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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete On the Cards series.
      

      

      Revenge isn't best served cold - it's best served by someone else.

      In one moment, Nadine's destiny changes. She's snatched from her life and thrown into the police to work for the twisted but handsome Tom Walker. He has a plan for her, and it will start with solving a murder.

      As Nadine is pushed into a tangled mess of intrigue and danger at Tom's side, she learns one thing. He wants her for something - revenge. And she doesn't mind. For now. The further she falls into this game - and his arms - the more she'll struggle to escape.

      ....

      On the Cards follows a snarky magical card shark and the lying detective she's indentured to as they fight to unify their broken city. If you love your urban fantasies with action, wit, and a splash of romance, grab On the Cards today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    On the Cards Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    The bus clattered along the uneven road, every bump shaking through my stomach, up my back, and into my clenched hands as I rested them on the warped, stained railing in front of me. My head leaned to the side, and if it weren’t for my thick dark hair between my skull and the glass, I would’ve given myself a bruise.

    It wouldn’t have been the first contusion I’d ever picked up on a bus – I hadn’t had the cleanest childhood, shall we say.

    I came from one of the old-school magical protection families. Some called us a mob – in reality, we were just a close-knit group who knew how to watch each other’s backs in this screwed magical world.

    None of that was the point, was it? My head softly banging repetitively against the thick, bulletproof glass of the bus as it trundled down the road was the least of my troubles. And heck, old-school families like the Russos were very much the least of this city’s problems these days, too.

    The bus came to a sudden stop, and reluctantly, I opened my eyes, my cheeks twitching, the move instinctual as I tightened my grip on the railing in front of me, pushed off the glass, and inclined my head toward the driver.

    There was a thick, reinforced divider between her and the rest of us. One designed to prevent any attacks that could take out the passengers from compromising her and potentially leaving this large, armored bus in the hands of someone all too willing to crash it into important infrastructure.

    As I squinted through the magic-protected mesh, I saw the driver as she yanked her hands off the steering wheel and gestured madly.

    Far from seeing a group of terrorists assailing the bus outside, I watched two bored soldiers holding up red halogen lights as they waved the bus through a random checkpoint.

    “Are they kidding me? This is the fourth checkpoint today,” I heard the driver mutter angrily from her cockpit.

    Shrugging, I got back to resting my head against the glass and trying to shut out the city. If I pushed my mind back into the days of my childhood – no matter how tumultuous they’d seemed at the time – I could kid myself into believing I wasn’t all that unhappy after all.

    I made the mistake of keeping my eyes open as I yanked up a handful of my hair and arranged it under my head. I couldn’t stop my gaze from sweeping out of the window and across the city. It locked on the wall. They were still building it, and when it was done, it would separate us from them. The degenerates from the wealthy. The sacrificial lambs from those worthy of being saved.

    My hand naturally curled into a fist, and I fought the urge to jam it hard into the already split fabric of the seat in front of me. I had a powerful right hook, and the last thing I wanted to do was be caught for vandalizing a bus as we rattled through a security checkpoint. These soldiers might’ve been pulled from my side of the wall, but the other side paid their wages.

    “Pricks,” I whispered softly as my gaze traced from right to left, following that enormous metal monstrosity as the wall rose above the city. I locked my eyes on the gap that was still being built. In a couple of months, it would be done.

    Just a couple of months, and if you believed the wealthy on the other side, they’d finally have a way to combat the terrorists, criminals, and delinquents that had flooded the city since the breakdown of the Second War Magic Accords.

    I curled a hand into such a tight fist, my nails dug holes in my palms. Pain tingled up my wrist and ate into my elbow, but I didn’t stop. Stop, and I’d let loose with one of those legendary right hooks and smash the railing of the seat in front of me. It would strike the single mom and her kid seated there, and though I could be a real mean cow at times, I never directed my ire at the innocent.

    Plus, the kid was playing with a set of foundational magic cards, and I had a soft spot for anyone who wanted to learn the hardest magician art of all. It was my signature skill and the only thing that had kept me alive as the bolshiest of the Russos.

    I settled for resting back, pushing my legs out, crossing my arms, and closing my eyes so tightly shut, they were like doors to a crypt that would never open again.

    I listened to the soft chatter around me. It dried up as the bus was directed deeper through the checkpoint. As dogs and soldiers searched outside, checking the body of the bus for terrorist devices, I stared at my closed eyelids with all the fixity of someone searching for a needle in a haystack. My cousin, Vincent Bruno – or Vinny B for short – always said the world had to watch out whenever I did this. I’d get all quiet, I’d get all stiff, and according to Vinny, at least, I’d get all violent soon after.

    But here’s the thing – there was no outlet for my anger anymore. Once, my cousin Gina had made the mistake of getting antsy at a soldier patting her down, and she’d attacked the a-hole with a magical punch. She’d ended up in remand for six months with a permanent mark on her record.

    “Just put them away, sweetie.” I tuned into the conversation in front of me as the harassed single mom tried to cajole her kid into putting his cards away.

    I got her point. While it seemed like the soldiers were only interested in checking the outside of the bus, that could change rapidly if they figured out there were any magicians on board. Sure, that kid didn’t look any more than 10, and any reasonable person would see he’d be too young to pose any threat, but here’s the thing – since the breakdown of the Accords, reason had died in Terra City. Common sense died second, and basic human decency was still on its way out.

    “Please, sweetie, just put the cards away,” the mom begged in a quiet tone that nevertheless had a growing sense of urgency pitching through it. I heard her fumble as she made a grab for the cards.

    “No, mom, don’t touch that,” the kid had a chance to say, his already high-pitched voice skipping higher with fear.

    My eyes blasted open. It was just in time to see a few sparks of pre-magic leap into the air and crackle along the edge of the seat.

    The mom succeeded in batting the cards out of her kid’s hands. They tumbled onto the floor, a few of them still charged with magic.

    Well hell. It looked like I had to get involved.

    I came from a long-standing magical family. Maybe some called us troublemakers. Okay, a lot of people called us troublemakers. And in their defense, we tended to generate as much mischief as we solved. Not my point. Growing up in a magical family, I was taught from day dot how to respect magical devices. I knew the ins and outs of every single practicing stream, and importantly, I respected magic in all its forms. Maybe the wealthy on the other side of the wall thought magic was just a tool – one that should be concentrated in the hands of those they saw as worthy. Me? I understood magic was the equivalent of a gun. It was dangerous, it was powerful, it didn’t care how much you earned, and if you handed it over to someone who didn’t know what they were doing, it would end in tears.

    As more magic sparked out of the cards and sank into the reinforced metal plating of the bottom of the bus, I jumped to my feet.

    The mom yelped softly, her quiet scream nevertheless loud enough to echo through to the driver. “What the hell is going on back there?” the already harried driver barked. “You trying to get the soldiers to come on board?”

    I brought my foot up, ready to stamp out the magical fire before it could grow.

    “No, lady, don’t do that—” the kid said desperately as he leaned out over his railing and groped for his cards.

    I stamped on the cards, grinding my foot down as I concentrated. I connected to them just as quickly as electricity rushing through a circuit. My life might’ve been screwed these days – heck, everybody’s lives might’ve been screwed – but I still lived for this. The moment when my mind and my magic would connect to cards, and for a brief glimpse, I’d see a world worth living for again. A world that, however briefly, reminded you anything was possible and every wall, no matter how large and imposing, could crumble in time.

    A few charges of magic lapped up the sides of my sturdy boots and crackled along my blue jeans. It felt like being bitten by tiny mouths made from pure electricity.

    It would’ve burnt a lesser practitioner. Me? I shrugged it off literally as I brought up a hand, patted it down my jacket as I dislodged a few last charges, and shrugged at the kid.

    He stared at me with awe rounding his big brown eyes. “You’re a card magician?”

    I had a chance to grin. Then the frigging doors to the bus opened and two burly soldiers barreled in.

    “Oh, god,” I muttered through clenched teeth. I pressed my teeth all the way down and forced my lips to curl. “There’s nothing to see here, soldiers.”

    “We’ll be the judges of that,” one of them snapped. I caught sight of the guy’s face from under his thick helmet and chin strap. He looked like he was fresh out of school.

    Great. The way he held his gun confirmed that assessment. His grip was protective, almost greedy, as if his firearm was the only thing that could protect him – not us.

    If I hoped the other soldier with him would be a grounding force, I was fresh out of luck. The guy was a kid, too, and while he didn’t look as gung-ho as his mate, he appeared exactly like a yes-man who would shoot first and sob about it later.

    Knowing the drill, I slowly spread my hands and brought them up. “There’s been a mistake.”

    The first soldier actually gestured at me with his gun. Here I was, a civilian, and here he was, a soldier tasked to protect me, and he was gesturing with his rifle as wildly as my nonna gesticulating for everyone to come to the dinner table.

    I spread my fingers wider. I also tried to spread out a sense of calm. “The magical fire was unintentional,” I said, slowing down each word as I tried to get these idiots to hear before the situation could escalate.

    “You’re a magician? Are you a damn magician?” the first soldier snapped as he continued to shove his rifle into my face.

