind, allowing me to call them forth at a snap. Even so, it was all I could do to hold him off with one hand and keep my wound closed with the other.

“Time to die, warlock.” The doppelganger kept attacking with one hand, but I was surprised to see him pull out an all-too-mundane grenade with the other. He stopped long enough to pull the pin on the grenade.

I was grateful for his mistake, as adjusting an existing shield was easier than casting a new one. The math, the change in the ritual runes in my mind expanded the Force Shield and curved it, making it a semi-solid, concave shield that faced the monster. Then I shrank it as fast as I could around the doppelganger even as he lobbed the grenade at me.

The too-large eyes of the grey humanoid widened in surprise and fear as the grenade bounced back. He turned to run, an action that I mimicked in order to back off as fast as I could. I did my best to contain and redirect the fury of the explosion, guiding the shrapnel and fire at my opponent, but my shield could only hold so long. And then I was on my back, staring at the stars, my ears ringing from the noise, bleeding out.

As I lay there, I couldn’t help but wonder who had sent an assassin after me.

 

***

 

By the time my “guardians” arrived, I had managed to stop the bleeding with a Greater Heal spell. The accelerated healing spell started by clotting my wounds then slowly stitching the wounds closed as I held myself together. Of course, it left a big scar, but at this point, scarring was pretty much a given. Over the past few years, I had only managed to ensure that my face and neck were free of major scarring, allowing me to visit my family without serious questions. Well—except the one time I turned down a visit to the beach.

 

Greater Heal Cast

Synchronicity: 84%

 

A rather pitiful synchronicity rate, especially after so long, but I was still struggling with that spell. But unlike my normal heal spell, it had the advantage of fixing minor problems like a flooding lung.

“Wizard Tsien, do you require additional healing?” The Templar standing over me was giving me the stink-eye. He was in full tactical battle-gear, ranging from a Kevlar vest with multiple pockets, a couple of knives, a spiked stake with silver and wood, and of course, guns. Lots of guns. No sword, though the knife strapped to his thigh was big enough to be considered a short sword.

Ever since Alexa left the Templars, our brief interactions have been less than friendly.

“I’ll live.” I staggered to my feet, pressing at my wounds and looking at my bloody clothing. Thankfully, I’d remembered to bring my damn bag containing an extra set of clothes. Over the years, I’d had every kind of body fluid splashed, vomited, and thrown onto me. An extra set of clothes, carefully wrapped and sealed in an extra-large ziplock bag, was a minimum requirement for my lifestyle. Though getting stabbed by a friend was a new one. “Is Shane…?”

“Dead.” The reply came from the Druid walking over.

You’d think a Druid would be an old man with a long, white beard and a grey or green robe. Nope. The Druid set to guard me had a carefully manicured, villain-style goatee, long hair, and mascara. Add the leather jacket with the many little spikes on it and the black T-shirt underneath, and he’d fit right in a heavy metal concert.

“Not the doppelganger,” I said, shaking my head and refusing to look at the mangled remains a short distance away. “The real Shane.”

“Dead,” the Druid insisted. “We put out a call for his spirit once your friend went boom. Got a return signal, all strong and angry.”

I swore and, having felt my body settle down a little more, began another Greater Heal. My guardians ignored my casting, paying more attention to the corpse and muttering to one another. I would have been grumpy about that, but they didn’t really care what state I was in when I reached Level 100 and freed myself from my wish to Lily. It would probably be even better if I was a completely broken wreck since they still needed to kill me. Which, you can guess, was why I was a little concerned that they may have let the doppelganger in on purpose. 

“Did you sense him?” the Templar muttered to the Druid.

“No. Our spirits were distracted. There was another attack.” The Druid gestured around, shaking his head. “We only had a minor spirit watching the target.”

“Heat signature was correct. Dwarves and doppelgangers run hot, which is probably why they chose him,” the Templar said, running a hand through blond hair. “No magical resonance because it was a doppelganger.”

“Yes. We missed it too.” Caleb Hahn, Magus of the Second Circle and my mostly reluctant Magic teacher strode over, followed by two hangdog mages. I assumed those were the ones set to watch over me. Caleb turned, saw that I was done with my healing, and fixed me with a flat gaze. “They tried to open a sealed gate in an abandoned shopping mall. Thus my lateness.”