    I stared at the muzzle. I might’ve been calm up until now, but if anyone had been paying enough attention to me, they would’ve seen that the skin around my eyes stiffened like sheets of concrete. I had this thing about idiots shoving weapons in my face. This thing where I wanted to wrap my hands around their necks, headbutt them, and make them go home to apologize to their mommas for growing up without manners.

    I let out a sigh. “Yes, I’m a card magician.”

    “What the hell are you doing practicing on this bus? You know that contravenes every single law? It’s a federal crime,” the soldier continued. “You’re coming with us.”

    Sorry, every single law? Try the State Transport Regulation Act. And it wasn’t a federal crime – it was a misdemeanor. I might have technically belonged to a less-than-legal mob family, but one thing about playing with the law is knowing it in the first place – which was obviously way above these soldiers’ heads.

    Plus, if these two idiots had been worth the skinny paychecks the wealthy were paying them, they would’ve appreciated that the still crackling pack of cards at my feet were literally child’s play. No adult magician would use them.

    But these two soldiers seemed fresh out of diapers, sadly.

    “You’re coming with us,” the first one growled, shoving the tip of his rifle closer to my face.

    I tried to breathe. It wasn’t nerves that suddenly constricted my chest – just deep-bellied anger.

    Screw these idiots and screw everyone like them. It was precisely because of unthinking chumps like these two that this city had slipped so far so quickly.

    I could’ve pushed the scattered cards with the toe of my boot and pointed out they weren’t mine. I didn’t. One look at the huddling mom out of the corner of my eye, and it was clear I couldn’t bring her or her kid into this.

    With another sigh, I brought my hands higher. “Let’s get off the bus,” I managed.

    “Cuff her,” the meanest of the soldiers said, his lips curling with genuine pleasure. He looked like he’d just caught one of the faction terrorists – some scum of the earth prick who enjoyed destroying every semblance of peace this once great city had known. He hadn’t; he’d only caught me.

    A part of me wanted to smack this kid on the side of the head and spit in his ear for being such a blind numbskull. The rest of me knew that he would’ve grown up on a steady diet of propaganda that would’ve equated all magical practitioners on the south side of the wall with latent criminals.

    Still, they were gonna cuff me? What a frigging waste of their time and mine.

    I could’ve pointed out they were contravening several federal laws – real ones – but I didn’t. Don’t get me wrong – I’ve always been a mouthy person who takes pleasure in pointing out the obvious when everyone else can’t see it – but I had sharp-ass survival instincts. That kid kept waving his gun in front of my face, and though he wouldn’t be aware of it, I was all too focused on the slicks of sweat coating his trigger finger. They glistened under the harsh light of the bus as he jammed his rifle even closer to my face. “Cuff her,” he growled at his partner once more.

    “They aren’t her cards,” the kid tried.

    The mama locked a hand over her child’s mouth.

    I spread a hand toward the kid and put one finger up. Though I wanted to press it against my lips in the universal sign to be quiet, to do that I’d have to move, and this idiot soldier was all too ready to roast me if I so much as sneezed.

    I stopped myself from rolling my eyes as the other soldier reached around, fumbled with his belt, and grabbed out a set of impeno cuffs. As the short name suggested, they were meant to be impenetrable. It didn’t matter what level of magician you were – it didn’t matter what your friends practiced. If you got cuffed with those, short of the correct key code, you would not be getting out of them.

    “Great,” I muttered under my breath, ensuring my voice didn’t travel.

    The second soldier muscled past his buddy, grabbed me roughly by the wrist, turned me around, and shoved me hard against the seat railing right in front of the kid.

    Tears shimmered in the little guy’s eyes. I watched his lips try to move from underneath his mom’s white-knuckled hand as she kept it clamped on his mouth.

    I managed to shrug and shoot him a commiserating smile.

    The mom mouthed, “Thank you,” just as the soldiers roughly clamped the cuffs onto my wrists.

    “You think we should cuff her ankles, too?” the second soldier asked. “Card sharks can practice with their feet.”

    The first soldier snorted derisively. “You really think this,” he grabbed the back of my head and locked his fingers in hard, the fabric of his combat gloves grating against my skull and snagging along my hair, “looks like the kind of card shark who can practice with her feet?”

    I managed not to bristle at being referred to as this.

    At least, I managed not to react externally. Inside, I promised myself that if I ever got the chance, I would punch this soldier boy out cold.

    Nobody on the bus said a word as the soldiers roughly led me off. Plenty of people would’ve seen what happened, but they would all know it was better for me to go down than the kid. Though it wasn’t illegal for the kid to practice magic on the bus, they’d find some way to stick it to him or his mother. I wouldn’t let that happen, even if it meant another mark on my file. While most of this city thought the Russo family created more trouble than we solved, I’d always taken my role as a protector to heart.

  
    Chapter 2

    I still remembered when I was all of five years old and grandma had sat me down on her knee. She’d played with my hair affectionately as she’d reached behind her back and pulled out my first set of cards. As she’d lovingly handed them over and pressed them into my grip, her gnarled fingers locking them there with all the strength of steel wire, she’d looked right into my eyes and told me that we Russos protected, no matter the costs and no matter how dirty our hands got in the process. We did what others couldn’t so they could live a better life than us.

    “Should we ring her through to the station?” the second soldier asked from behind me as they waited for the doors to open.

    “Good point.” The guy grabbed the back of my head again and smashed it hard against the front seat railing as he fumbled with something in his pocket.

    It brought my face up close to the man sitting in the front seat behind the driver.

    I looked right at the guy. It was kind of unavoidable considering my face was being ground into his railing, my messy hair bunching up and framing my pissed-off expression like neon arrows.

    I knew what the guy should look like – like a blank slate. The rest of the passengers were burying themselves in their devices, never making eye contact and never looking up once.

    This guy, he looked right at me.

    He was in jeans, a gray shirt, and a bomber jacket. It had thick, old fabric that bunched around his hands, obscuring them fully as he kept them shoved in his pockets.

    Crap, what was in his pockets?

    It was either something about the jacket or the angle of his shoulders that sent a bolt of nerves slamming up my back. Once those nerves hit my bloodstream, they ignited like gasoline.

    I hadn’t served in the Second War. I’d been a teenager. But I, like everyone else in my high school class, remembered the years the Accords had taken to break down. Because to us on this side of the wall, it hadn’t been a single day of mayhem. If you asked the media or the government, they’d tell you that on April 26 10 years ago terrorists detonated coordinated blasts throughout the city, killed thousands, and snapped peace with all the ease of a butcher breaking a chicken’s neck. But anyone who’d ever had anything to do with ex-soldiers – like me – knew that peace had been fracturing for years.

    But I’m getting way ahead of myself, aren’t I? None of that crap counted. Only one thing mattered right now. As I stared at that man in front of me, I looked right into his eyes, and I swore I could read the prick’s mind. I’d seen his kind all too often growing up.

    His gaze was cold, his cheeks were stiff, and his hands were hidden – the prick was a terrorist.

    Fear bolted through my chest.

    The guy shoved his hand harder into his pocket, the move apparently slow but his muscles so frigging stiff, they could’ve snapped.

    “Watch out—” I had a chance to say.

    I tried to shove into the soldier behind me – I was too late.

    The terrorist moved. He snapped to his feet, grabbed something out of his pocket, and threw it forward. It was a careless, easy move, as if the guy had just grabbed a handful of petals and thrown them into the wind.

    They were anything but petals.

    It was a type of modified, floating bomb.

    40 or so quickly spinning yellow discs shot out from his hand. A relic from the war, they were a banned magical grenade. Once deployed, each one of those numerous discs could shoot out at unpredictable angles, attach to targets, and detonate at the will of the magician controlling them.

    One of them shot right over my shoulder, close enough that the spinning disc sliced through the tough fabric of my jacket. It slammed right onto the top of that soldier’s helmet behind me.

    “What the hell?” the guy screamed.

    He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. And neither did his buddy get a chance to yank up his rifle and start firing. With a dismissive wave, the terrorist just swiped two fingers to the left, and both those discs did their magic. Literally. Bolts of yellow-blue light blasted into the soldiers, shaking through them with all the ease and lethality of an electric chair. The guy holding me lurched back into the reinforced unit protecting the driver. The whole thing shook so violently, a chunk of it tore away from the ceiling. The soldier was putty by the time he practically melted onto the floor by my feet, his nervous system shot to pieces.

    The bus erupted into screams – high-pitched and piercing. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as that mom grabbed her kid and shoved him down under the seat, protecting him with her shuddering, tensed legs.

    Everyone else did the same, huddling at the back of the bus or crumpling in their seats as they tried to make themselves smaller targets. Except for one guy. He’d been seated behind me. He remained exactly where he was, not moving a muscle.

    The terrorist jumped to his feet, stretched his shoulders as if that had been no more taxing than a few weights at the gym, then spun to stare at the passengers. I was still exactly where that soldier had left me, my face rammed up against the railing of the terrorist’s seat, my hair bunched around my cheeks, and my hands cuffed behind me.

    I wasn’t stupid enough to move.