“I take it you’ve been having trouble?” My words were somewhat muffled since I was peeling off my shirt, showing off my no longer completely pale and skinny body to everyone. Due to the added training that Alexa had put me through, I was no longer the skinny gamer I’d been years ago. Call it a little bit of vanity, but I was proud of that. Of course, I’d be prouder if I didn’t have a dozen alarming scars that needed hiding. 

“No more than usual for this year,” Caleb said, receiving glares from the other groups.

While the Druids and Templars might not like each other, they were both clear about their dislike of the Mage Council. It had a lot to do with the fact that of them all, Caleb had the best relationship with me—and the Council itself was warming to me. They’d begun to realize that a Level 100 Mage, fed spells and knowledge long considered lost, could be a boon to them. 

Already, Caleb had advanced a circle just from working with me. Watching the way I worked spells, spells that had been lost to them, had improved Caleb’s knowledge at a rate that left many of his peers behind. Even if he was forced to share his knowledge, because of his position, he was still leading the pack.

As I finished pulling my new shirt over my body, I caught a glimpse of the shredded corpse. As if the stench had been waiting, I caught a whiff of the body and gagged a little. If I could have backed off farther, I would have. “Are you intending to deal with the body?” 

“No.” The Templar was short and abrupt. 

He looked at the body once more before he stomped off, soon followed by the Druid. After stuffing my sodden shirt into my bag and covering up the blood on my jeans, I glanced at the body. Better to get rid of the evidence. As I readied myself to cast an Acid Dissolution spell on the body, Caleb pushed down my hand.

“What?”

“The body will be dealt with by some of your shyer guardians,” Caleb answered.

“Who? How?” I frowned. I knew I had other watchers, but only the three I’d seen already had taken steps to actually talk to me. Repeated questions had, thus far, offered little additional knowledge.

“I am not sure, though I expect that the FBI will win this argument,” Caleb said.

“FBI?” I yelped, eyes widening. “Wait. X-Files?”

“I do not believe they have an actual designation,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Nor am I sure if they are actual FBI agents.”

“Then…?”

“It is clear they are from the government,” Caleb clarified. 

Seeing that I was standing, he walked out of the alleyway, forcing me to hurry after him, as did the lower Mages. From a quick feel of their auras, I assumed they were around the sixth or so Circle—not too close to graduating but not green-nose recruits. That they offered me jealous and unhappy looks wasn’t unusual, but the looks were not particularly flattering on thirty-year-old men.

Repeated interactions with those in the lower ranks of the Mage Council had shown me that my name was mud. A lot of it was due to jealousy—not only did I get the personal tutelage of a Second Circle Magician, but I also had Lily inputting spells and knowledge that the Mages had taken decades to learn. I’d managed to achieve in a few years what they’d struggled with for decades, scraping and testing, experimenting. Add in the fact that I had a wider variety of instant-cast spells, and well… 

Mud. Name.

“Clear? How is it clear?” I growled by the time I caught up.

Caleb didn’t bother to answer my question. “Your Mana is low. You’ll need to rest. We will cancel today’s training. But you should be careful from now on.”

“No. Really? I should be careful about doppelgangers sticking knives in my stomach?” I snorted. 

Caleb just turned aside when we neared his apartment, leaving me to walk the rest of the way back alone. Alone, grumpy, and just a little worried. 

 


Chapter 2

By the time I got back to my apartment, I’d calmed down enough to realize that I’d never asked a lot of the questions I should have. Among other things—who sent the doppelganger? While I knew that my reluctant guardians had been hard at work keeping me safe, I hadn’t realized the level of enmity I had gained. However, someone sticking a knife in my chest was a rather pointed reminder that being ignorant might not be the safest option.

On top of that, there was someone else I really needed to have a word with.

By the time I opened my door, I was fuming a little. The front door slammed before I stomped up to the living room to see the placid gaze of my jinn—my real guardian, my friend.

“How come you didn’t warn me?” I snapped. 

“Warn you? Was I supposed to do that?” Lily said innocently.

“Lily.” I point at my chest. “Stabbed!”

“I know,” Lily said, her face sobering. She turned toward me, almond eyes fixing on my own mud-puddle-brown eyes, and offered me a sad smile. “I know. But I’m bound by the rules I set up as much as you are. I couldn’t tell you, because he was an appropriate threat. He didn’t have a gun. He didn’t have a magical weapon. Just a knife.”

“Which nearly went into my heart,” I snapped.

Seeing Lily flinch made my anger cool, her words reminding me once again that the jinn was bound by the magic of the ring. She could twist and turn, prod and edge the rules a little, but in the end, she was still caught. I flopped onto the couch and traced the new scar through my shirt.