    This would either go down in one of two ways. The terrorist would detonate those remaining spinning discs and take out the bus – and everyone in it – with him. Or there’d be a hostage situation. It would take seconds until the security checkpoint we were parked in realized something was up. We’d be surrounded. If the army negotiators didn’t think they could make it through to this terrorist in time, they’d detonate the bus to contain the threat.

    All these thoughts flashed through my mind, one after another, each as fast as lightning.

    I never tore my gaze off the prick.

    And I never backed down.

    My eyes sliced toward the still crackling playing cards scattered over the floor.

    I’d pointed this out before – they were a kid’s set. But I’d failed to mention something. I was not an ordinary card shark. These soldiers and their derogatory comments of me be damned – I was exactly the kind of wicked tarot witch who could practice with not just my feet, but my whole body. I had crafted a deserved reputation on this side of the wall for being a magician like no other. It was time to show my colors.

    Slowly, I started to rise, not moving hard but controlling every contraction of every muscle until I must’ve looked like a marionette being rolled out by a pin.

    The terrorist still had his back to me, his arms spread out wide as if he was about to start proselytizing from the pulpit. “No need to scream. No need to fear anymore,” the guy said in a tight, wavering tone that sounded as if someone had tied a noose around his throat. Not someone – he had. I could see it from the way he moved. I remembered it from the moment I’d stared into his eyes and seen what he would do. This was the kind of drug-affected idiot ex-soldier who’d lost his mind, lost his principles, and lost all his care for life.

    I’d encountered it far too many times to count. One of my own uncles could have turned into a terrorist if the family hadn’t gotten to him in time.

    As that single mom whimpered, pressing her legs against her shuddering kid’s body and trying to push the little guy further under the protection of the seat – not that it could do anything against magic bombs – I realized this was only going to end one way. This guy wasn’t going to let us go.

    He was gonna kill us.

    Sure enough, he opened his hands wider, and I saw the slicks of sweat trailing across his fingers. His head jerked back, and I caught a glimpse of his expression in the reflective glass of the window beside him. Fervent didn’t do it justice. Mad eyes, mad morals, mad mind – it was a phrase my grandmother had used to describe some of the broken soldiers she’d ministered to in the war. She’d always counseled me that when you saw someone that broken, you had two options – get out of their way or put them out of their misery. I was a Russo – so I really only had the one option, didn’t I?

    “You don’t need to fear anymore. The wall they are building will be irrelevant. We’ll show them that they can’t control us. The only way to do that,” the terrorist said, his voice shaking down low, “is to take us all out of the equation. Death,” his voice vibrated on that word like the toll of a bell, “is the only true liberator.”

    Time to move.

    As the guy spread his fingers, I saw little crackles of magic dashing into the air. They sank into those spinning discs. While two of them had taken down the soldiers, the rest remained poised in the air like a hive of insects waiting for their queen’s order.

    The next few seconds unfolded in front of my mind’s eye with all the clarity of a vision. That prick would snag hold of those fragments and send each spinning disc, one by one, slamming into the passengers. He’d detonate us like we were nothing more than mere firecrackers.

    Screw that.

  
    Chapter 3

    I shoved forward and rounded my shoulder, slamming it into the guy just before he could snatch hold of the bomb fragments.

    I didn’t just use my strength – though let’s face it, it was considerable. I focused my mind like a frigging laser.

    I didn’t have any cards on me, but I always had a certain pendant around my neck. It was one my mother had given me before she’d died. It was the Russo family crest, which just so happened to be a playing card – a Jack of Spades. It wasn’t the highest card in the pack, but if you used it right, it could win you any game.

    My necklace wasn’t the same as an actual pack of playing cards, but it gave me what I needed – just a spark of magic. It reflected through my shoulder and slammed into the guy, giving my move twice as much energy as I managed to plow him right off the seat. He struck the reinforced window, his head jolting hard to the side. If I’d had my hands free, I would’ve followed up by locking a palm on his skull and pounding it against that mesh wire until splatters of blood painted the seat.

    I might’ve stopped the guy from detonating – but I sure as hell hadn’t downed him for good. That fact was proven as, with a roar splitting the air like a lioness ready to claw its prey, the guy spun around, snaking at me with a kick. He used the base of his foot, not his toe – meaning he was trained. He couldn’t be classed as a consummate professional like me, but obviously someone had taught him how to use his body. It was further evidence that somewhere down the line, this guy had been a soldier.

    It was an all too familiar story. After the end of the second war, the Accords had been brought in to ensure peace. They’d been written by the wealthy, though, and as such had been drafted by those who thought they had a right to more peace than others. They’d fundamentally failed to address the primary problem at the heart of the war.

    Inequality between the magical races and humans; between the wealthy and poor; between the safe and unsafe.

    The Accords and the false peace that had ensued had been a recipe for disaster.

    As I’d grown up – taking my job to protect as a Russo to heart – I’d encountered way too many screwed up kids from the families of ex-soldiers who’d been downtrodden, kicked to the side, and used. With no hope, their parents had turned to drugs, crime, and occasionally, revenge.

    Did I feel compassion? Of course I did. But that compassion could not temper my fist right now.

    With the immediacy of this threat pumping through me, slicking my back with sweat and sending charges of nerves bolting into my stomach like discharging batteries, I twisted to the side just in time. The guy’s well-placed kick sailed right by. I could have launched on top of him, practically dislocated my shoulders to pull my arms and cuffs in front of me, and tried to choke the prick, but I wasn’t that foolish or ambitious.

    My cousin Gretchen thought I was the best fighter out of the Russo family – which was saying something, considering we had two heavyweight champions in the current generation. She thought I understood proportionality. I reacted only once I knew what my opponent was capable of. I held back, and importantly, I always had a card up my sleeve.

    Yeah, well, I didn’t have one of those up my sleeve today, but I did have a surprise.

    Just as the guy threw himself off his seat in a move I could not dodge, I shoved to the side, pushed down to my knee, and twisted.

    If you can imagine it, back when I was 14, I did a stint of ballet.

    I called it a stint, somewhat like an ex-special forces soldier calls a dangerous tour in some war-torn country a stint, because I’d taken ballet so seriously, I’d kept my slippers around my neck like dog tags.

    When I’d seen a doco on how far ballet dancers could push their bodies, my 14-year-old mind had figured out they were the top athletes out there, and I’d thrown myself wholeheartedly into learning their every secret. I shouldn’t have to tell you that I hadn’t become a prima donna. I had, however, taken every lesson to heart. So now as I shoved down to my toes, I kept my power in my knees and ankles. As the guy reached me, smashing a powerful left hook across my jaw, I pushed into the move, not away. I twisted, sinking down then leaping high.

    The guy wasn’t expecting it – that move hardly came in the standard operating manual for ex-soldiers. It caught him off guard, and importantly, off balance. I used the opportunity to run right up the side of the seat in front of him as I managed to put some distance between us.

    I flipped over the chair, landed on the floor between the seats, and rolled.

    It was a gamble. While I was physically fighting this guy, it meant he didn’t have a chance to connect with his bombs. But I couldn’t fight him forever. Luck and my ballet days would only get me so far. To end this fight, I needed cards, and I frigging came across some as I rolled bodily onto the kid’s pack.

    As soon as my back pushed against them, I felt their potential.

    It sang in my blood. That moment of connecting to them – especially during times of stress and danger – was unlike anything else.

    I’d heard it said on multiple occasions that we card magicians were the stupidest of all the practitioners. We insisted on practicing the only form of sorcery that required objects. All other practitioners could generate magic in their own bodies. It meant they were never without weapons. We card magicians required a set in order to fight. But what we sacrificed in redundancy, we more than made up for with power.

    Plus, there was something unspeakably special about returning to a set of cards. Other practitioners might carry their houses on their backs, as it were, but every time I picked up a set, it was like returning home.

    No more time for philosophy, though – it was time for action. A fact the guy reminded me of as, with an earsplitting growl, he threw himself at me. He tuned into his bomb fragments and dragged them with him.

    I connected fully to the kid’s playing set. I didn’t even have to close my eyes. All I had to do was settle my consciousness into them, allowing the equivalent of my magical mind to sink into the pack pinned beneath me as easily as water shifting through sand.

    Magic erupted over them, crackling like a sea of ants.

    The guy reached me. He shoved his arm to the side, spreading his fingers as little flames escaped over every nail. He used them to connect his hand to the fragments of the bomb.

    Judging by the vicious look in this prick’s eyes, he would cram every bomb fragment down my mouth and pop me like a frigging piñata.

    Fat chance.

    I punched to my feet. It didn’t matter that I was cuffed and every move wrenched my shoulders, grated my fingers, and left a patina of bruises marching over my flesh like a crappy paint job.

    Like I’d said before – I was no stranger to getting contusions on the bus or giving them.

    The guy swept the fragments of the bomb toward me.

    Time slowed down. The objective part of my mind appreciated that even if a single one of those fragments spun off and struck one of the power units in the side of the bus, we’d all die.

    I pushed all my energy and magic into the kid’s playing set until it rose off the floor behind me. It spread around me like a vengeful hand erupting from a grave. It might’ve just been a cheap practice set the mom had no doubt bought at some drugstore, but that didn’t matter. I used it like it was one of the most expensive sets the army had.

    I wasn’t aware of anything as I let the pack spread around me like a halo. Not the gasps from the passengers on the bus, not the soldiers outside, not even the interest of the prick who’d been sitting behind me – the guy who still hadn’t moved. All that mattered to me was forcing as much power into those cards as I could.

    “Time to play,” I spat. I let the cards shift. They sliced forward, spinning like daggers.

    The guy had maybe 40 or so fragments of his bomb left. I didn’t have 40 cards. This was only a half pack. That didn’t matter. As the age-old saying went – it wasn’t what you had; it was very much how you used it.

    As those 20 cards spun around me in an arc, bleeding so much magic, they looked like a thousand candles, they slammed into the cloud of bomb fragments, one after another.

    If this had been a real pack, I would’ve had a lot of options at my fingertips. As it was, these cards were little more than a conduit for my anger and desperation. I’d be able to make them explode, and that’s it.

    Unlike those bomb fragments, when my cards discharged, they wouldn’t take out the bus and everyone in it. Instead, they were like highly directed, concentrated blasts – the equivalent of a bomb scalpel. As a single one of those cards flew into five of those fragments, magic discharged off the cardboard, sank into the fragments, clumped them together, and made them implode like little black holes.

    It was much, much easier to practice card magic with your hands. Most card sharks never went beyond that skill. Most hadn’t had my upbringing. The Russo family motto – well, one of them – was nothing comes easy.

    You don’t practice for best-case scenarios. When you train, you do so in the worst possible conditions, because what the hell is the point of training otherwise?

    I watched horror spill over the guy’s face in the space of a split second as he caught up to the fact that he wasn’t gonna win this.

    It was like seeing a mask crack. All that anger, all that apparent fervor – it fell away as I saw a kid underneath. Maybe he’d only been 16 when he’d been conscripted into the Second War. Maybe it had taken his brothers and sisters, his family, his friends. Maybe it had changed everything. But as I blasted through the last of those bomb fragments, I saw the guy with all his lost innocence and misguided rage.

    It was too late for sorries, though. It was time to end this.

    I still had one card behind me. It was stuck to my back.

    As the guy staggered back and his surprise quickly twisted to total desperation, I waited for him to play his last hand before I played mine.

    As his eyes opened wider, with groping fingers, he went to shove a hand into his pocket.

    He didn’t get a chance to grab anything out. Heck, I didn’t even get the time to use my last card. That guy who’d been sitting there this whole time erupted. And that was no misnomer. He didn’t push from his seat – and God knows he didn’t simply stand. He shot up as if he was a vengeful plume from a volcano.

    I’d seen guys move fast before. Heck, I’d taught my cousins to increase their speed by pushing them through grueling drills each morning. This guy was like nothing else. He planted his hands onto the railing in front of him, leaped right over the seat, and tackled the guy.

    He smashed through two seats to do it.

    As he sailed past, in a split second, I saw he had one hell of a body. Every muscle looked as if it had been carved by Greek gods. His physique was more honed than some Michelangelo statue. And muscles like that don’t come cheap or free – they’re trained every day.

    The guy obviously knew how to make the best of his powerful form, because as he tackled the terrorist, he locked his arms harder around the guy’s jacket and wrenched it right off his back.

    It happened so fast, I couldn’t keep up. Yeah, that’s right, I couldn’t follow this. As a mob card-shark, if I was having trouble, it was no surprise when it took all of five seconds for the bus to erupt into screams again.

    I finally shifted forward just as that guy locked the terrorist in a headlock, one of his massive biceps squeezing the terrorist’s throat with trained efficiency.

    My apparent savior looked right at me. He had these strange eyes. Hazel-green but with deep amber flecks, they kinda looked like specks of gold hanging out in weeds.

    Maybe that could sum up the guy as well, because his expression was nine parts hard to one single part compassion.

    “Don’t just stand there – knock him out,” he screamed.

    His words were blunt and forceful like a hammer. I might’ve worked for the mob, but even we didn’t give orders like that. This guy rolled his commands off his tongue with all the ease of a drill sergeant snapping at a soldier.

    You would think a tone like that wouldn’t work on me. You would’ve thought, considering my particular independent history, that I would’ve turned up my nose at this prick’s command.

    I didn’t. The guy was right – it was time to end this before anyone else got hurt.

    I barely had to connect to the card stuck on my back. It was still charged with magic. Despite all the confusion that had beset my brain, I’d kept a continuous connection to it.

    Now I didn’t have to think. I simply spread my consciousness to the side, and the card flicked out from around me. It snapped forward like a loaded spring and smashed right against the terrorist’s head.

    The guy’s eyes had a chance to open wide, then magic discharged across his skin and sank into his brain.

    With one massive muscular twitch as if he’d just been electrocuted, he stopped moving.

    He wasn’t dead. He would, however, be out for a mighty long time.

    Sigh, it was over, then?

    Yeah. No. It was just getting started.

  
    Chapter 4

    I didn’t get a chance to stand there and stare at my apparent savior – the alarms started outside. They split through the air, shaking so violently, I shuddered to the side as if I’d just been slapped.

    Halogen lights turned on around the bus, flooding it with illumination. They pinned me to the spot like the glowing equivalent of chains.

    Throughout the fight, I’d been operating in fear and uncertainty. Right now true gut-punching despair had a chance to sail through me. It reminded me that the idiot soldiers outside wouldn’t have necessarily followed the fight. There was every chance they thought I was the terrorist.

    My eyes opened – my heart opened, too. It had one last chance to flood my body with adrenaline, then I heard the soldiers outside screaming as they brought up their guns.

    “Stand down,” the guy with the green-gold eyes snapped. He shoved the comatose terrorist off him, shot to his feet, punched a hand into his pocket, and pulled something out.

    … I think I’d remember that moment for the rest of my life. The second my eyes darted up and locked on the softly spinning magical hologram of the Federal Police would change me forever.

    This guy was a cop, see, but not just any cop. He was a federal detective.

    In this world, while the army watched our side of the wall, keeping us vagabonds in line, the Federal Police supposedly watched both sides. They were the last true vestige of peace who policed the wealthy and the poor – if you believed the government’s rhetoric, at least.

    I’d never even seen a federal agent outside of TV or the papers. Now one proudly lifted his badge higher, and he looked right at me.

    My instincts kicked into gear, shuddering through my stomach, jumping into my elbows, and plunging into my hands until they rose of their own accord. I spread them wide in a surrender position. No matter how pissed off I was, no matter how pumped up on adrenaline my body had become, and no matter how good I was with a set of cards, I had my limitations.

    This gig was up.

    The federal agent just looked at me, cold and unreadable as the doors opened and several soldiers flooded in.

    When they went toward me with their rifles, the agent shook his head and stabbed his thumb down at the comatose terrorist. “This is our mark. She’s just a civilian.”

    … Just… a civilian?

    I’d had it drilled into my head since I could walk that you avoided the police in every form. Sure, you could sass the military occasionally. Maybe you could say something snide to the soldiers at your nearest checkpoint. You could never, however, have anything to do with the police. If you saw them, you ran in the other direction.

    I couldn’t run right now, but I could stare in bone-shaking confusion as that federal agent manhandled the comatose terrorist up, shoved him into the waiting arms of several soldiers, then proceeded to check the bus methodically.

    I just stood there and stared.

    … Because I wasn’t just a civilian. I’d taken that terrorist down with insane magical skills. Before that, I’d intervened and taken the heat for that kid. I knew how federal agents thought. Maybe I had technically saved the day, but he could definitely find numerous crimes to get me on.

    So I just waited there, like a carcass on a butcher’s hook ready to be stripped down.

    The guy took a long time to check through the bus, and by then, all the other passengers had been taken off. When it was my turn and two green-eared soldiers gestured for me to disembark, I didn’t move a muscle. I locked my gaze on the agent and waited for the inevitable.

    The guy was down on his hands and knees checking something at the back of the bus. He was very much not facing me, unless he had eyes in his butt, of course. That didn’t stop him from clearing his throat. “You have two options.”

    Here we go.

    “You can get off the bus and I’ll debrief you when I’m done here, or you can help me,” the agent said in a completely even tone as if I was just some new recruit and he was explaining basic procedures to me.

    “Sorry?” A deep frown cut across my lips. I still couldn’t see his face as he rummaged around at the back of the bus, his arm up to his elbow in some kind of engine unit. So I just frowned at his well-proportioned behind.

    “I told you.” He shifted up, patted his hands on his pants, and turned, a splotch of engine grease marking his sharp jaw. “You either get off the bus and we debrief when I’m done, or you help me now.”

    I hated people who didn’t explain themselves. I wasn’t blessed with a wealth of time in my life, and I couldn’t waste it waiting around for people to make sense.

    He flicked his gaze up and down me unabashedly. I watched as his eyes locked on my feet and swept up. He wasn’t checking out my figure – no, sorry, he was very much checking out my figure. But this was not a lecherous thing. It was like he was cataloging my musculature, my agility, my strength, and my overall use to him.

    I’d never felt so split open. It was like someone was parading me nude in front of a farmer. My gut instinct – heck, my every instinct – was to round a hand into a fist and introduce it to his jaw. I managed to just stay there on the balls of my feet and hold his gaze until he finally flicked it up to my eyes.