“I know. I’m sorry…” Lily drew a deep breath. “I wanted to. But I couldn’t. Can’t. You have to be careful, have to watch out for threats of your level.”

Something in the way she said it, the way she wouldn’t look at me, made me sit up. “Lily—”

“I can’t say any more,” Lily said. “But you’re in the inn.”

Silence filled the room, only broken by the hum of the taxed laptop fans. In the corner of my gaze, I noted her character being PKed, left unattended in a hostile zone. That Lily didn’t notice was perhaps the biggest clue as to how disturbed she was.

I finally broke the tension by leaning forward and turning on the TV screen. “So. You know, Ascend Online 3 dropped last week. I never did get around to playing it…”

Lily perked up, eyes glowing with enthusiasm. “Oooh! I wonder if they’ve fixed that long travel time bug yet. Everyone complained about it in the previous edition…”

 

***

 

That was how Alexa found us later in the day, when she made it down. Ever since she’d lost her income as an Initiate, Alexa had had to find interesting and novel jobs. Since the majority of her skill set involved killing supernaturals, her first year had been tumultuous. That changed when she received a job offer at Atlantis, the hottest nightclub in town. She worked the VVIP section there, keeping the various supernatural denizens in check.

Alexa barely gave us a glance before she performed her afternoon ritual of bacon and lettuce sandwiches, coffee, stretches, and more coffee. When she flopped into a nearby chair, she only shot the game a quick glance.

“Why is there a bag full of bloody clothing left to rot?” Alexa’s tone was less worried guardian and more weary roommate. “We talked about how blood sets if it’s not soaked.”

“I think that shirt’s a goner,” I said. “What with the stab hole. I can’t keep using shirts that you’ve sewed together and having people give me that look.”

“What look?” 

“The one that wonders why your shirt has a suspicious-looking sewed hole where your heart should be.”

“Heart?” Alexa sat up, brows drawing together. “This… Spill. Now.”

I sighed, hitting the pause button—to Lily’s disapproval—and turned toward Alexa to explain my most recent near-death experience. The ex-Initiate was a good listener, only interrupting twice to clarify certain points.

“Both Lily and Caleb warned you to take extra care?” Alexa confirmed. She waited long enough for me to nod before she drained her cup of coffee and walked upstairs without another word.

“Alexa?” I called after her uncertainly.

“Leave it. She’ll be back,” Lily said. “Can we at least finish this quest?”

“I don’t think so,” I said as thumps and smacks drifted downstairs.

“Bah!” Lily sighed but saved the game before crossing her arms unhappily. A moment later, she let out a yelp of surprise when she spotted her still-open laptops. “When did I die!”

In short order, Alexa came back down with a series of folders. She dropped them on the coffee table before leaving to get even more. Curiosity made me browse the carefully labeled folders, only to shiver as I read them. The Illuminati, the Mage Council, the Knight Templars, the Druidic Order, and even the Council of Shadows and Dark Races were there. Every major power I could name had their own folder, some thicker than others.

“What is all this?” I said as I picked up the folder for the Mage Council.

Personnel files of familiar faces greeted me, each file offering a detailed chart and had at least one, if not more, pictures attached. Surprisingly, the files even listed their game data. Or perhaps, as I considered the information, it shouldn’t be such a surprise. After all, Lily’s game data was a good, if rough, estimate of threat level.

“Everyone and everything that has taken interest in you.” Alexa said, tapping the files. “At least the ones I know of. Some are, well, a bit more circumspect.” To underline that, she prodded a rather thick folder that just said “miscellaneous.”

“You’ve been keeping track of all this?” I said, my eyes widening in disbelief. “But why?”

“I am your friend, you know. Also, I like to know who might want to blow up the house I’m living in,” Alexa said. “Now, you said it was a doppelganger?” I nodded dumbly and Alexa frowned, staring at the pile. “Let’s split them then.”

“By?”

“Ability, then likelihood of using them.”

I groaned but chose to not complain, taking my stack of the pile. In truth, it didn’t take long for us to separate the various groups, with some—like the Mage Council—having the ability but not motivation while others—like the Templars—having no ability or motivation. In short order, we had a small pile of likely suspects.

“The Council for Pagan Religions,” I said, running my finger over the folder. I noted the numerous smaller file folders contained within it. Among them, the Druids. “Tell me again about them?”