    He wiped his grease-covered hands on his pants again. “You look like the kind of card shark who knows her way around a scene. So help me out.”

    … Knows her way around a scene? What, he thought I was some kind of set designer now?

    Before the guy could turn around, shove his arms back into the engine unit, and leave that confusing statement dangling there, he pointed beside him. It was very much like a master asking his dog to heel.

    I bristled. If I’d been a cat, my hackles would’ve risen so high, I would’ve looked like I had a mohawk growing down my back.

    Those two soldiers stood there, and they stared at me, their compressed brows framing their obvious confusion.

    One shuffled his feet. “Do we leave her here?”

    “Yeah, you leave her here,” the agent snapped as he leaned up again, locked a hand on his face, and swept it down. Grease transferred from under his nails, sliding down his cheeks and over his stubble-covered chin. He obviously didn’t give a crap. And it was just as clear that he didn’t give a crap about explaining what the hell he wanted from me as he continued to dive around in the engine as the two soldiers left.

    That just left me standing there, and, you guessed it, staring at his butt.

    Outside, things were starting to settle. Those big halogen lights were still locked around the bus, but they were no longer zeroing in on me as if I was a fighter plane about to be shot down by ground artillery. There was commotion, though – but just what you’d expect. More soldiers had flooded into the scene, and while this federal agent checked the inside of the bus, they assessed it from outside. I could see pockets of passengers being questioned, too.

    I should be out there, dripping with sweat under those powerful lights as I explained my story, not in here staring at this guy’s appreciable figure while he played bus mechanic for the day.

    “You can just stand there staring at my butt, or you can come help me,” he said in a deep, shaking voice that would get your attention even if you were a block away. You know the kind of tone I’m talking about – one that feels like it’ll reach right inside you and shake you from the inside out.

    It was almost enough to distract me from the fact this guy had cottoned onto me checking him out.

    I frowned harder. “Help you out with what?”

    “Look, lady, you’re clearly a very good card shark.”

    “And you’re clearly appalling at explaining yourself. What is it you want me to do, Federal Agent?”

    “There’s a second bomb on this bus.”

    My cheeks paled. It felt like someone found my jugular and squeezed. My lips wobbled open. “What? What kind of bomb?”

    “One that could take out not just this bus, but this whole sector point. Now, are you gonna get down on your knees and help me find it?”

    I shifted over. It wasn’t the guy’s voice – or the fact he was a federal agent. It was me, my lineage, my morals, and my choice.

    I skidded down to my knees. I didn’t even ask if the guy was sure that there was another bomb. My mind ticked back to that terrorist – the moment I’d stared right into his eyes. He’d broken all the way. Every single strand in his mind had snapped – and people like that can and will do anything.

    “You sure it’s in the back?” I snapped efficiently.

    “We’re 90 percent sure it’s on the bus,” he answered.

    Not the question I’d asked, but whatever. I turned around. Every move was quick, and for the first time since this incident had gone down, I didn't measure my pace. Unless this federal agent was playing with me and luring me into a trap, it didn’t matter if I rushed around the bus – no one was going to shoot me anymore.

    But if I didn’t find that bomb, being shot would be the least of my troubles, wouldn’t it?

    I jolted forward several steps. Despite the fact I was focused on my task, I heard a rustle of fabric as the agent turned over his shoulder to stare at me.

    I walked forward another step. I stopped.

    I’d blasted through that kid’s card pack – literally. There was nothing left but a few chunks of scattered cardboard that were still glowing a soft, milky yellow-white.

    That didn’t mean I had no means to cast magic. I brought up a hand, plunged it down my top, and grabbed my pendant. As my fingers clenched around it, my nails dragging over the embossed metal, I grated my teeth back and forth.

    … Was it just my imagination, or could I feel a magical aura? It was faint – as faint as a scream you could hear kilometers off on the wind. But it was there.

    A few of my family had been in the army. Heck, a number of everyone’s family had been in the army. A random number, to be exact. It’d taken precisely 2 months of fighting in the second war before lottery conscription had been rolled out. What I was trying to get at was that we Russos knew how to think like soldiers. But we also knew more.

    In the army they might tell you not to heed your instincts. They might scream at you that you follow the chain of command, not your gut. We Russos knew better. We dealt with trouble every day, and from the moment you could crawl, you learned to sniff it out.

    So it was no surprise that as I took one more step, my boots grinding over one of the smoldering chunks of that kid’s playing pack, I tuned into my instincts, and they blared in my ears.

    I shifted my gaze to the left, then to the right. It locked on the seat beside me.

    “You got something there?” the guy muttered.

    I didn’t answer. With words, at least. I dropped down to my knees, locked my cuffed hands not on the seat, but on the floor beneath it, and looked up.

    Yeah. Yeah, I definitely had something.

  
    Chapter 5

    A wave of terror rushed over me, but I pushed it back. My gaze locked onto a symbol. That was it. It wasn’t a box, it wasn’t a bomb, and it wasn’t a suspicious chunk of circuits. It was a small, rough, quickly carved picture someone had scratched onto the metal support unit of the seat.

    The agent didn’t ask again. He shifted over, every movement quick. He got down to his knees.

    I pointed up at the symbol. “Red Group,” I said, voice tight.

    He wouldn’t need any explanation. The Red Group were one of the most vicious separatist factions, and one of the best equipped.

    I reached for the symbol. He snapped his hand out, grabbed my wrist, and held it in place. “You could trigger it.”

    “If proximity triggers it, we’d be dead by now. This was the seat that mom was hiding her kid under.”

    “It was also the seat right in front of you,” he muttered quickly.

    What the hell did that mean? Was I under suspicion after all? Had this just been a game?

    The guy still held onto my wrist, securing it in place. He had a rough grip. It wasn’t just his marked, large hands that were clearly used to work. There was just something about this guy that was unpolished. He reminded me of a chunk of gold, all gnarled and covered in dirt. If you didn’t know what you were looking at, you’d chuck it to the side.

    “You think I did this?” I challenged. A smart person would’ve stayed quiet. I had a certain kind of intelligence, but knowing when to shut the hell up was not part of it.

    The guy didn’t even look at me. He didn’t remove his hand, either. “If I thought you were a terrorist, you’d be dead by now.” His statement was cold, to the point, and clearly not a lie.

    I stiffened, my leg tensing as it pushed against his. We were close. We were both down on our knees in the same position, our bodies right there alongside one another. I shouldn’t need to tell you from all the ogling I’d been doing that this guy was attractive. Not model-perfect, dazzling-eyes, shiny Ken-doll attractive – but down to earth, gritty, knows-how-to-use-his-body hot. 

    An entirely situationally-inappropriate flush threatened to climb my cheeks. I wasn’t usually the kind of girl who blushed at a hot guy. I did something about my feelings or pushed them away.

    I could hardly shove this guy off or pull him closer.

    “What do we do?” I asked in a controlled tone. “That’s a gang mark, sure, but there’s no guarantee there’s a bomb.”

    “You’ll quickly find in this job that we don’t work on guarantees. We work on risk.”

    I brushed off his comment. People say weird crap in pressured situations. Maybe, despite this guy’s gruff and competent exterior, the federal agent was momentarily confusing me for one of his rookies.

    “Then we’ll get off the bus and blow it up,” I suggested. Part of me recognized I was down on my knees next to a bona fide cop suggesting we blow up State transport. If my nonna were here, she would’ve clapped me around my ears and reminded me not to recommend vandalism in front of the Law.

    “We don’t know what kind of bomb it is. If we blow it up, we could risk a far greater explosion.”

    I made a face. “Wait, what the hell kind of bomb are we talking about here?” I was hardly an explosives expert. And though I did come across a lot of crazy crap working for my family, thankfully high-yield explosives weren’t part of the gig. I still knew enough, however, to appreciate that what this guy was suggesting was not an ordinary bomb.

    With enough tech – and a lot of magic – you could chain together explosions to create monumental damage. Back 10 years ago when the factions assaulted the city, they used similar devices. One handmade bomb no larger than a mug had taken out a two-kilometer section of the subway.

    If we were dealing with a similar device….

    I didn’t let myself calculate the probable death toll. I rose slowly. I didn’t shrug out of the guy’s grip. He might’ve been tolerating me, but he was still the one holding all the cards.

    He stood up with me. “Get off the bus. I’ll deal with this.”

    “How?”

    “Not your concern.”

    He was right. I hadn’t set this bomb, and the authorities were here. I might not like current politics, but as twisted as this world had become, the government wouldn’t let an explosion go off that could kill every man, woman, and child in this sector.

    At least my head knew that. My heart wouldn’t let me move. As the guy released my hand and shrugged toward the front of the bus, I shook my head. I started to tick my mind through the possibilities. That terrorist, though impassioned, didn’t look as if he’d been the kind to set a bomb like this. He’d been too out of it. To pull off a coordinated attack like this, you required precision, a cool, calm mind, and steady resolve.

    I hardly had a photographic memory, but when I saw someone’s face, I tended to remember it. As I half closed my eyes, I mentally flicked through all of the passengers.

    “I told you you could get off the bus,” the agent said, his tone gruff.

    With my hands still handcuffed, and the skin around them raw and chafed, I simply ticked one finger up and to the side to tell the guy to be quiet while I was thinking.

    If my brain had been functioning properly, I would’ve realized that was the equivalent of painting a target on my head. Sure, for whatever reason, this guy seemed happy to use me and my skills. If I started sassing him, he wouldn’t ask me to stop – he’d chuck me in prison.

    Though I didn’t have a hold of my pendant, as it sat against my chest, the skin tingled, warning me this wasn’t even close to over yet.

    “Hey,” the guy said as he reached forward and rested one of those rough hands on my shoulder. Why was it that everything about this man seemed hard as if every night he went home and unpolished himself, like an artist taking a grater to a marble statue to rub off all its shine.

    “The driver,” I said, the words snapping into my head quicker than a lightning bolt.

    He didn’t shove me. I felt his fingers tense, the move dragging the fabric of my thick leather jacket over my shoulder.

    “You suspect the driver?” he demanded.

    “Yeah. It’s the only thing that makes sense. I’ve been on this bus since it left the depot. Apart from that kid being shoved under that seat, no one else touched it. And that kid and his mom—”

    “Do not have anywhere near the power to place a gang mark like that,” the agent finished off for me.

    He pushed me out of the way. It wasn’t harsh, but it was determined. I thought he’d leave me here as he marched off the bus to get the driver. He didn’t. He hooked a hand on my handcuffs and pulled me forward. I felt exactly like I was that dog heeling at its master’s side again.

    Internally, I spluttered. Hell, internally, I erupted like a volcano of rage. Externally, I settled for clenching my teeth and pressing my white, pissed off lips against them.

    The agent pulled me off the bus and out into the night. Don’t ask me when night fell. When I’d gotten onto this bus, it’d only been late afternoon. Now those powerful halogen lights pushed back the dark night you got on this side of the wall. Though most people could afford electricity, the night was darker on the south side of Terra City. Those in the North thought it was our souls. You know – dark deeds polluting the sky and all that rubbish. They could keep their stupid suspicions. The reason it was always so pitch black on this side was that we had rolling blackouts. The power companies cared way more about ensuring power to those who paid their wages.

    As I ticked my head up and gazed across the city, I saw that several sectors near us were predictably out of power. This sector point seemed to be taking all the juice as those powerful halogen lights lit up the bus like God pointing through a cloud at his next target to smite.

    The agent brought up a hand and ran it over his stubble-lined chin. I could hear the sound of his short nails grating over that ray of blonde-black beard from here.

    You see, he didn’t just have strange eyes – his hair was this sandy, nondescript yellow-brown with the occasional flicker of black and red. It felt like someone had just grabbed all the paints when it had come to coloring in this guy.

    The agent didn’t let up, and he dragged me forward by my cuffs until we reached a low, squat security building with reinforced mesh wire and soldiers behind. Okay, dragged was probably too abusive a verb. I was hardly being tugged along kicking and screaming behind him. But he did have a determined grip and really big hands. Had I mentioned that? See, I had a thing for big hands.

    Pull yourself together, I commented snidely as he tapped on the mesh window. When the soldiers within didn’t react quickly enough to his presence, he shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out that rotating badge again.

    I liked to think I wasn’t the kind of girl to ogle. Okay, maybe I occasionally eyed a handsome man, but I wasn’t the kind to stare slack-jawed at impressive sights. I’d seen a lot. You try working for the mob on the south side of the city. I’d seen magical items that would make an antique dealer’s toes curl. I’d seen books from the old days, card sets, too. And yet, as that agent brought out his badge and pointed to it with a stiff hand, I found myself being drawn toward it.

    It was expensive tech, see. For that badge to have a perpetually spinning magical hologram it meant that it had to be fed with energy day in, day out. It would have to be cleaned of magical interference, too, day in, day out. It was an expensive, luxury item, but what was it in the end? Just a badge.

    Maybe once upon a time I would’ve thought it was a stupid waste of money, but as I’d grown up, I’d become a heck of a lot more cynical, and I could appreciate that it made sense to spend more money on your badges than you did on your men. Because symbols, like it or not, were doorways into people’s minds.

    This one sure as hell was a doorway into mine. I found myself staring at it, my lips partially agape as it reminded me of what the hell had just happened to me. I was in the hands of a federal agent, literally.

    What the heck would he do next?

    The agent jammed a finger back toward the bus. “You need to leave that as it is. No one goes in, no one approaches. You also need to isolate the bus driver. She’s my primary suspect, but I don’t want her thinking we’ve rumbled her.”

    “We’ve got orders to clear this sector point. They need more juice on the Northside. They’re going to have a blackout from Sectors 1 through 25, and we’re Sector 14,” the harried-looking soldier on the opposite side of the mesh explained.

    “Negative. That bus has a gang sign. Red Group,” the agent snarled.

    Though the soldier looked as if he’d been about to walk away, he stopped. The skin around his mouth and eyes tightened. Heck, it looked like someone punched a hand through his mouth and grabbed his cheek muscles from the inside, yanking them down and pulling them tight like plastic wrap. “Red Group?” The guy’s voice shot up.

    “Yeah. We can’t be a hundred percent sure, but we suspect there’s a secondary bomb onboard. It could be a cluster bomb. You’re going to get on the phone to your superiors, and you’re gonna tell them that a federal agent has demanded all power in this sector be kept ready. Understand?”

    It was pretty darn obvious that the soldier understood as he groped toward the phone sitting on the wall. He grabbed it off with slippery fingers, steeled his nerves with a breath, and started dialing.

    I felt sorry for the guy. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to have to call the power engineers in the North to tell them he was gonna take their juice.

    Then again, if I could switch places with this guy, I sure as heck would.

    The agent appeared to ignore me as he grabbed some device from his pocket, typed something into it, communicated with his superiors, then went to walk away. He stopped, turned over his shoulder, and looked at me as if as an afterthought. “You did good today.”

    I just frowned at him. “Ah, thanks.” If I’d been in a pushy mood, I would’ve gestured to my handcuffs and demanded they be removed. I just looked at him, a frown marching across my lips.

    Why did this guy keep talking to me as if we worked together?

    He partially turned away again as he typed on that device.

    I wouldn’t call it a phone. It would be some kind of directed communication tool that would only enable him to call home to the Federal Police.

    As he typed on it, I found my gaze sweeping out across the military checkpoint.

    I located the kid and his mom. They’d already locked gazes on me, because the mom had her arms hooked around the kid’s shoulders as he wept. The little guy looked as if he’d ruined my life. Fat chance. I’d ruined my own life – and I’d been doing it since birth. I tried to smile and wave at the kid, but my arms were getting tired. These cuffs were really taking it out of me. That idiot soldier had tightened them too much.

    … I stopped myself.

    That idiot soldier was dead.

    As a cold wave of realization shifted over me, the agent turned back.

    Without a word, he reached forward, grabbed my cuffs, and pulled them close. The thing was, I was still very much in the cuffs, and in pulling them close, he pulled me close. There was nothing I could do to stop myself from banging against his chest, my hands pushing pretty darn near the top of his belt line.

    I’d told you before – I wasn’t the kind of girl to blush. Tell that to my cheeks as they started to redden and a rush of tingles shifted through my gut and down into my pelvis.

    The agent didn’t notice. In a few quick moves, he opened the handcuffs, and they released with a satisfying click.

    He shoved the cuffs into his pocket, the sophisticated devices instantly compacting to allow themselves to be pushed into the tight fabric of the guy’s grey chinos.

    I grabbed my hands back and rubbed my wrists. They were raw. It looked like I’d gotten distracted on the bus, found some old wood, and rubbed myself with splinters for a good half hour.

    “So… this is it, then?” I asked.

    The guy looked at me. “It?”

    That impression I’d gotten back on the bus still stood. This guy did not explain himself. Either on purpose or because he was too distracted to bring us mere mortals up to speed with his important federal plans.

    I brought up a hand and scratched behind my ear. It made me realize just how tangled my hair was. I had lovely long brown hair that usually sat loosely around my shoulders and face. Now it felt like a rat’s nest.

    I went to neaten it, then reminded myself of where I was and why having messy hair would be the least of my troubles right now.

    I shrugged in the direction of the opening to the checkpoint. “Can I leave, Agent? I’m assuming it’s over.”

    “Not for you,” he said, delivering his words with all the calm certainty of a weatherman forecasting the rest of your life.

    So this guy had been playing with me, ha? He’d made me help him, and he wasn’t done yet. It was time to love me and leave me – in prison.

    I pressed my lips together, forced a breath through them, and stared at my feet. “What exactly are you gonna pin on me?”

    I should’ve measured my words. It was okay to think this guy was corrupt – it was another thing to tell him to his face.

    “A recruit badge,” he said with a completely blank tone as if he hadn’t just heard my accusation.

    I made a face. You know the kind of face I’m talking about. One where it feels as if some baker grabs every one of your features, kneads them into a dough, then throws them into an industrial mixer. My eyebrows were so scrunched together, I could barely see from underneath them. “I’m sorry, what?” My voice shook wildly. “A recruit badge?”