Lily looked at Alexa, who spoke while she headed over to the coffee pot. “A more recent invention. Until the sixties or so, the various pagan religions and magic groups worked individually. But the hippie movement brought a surge of interest. Rather than stand aside and potentially miss new recruits, especially considering how small the groups had grown, the Council formed. It has representatives from everything from the Druids to wiccans to Native American shamans.”

“Wasn’t there something about how the Mage Council and some of the other groups tried to suppress the Council members?” I said.

“Yeah. The beatings, Canada’s residential schools for the First Nations, all of that was because the other powers were pulling strings.” Alexa made a face. “Not that a lot of strings needed pulling…”

I grunted in understanding. While the amount of influence supernatural groups had on the governments of the world was not insignificant, most government policy was a matter of shared interest than a single power—or powers—calling the shot. In most cases, a supernatural group would work a bunch of human special interest groups to have policies come through. The problem with influencing entire nations was that you were dealing with hundreds, millions of people. And if you’d ever tried to organize a large dinner party, you’d know just getting people to agree on pizza or nachos can be difficult.

“So the Druids are their frontrunners for watching over me, but why do you have them in the ‘potential’ pile?” I said.

“I really wish you’d kept a sample of the doppelganger,” Alexa said, shaking her head. “Without one, it’s impossible to narrow down what it was you saw. Was it a fetch? A demonic construct using a physical change? A shui gui that took Shane’s body?”

“Probably not the last,” I said. “The shui gui inhabit the corpse. So it wouldn’t have changed.”

Alexa inclined her head in acknowledgement before continuing. “It could even be a Changeling.”

“He was kind of ugly for a fae.”

“Not all fae are pretty,” Alexa said. “In fact, many aren’t and just cover it up with glamour.”

“So what you’re saying is, because the Druids and the Council have access to these other supernaturals—either from their business or membership—they’re on the list?” I said.

“Exactly.” Alexa shrugged. “Low though. I’m more inclined to suspect the groups that haven’t put someone to act as your guardian.”

“Like your employers, the Dark Court.”

Also known as the Council of Shadows and Dark Races. Among their many members were vampires, werewolves, naga, ogbanje, and aswang. The Council basically accepted any race or group that was inclined to “feed” on humanity and other supernaturals. Because of their liberal acceptance policy, they’d gained a rather bad reputation overall; even if they strove to police their own.

“Not the Council itself,” Alexa said. “They voted already on the ring and weren’t able to gain the majority they needed.”

“Majority for what?”

“Anything,” Alexa said, shaking her head with amusement. “A majority is required for any action. They voted to try to take the ring by force, to act as guardians, to watch you, to assassinate you, to bargain with you”—the blonde counted each thing off with her finger—“I think that’s it. Anyway, there’s a vote every month and nothing has come of it.”

“So you’re saying some of them might want to kill me,” I said. “And they obviously would have the contacts.”

Alexa nodded. “Which is why we should probably talk to them.”

“Great.” I shake my head. “Can we do it before the club opens?”

Alexa flashed me a sympathetic smile, knowing how much I hated those noisy, sweaty, alcohol-filled hellholes. Not that it had stopped me from trying them once or twice in a vain hope of getting laid. Of course, my expeditions had all ended in failure and an empty wallet. I’d admit that was probably as much a failure of my technique as anything else, but the added layer of danger from a supernatural hotspot did nothing for my desire to visit Atlantis again.

“Right. So we visit the Dark Court and ask questions. Who else do we have?” I said, turning my thoughts away from those depressing memories. And my rather long dry spell. Look, try living with two gorgeous women for two years while getting burnt, stabbed, and bitten regularly and you’ll realize how morose a man can get.

“Well, because Lily gets banished if you die, we can ignore the majority of the dark cults,” Alexa said, pointing at the second and rather large pile of individuals with the ability but not necessarily the motivation. After all, long-term planning wasn’t their mainstay, and the desire to own the ring was their greatest motivation. “We’re mostly looking at people who don’t want Lily free. Or in the hands of Mage Council or one of the others.”

Lily, glancing up from her computers, made a face, showing her distaste at the thought of falling into one of those group’s hands again. I nodded.

“Which leaves us with… the Odd Fellows, the Alfar, the Kaaba, the Nine Unknown Men, the White Lotus and Blue Shirts…” Alexa read down the list.

I winced with each new name. Some I only knew from reputation—secret societies like the Nine Unknown Men—while others were powerful immortal groups. In a few cases, the names were individuals who had gained so much power—like Annanasi—that they warranted their own folder.