    I wasn’t aware of what my tone did anymore. Heck, it could’ve shot into outer space and taken the rest of me with it, because I would never forget the look the guy shot me next.

    “Nadine Russo, you’ve been picked to join the Federal Police.”

    I froze on the spot as if every single halogen light in the checkpoint had picked me out once more.

    I couldn’t move my lips. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t do anything but stand there and stare at him. This had to be a game, right? All this guy wanted to do was play with me, interrogate me, then throw me in prison. That version of events made sense. This version of events? Where this guy somehow wanted me to join the Federal Police?

    It was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard.

    He kept my gaze, holding it as steady as someone shoving a rifle in my face. No, wait, that was the wrong image. I’d already had plenty of rifles smooshed into my face today. The way this guy held my gaze was like he already knew every single one of my reactions, and no matter what I did, it wouldn’t change his mind.

    He looked like a scientist who thoroughly understood his specimen and had gotten to the stage where it was time to put said specimen to work.

    My lips dropped open. This guy wasn’t laughing, and he wasn’t dragging me away to interrogate me. “I don’t understand,” I said. I hated it when my voice wavered. I liked to pretend I was strong at least most of the time. I couldn’t even suck in a frigging breath right now. Fear constricted my throat and grabbed hold of my chest like chains.

    “You’ve been picked to join the Federal Police,” he repeated in a dead even tone. No, sorry – deadly even tone. He had the kind of expression that said he would not stand here all night and repeat himself.

    “I’m not part of the Federal Police,” I said. On the face of it, it was stupid, but on the face of it, so was this. I’d never heard of a magician being recruited to the Federal Police, not from this side of the wall, and sure as hell not from the Russo family.

    The guy knew my name. He was a federal agent, so presumably he would know the name of my family, too.

    He held my gaze for several more seconds and turned back to the checkpoint station as the senior soldier waved to get his attention.

    “You isolated the bus driver yet? Are you doing everything I said?”

    The soldier nodded. “She’s off on her own. We’re making her think the Transport Authority is coming to give her a commendation for keeping all her passengers safe through the terrorist attack.” He smiled as if he enjoyed that subterfuge.

    The agent didn’t. He just nodded, and the cold, keen efficiency of the move told me that to him this was not pleasure – it was necessary.

    It didn’t take too long for him to swivel that deadly gaze back to me. “We can head back to base now.”

    “I’m sorry, what the fuck are you talking about? We?” I’d kept it in, until now. I knew perfectly well that you did not swear at the police. Sure, you could swear behind their backs, but you could not rip one out right in front of a federal agent.

    I couldn’t stop myself.

    He sighed. The soldier behind him had been watching this with interest, and as I swore, his cheeks twitched. He went to reprimand me, but the agent just brought his hand up in a stopping motion.

    “Nadine Russo,” the agent said again, slowing each word down, “we’ve been watching you for a while. We’ve been watching all the card sharks on the south side of the wall. An opening has come up in the Federal Police for someone just like you. And after what you did tonight,” he jammed a thumb back in the direction of the bus, “you get the job. Welcome to the Federal Police. I am agent Tom Walker. And I will be your boss.”

  
    Chapter 6

    This couldn’t be happening. In every way, shape, and form this could not be happening. Except there was a problem. It was happening.

    Tom Walker had not lied. After he’d wrapped up the incident with the bus, waited for a team of other federal agents to arrive, and dealt with the bus driver personally, he’d taken me back to base. And here I was, ensconced in a private room, staring at a wall, wondering how the crap my life could have slipped so far so fast.

    It’d been three days. I’d been allowed to contact my family in a nominal kind of way – one where I’d told them I’d gotten a job on the Northside and that I wouldn’t be home for dinner for a while.

    They wouldn’t have believed a word.

    Apart from that, these past three days had been a never-ending battery of tests.

    Did I want to be here? Oh heck no. With every single fiber of my soul, I wanted to find a set of cards, break through this drab concrete wall in front of me, and run until I left it all behind.

    My sense of self-preservation told me that wouldn’t work. I was in the Federal Police’s clutches, and I would be here to stay.

    There was a knock on my door, followed swiftly by an officious sounding beep. If you didn’t think beeps could sound officious, you’d never come to the primary Federal Police facility. I swore every single thing in this building was primed to make it sound as if it was better than me, from the officers, to the scientists, to the frigging vending machines.

    “Here we go again,” I said, the words practically dragging their way out of my throat. I secured my hands on my knees, pushed up, walked away from my tiny bed, bit my lip, and opened the door.

    I was expecting another scientist – some pretty, slim woman in a white coat who looked like she couldn’t hurt a fly but would proceed to put me through the most grueling physical tests known to man until I collapsed at the end of the day.

    Not what I got, though.

    I hadn’t seen Tom Walker since I’d arrived. Now the prick stood there and stared at me with that same nonplussed expression.

    Tom Walker looked at the world as if it could throw him any number of curveballs and he would throw them back.

    He cleared his throat. “You should endeavor to answer your door quicker.”

    I hadn’t sassed anyone for three days. That was a real, genuine achievement for someone with lips as big as mine. My sense of self-preservation, as mentioned previously, had kicked in the second I’d been dragged in these doors. But there was something about Tom Walker’s pretty face that goaded me. “I answered the door in 20 seconds. What do you want, 10?”

    “Yep,” he said, not picking up my sarcasm at all.

    I twitched. I stared over his shoulder and down the corridor. There must’ve been something leading about my expression. Slowly, he turned over his shoulder and stared in the same direction. “There are approximately 30 locked doors between you and the outside of the facility. Then there are several reinforced walls.”

    I bristled. “I’m not thinking of escaping.”

    He looked right at me. Again he used that gaze on me that made me feel as if he was stripping me down with his eyes.

    I’d swiftly gotten over my attraction for Tom. Sure, he still had that same pert butt and chiseled jaw, but his personality was, shall we say, like a frigging wall.

    “No, Nadine, you’re not thinking of escaping, are you? Because you’re far too smart for that. You know how this world works. You work for us now, and you will work for us until one of two things happens.”

    I snarled. “I die, or I die?”

    “You are relieved from duty, or the Federal Police are dissolved.”

    I made a face. Dissolved? Who the hell would dissolve the Federal Police? They were part of the constitution.

    I opened my mouth, but it was clear Tom had no intention of answering my questions. “You’re with me,” he snapped efficiently as he turned hard on his boot and walked forward.

    He was in a strange mishmash of clothes. He had a pair of dark chinos on, a white shirt, and military boots. 

    If I’d been in a cheeky mood, I would’ve pointed out he looked like a hodgepodge.

    I didn’t know what kind of mood I was in, but as I walked behind him, I reminded myself it mattered more what kind of mood he was in. There was a stiffness to his movements – heck, a stiffness to his whole personality. As he walked me forward, it looked as if he was about to lead me into war.

    “Am I going to go through more tests today?” I asked.

    “You’re coming out on the field.”

    “What? I was led to believe it would take months before you guys let me out.”

    “You’re not a standard recruit, Nadine. You already know how to practice as a magician, and I fancy you already know your way around the streets, too.”

    I spread my teeth. I wouldn’t call it a smile. Nobody this side of a deranged psychopath would call that move charming or friendly in any way.

    Over the last three days, I’d had a lot of time to think, in between being thrown around like the military equivalent of a ragdoll, that is. And in that time, I’d accepted that no matter what happened from this point on, my life would never be the same again. I wouldn’t be going back to nonna’s house for fresh pasta every Friday. I wouldn’t be helping my cousins up their speed and agility.

    I’d be lucky if I was allowed to see them again.

    My skills and my training – and worse, my family knowledge and connections – would now be used for the Man.

    I naturally curled a hand into a fist, pumping it hard and rubbing it against the fabric of my nondescript pants.

    While Tom looked like he’d been dressed by a military pen pusher, I looked like I’d been dug out of some institution. I was in nondescript blue hospital pants, a nondescript blue hospital tunic, and, to match it all and seal off the outfit, nondescript blue slippers.

    I didn’t even have my pendant on me.

    Tom, in keeping with his form – even if I’d only spent a handful of hours cumulatively in his presence – did not say a word to me as he walked me down the corridors.

    We went into a section I’d never been before, and predictably, as he strode past with me in his wake, everyone stared my way.

    Though I’d very much been taken out of my comfort zone, there were aspects of my personality that would never die. The ability to stare a stranger in the eye when they ogled me was one such ability. As I strode behind Tom, in my paper hospital clothes, I made myself look like I belonged here and that even if I walked around naked with a bow tie on, I wouldn’t give a damn.

    We finally reached some kind of room, and Tom led me in.

    I didn’t know what I was expecting. What I got was some kind of armory.

    Though we Russos were one of the more prolific families on the south side of the wall, we didn’t have that many weapons. We weren’t that kind of family. I’d seen collections of guns before, though – guns and every other magical weapon you could think of.

    But this?

    I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a little gasp. I’d never seen more gear in all my life.

    Tom strode past shelves of guns of every size you could think of down to tiny handguns and up to massive shoulder-mounted grenade launchers.

    And the guns were only just the beginning. Behind them were rows upon rows of magical items.

    My gaze quickly skipped past the weaponry and locked on those talismans.