“You know, when you say it like that, it seems like more people want me dead than alive,” I muttered.

“Oh, they all want you dead. Just when,” Alexa said, frustration evident as we rehashed an old argument. 

“Yeah, but not right now. This sounds like most people want me dead,” I said.

“There’s only one ring. And thus only one owner,” Alexa said. “One winner. A lot of losers. And while most people who owned Lily were content to just use her for personal gain, now?” A shake of her head. “Now people understand how much she can do. And fear what she will be forced to do.”

“I’m not that powerful. I mean, Lou and Mer would counteract major changes,” Lily muttered.

“You’re not helping your case by name-dropping them.” Alexa drew a deep breath, probably pushing aside her irritation. “I’ve told you before, Henry, that ring is a weapon, one that no one is going to be happy is being used. The fact that you have a single wish left unnerves a lot of people.”

“And also safeguards him,” Lily interrupted.

“And protects you. But if they can remove the ring from play, they will.” Alexa stabbed a finger at me. “Just because you want to ignore the problem doesn’t mean it’s going away.”

“And what can worrying about it change?” I snap at the blonde, crossing my arms. “You think I don’t know people want me dead? That once I hit Level 100, when the wish is over, I’ll be forced to fight a battle royale? But what can I do? I can’t give Lily away. I’m not going to let her be traded around, used, or stored away because people are too scared. I can’t train too hard, because that’ll raise my level. I can’t get new equipment, because they’ll know what I’m getting. All I can do is wait.”

“You could spend some time learning about your opponents.” Alexa stabbed the documents. “You could pay attention.”

I growled, shaking my head. Even if I did, how confident was she of the veracity of her information?  And, even if I wasn’t studying her books, I was certainly learning at my various assignments. But even as I did, did it matter? Many of these organizations were hundreds of members large. The people they sent weren’t going to be the ones we knew. When they came, they’d have the information and tempo advantage. “It’s not enough. It’ll never be enough.”

Alexa opened her mouth to protest, only to be interrupted by the beeping of a watch. We both looked at the watch Lily was shutting.

“And you’re done. You’ve been at it for three minutes.”

Alexa pursed her lips, staring at the watch before letting out a huff and ending the argument. I offered Lily a smile of gratitude, only to receive a worried look in return. Even if Lily, playing mediator had given us our time out, it was not an argument that was going away. It’d gotten so bad that we had ended up with this compromise tactic to vent. But… In the end, I found myself looking away from her too.

Maybe I was avoiding the topic because I didn’t want to think about my death. But no matter how many times we argued, neither Alexa nor Lily had offered a better solution. If there was one that didn’t involve magically wishing away our enemies, we hadn’t come across it.

 

***

 

After everyone had calmed down, we returned to our conversation about those who might want me dead. The problem was, the list was extremely long and our actual facts were extremely short. Without the corpse and the results of any analysis, we could only work from the most basic of descriptions. And unfortunately, that description fit a wide variety of creatures.

A good two hours later, we’d gone through every document and website we could find and narrowed the list down to a half dozen types. None of which were supposed to have any real presence in the city. But globalization had brought about a large number of good and ills, including the globalization of supernatural assassins. No longer did you need to rely on the untalented and limited pool of killers and thugs in your locality. Now, with an appropriate posting or contacts, you too could hire an international assassin.

Yay.

“We’re getting nowhere,” I said, pushing aside my laptop. “Unless we can get the body, this is a fool’s errand. And even if we did figure out who it was, it doesn’t bring us any closer to who hired him.”

“So what do you want to do?” Alexa said, slipping a bookmark into the book she was reading before closing it.

“We go talk to your bosses.” At Alexa’s grimace, I pushed on. “A good portion of our potentials are part of the Council. If someone came in, they should know. Or at least, be able to find out.”

“I don’t know…”

“I do,” I said. “They aren’t our only clue, but they are our best bet. Let’s go.”

Rather than wait for Alexa to respond, I strode up the stairs, grabbing my bag on the way. Upstairs, I threw in a new ziplocked bag of extra clothing, a traveling first aid kit, and looked around before deciding on grabbing my latest experiment. Puzzle ward blocks. See, wards needed two different things: the actual carved wards themselves and the power to charge them. The best option was to charge and carve the wards at the same time, to imbue the wards with the powers you needed. In fact, for the vast majority of mages, that was the only way they knew how to do it.
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