    I didn’t have a set of cards on me, and as I said, they’d already taken away my necklace. That didn’t matter. In my bones, I was still a practitioner, even if I had nothing at my fingertips to show that. I could feel the concentrated magic coming off those various devices. It felt like going from a dry desert only to plunge into the Pacific Ocean.

    Nothing could stop a tight shiver from tracing along my spine, racing up my shoulders, and cascading into my jaw. “What the hell?”

    Tom strode right up to the final shelf of magic weapons. “You will respect your devices. You will not allow them to be damaged. You will—” he began, clearly about to read me the property disclaimer for every device in here.

    I ignored him. Heck, he could have run back, grabbed up a gun, and shoved it into my stomach, and I would’ve still ignored him. Every sense I had locked on that final row of magical devices. They were card sets.

    I stared at them, my back tingling with excitement, my stomach rigid with anticipation, and my breath nothing more than a thin wheeze as every muscle contracted and locked me to the spot with awe.

    Like I’d said before – in my job as a Russo, I’d come across some pretty crazy card packs. I’d seen the highest military grade stuff – the kind of packs that would make a kid’s playing set look like a speck of dust compared to a planet.

    This stuff?

    I reached out a hand, immediately going for the pack right at the end of the shelf. It was jet black and encased in a box that looked as if it was a black hole come to life.

    I didn’t get to yank that pack off the shelf. Tom grabbed my wrist. It was exactly the same move he’d used on me back on the bus. It was the kind of grip that told you no matter what you did, you would never get past it.

    “If you’d been listening to me,” he growled, “you would’ve heard that you don’t get this pack. You get that pack.” He shrugged right back to the beginning of the shelf.

    Reluctantly, I tore my gaze off that unspeakably cool jet-black playing set. I let my eyes tick along the equally cool but slightly less powerful sets alongside it until I settled right on the pack he was indicating.

    … It was standard – the kind of pack I could buy with a couple hundred bucks at a magic supply store.

    I think my expression must’ve looked as if someone had tried to stamp on my face. “What?”

    “You need to prove yourself out in the field before we trust you with proper weaponry. Now grab that pack and come with me.”

    I stared at him as if I was a kid and he’d just chucked my favorite toys in a bin. Clearing my throat, I shifted out of his grip, grabbed up the standard playing pack, and somehow still managed a smile as I twisted it around in my grip, threw it up, and caught it again.

    Back on the bus, I’d said that every time I grabbed a pack, it was like returning home. Sure, I felt like I was cheated considering there were packs in this room more powerful than all the ones I’d ever used put together, but I couldn’t deny the rush I got as my fingers settled on this pack’s case.

    It momentarily washed the last three days away and reminded me that, with just a little spark of magic, anything was possible.

    “This way,” Tom barked. “We don’t have much time.”

    I made a face as I trundled after him. Heck, I made several faces at him. I snarled, really curling my lips up high as I let him know that he was a prick for not letting me at least touch that other pack. I also frowned. “What do you mean we’re running out of time? Where are we going, anyway?”

    “To investigate a murder.”

    I really did make a face now. My lips stiffened, my cheeks drooped down, and my brow compressed hard over my eyes. If you’d been an emotion expert, you would’ve concluded that my expression was one part disgusted anger to one part stomach-kicking fear.

    I might’ve been a mob girl all my life, but we did not kill. We protected, remember? And though everyone on the Northside thought we were murderers, we weren’t.

    I hadn’t come across many murdered bodies – excluding people who’d been caught up in terrorist attacks. I could count them on one hand, in fact.

    Every single time, I had personally tracked down the prick who’d committed the murder and seen to it that justice had been served.

    I had a real thing about people who used their power on others to rob them of their frigging life. Stealing was one thing. Threatening, another. Actually taking someone’s right to exist?

    Pricks.

    Tom paused. He turned around and looked at me. It was like for the first time he noticed that I was still in hospital wear. “You need to change out of that.”

    I looked at him pointedly. And heck, considering I was in a cheeky mood, I stared at his pants, shirt, then face. “Unless you’re gonna give me your clothes, I don’t have anything to change into.”

    A part of me expected the federal agent to snap at me for that snarky comment.

    Rather than pull me up, he snorted. “My clothes wouldn’t fit you, Nadine.”

    “So taking them off is on the cards, then?” I said way before I thought about what I was doing.

    It took a second for my brain to catch up to my fat mouth.

    Holy crap, had I really said that?

    Sure, the guy was hot, but he was very much my master and I was very much not in a position to push his buttons.

    He let out a soft chuckle and that was it. He jammed his finger over his shoulder. “Clothes are that way.”

    I turned a little too quickly, hoping to hide my flush. I shifted off in the direction he’d pointed, walking around tall shelves stacked with guns until I saw something that belonged in a high school drama cupboard and not a Federal Police lockup. There were rows upon rows upon rows of clothes. There was everything you could imagine, too, from white pants that wouldn’t look amiss on a billionaire’s yacht, to a sequined dress and a feather boa. “What the hell?” I muttered under my breath as I strode over, grabbed up the sequined dress, and let my fingers slip over the smooth metal.

    I let out a chuckle as I continued to walk along the row. It honestly looked like this was a dress-up cupboard – a really big one.

    “Just pick some casual clothes and get changed,” Tom snapped.

    “What, here?” My voice tightened.

    “Change room’s over there,” he said in a completely neutral voice.

    Yep, of course the change room was over there. I could see it out of the corner of my eye, couldn’t I? So why did I keep acting so awkwardly around this idiot?

    As I walked along the rows of clothes, I found a set of suit pants and a shirt. I pulled them out, ensured my blush had damped down, then turned swiftly. I held them up. “This casual enough for you?”

    He snorted. “They look like office wear.”

    “Well we are the police, aren’t we?”

    “No, I’m a Federal Agent. You,” he did that thing where he looked right through me again with those gold-flecked green eyes, “are my rookie.”

    “Thanks for reminding me,” I said in the kind of tone that was halfway polite and halfway totally sarcastic. “But this is my first job as a rookie,” I said pointedly. “What exactly am I expected to wear?”

    “That’ll do,” he growled. “Just put them on and hurry up.”

    I opened my mouth to tell him he could keep his pants on, but I’d already commented enough about his pants today.

    Hooking the clothes under my arm, I walked to the change room and quickly dressed.

    There was a mirror, and I dressed with my back to it. Finally, after a few deep breaths, I turned and faced my reflection. As I smoothed my hand up and down the shirt and pants, the strangest frown marked my lips. It was like it came from my childhood self, rising through my history like an unstoppable storm. It was one that told me that I had fallen so far. The Nadine Russo who’d grown up in the bosom of her family would never have been able to imagine this.

    But hey, this was only just getting started, and I had no clue what would happen next.

    “I told you to hurry up,” Tom growled.

    “Okay, okay,” I said as I shoved out of the door.

    I just stopped myself from doing a little twirl. I was hardly in a romantic comedy here. Tom did not give a crap what I looked like. I didn’t look that good, anyway. I didn’t have the kind of figure that matched the plain up and down lines of suit pants and a shirt.

    “It’ll do,” he said with a critical eye. Then he shrugged toward the wall. “Let’s go.”

    I looked from him to the wall. I opened my mouth to let out a wisecrack but stopped. Every time I tried to wisecrack, it always backfired. “Are we going to walk through the wall? Blocks of concrete rarely get out of your way politely.”

    He snorted. “You’ll find that as a federal agent, most things get out of your way long before you reach them.” With that cryptic statement, he turned hard on his boot and marched over to the wall. Just before he reached it, he brought up his left hand and ran two fingers from the base of his wrist down to the crook of his elbow.

    I’d shoved my playing set into my pocket. I hadn’t even pulled them out of their case yet. That meant nothing to me. Like I’d said, I was the kind of highly trained, crazy card shark who could practice with my whole body. I knew how to tune into a card no matter where it was on my form. So there was nothing stopping me from realizing that Tom was practicing magic.

    Sure, anyone with a functioning set of eyes would be able to see that, but as a magician, I felt it, and importantly, I sensed his power.

    Back on the bus, he’d used little more than his strength to tackle that terrorist. Now I realized Tom had more than strength up his sleeve. Quite literally.

    The guy was a body magician. He could write spells and practice power right on his own skin.

    A tingle of electricity shot up my spine and into the back of my skull.

    Body magicians were extraordinarily strong. I knew that, because one of the first true marks I’d tracked down had been one. The guy had also been my ex-boyfriend. Let me tell you, a body magician was a lover like no other. They were also enemies like no other. No matter what position you thought you had a body magician in, if they had access to their skin and the capacity to draw a symbol on it, they had the ability to fight back. You could cuff them, but it wouldn’t matter. They could hook up a toe and start drawing on the side of their leg. You could tie their feet together, but even then, there’d always be their tongue. Short of using a few tricky magical spells to stick their tongue to the base of their mouth, a body magician could use their wicked lips to cast anything.

    I was more than thankful for the fact that Tom had his back to me as he cast that spell. He couldn’t see the way my pupils dilated and my interest in him doubled.

    You know how I’d said I’d gotten over my crush on him? Well I sure had – the guy was clearly a jerk, and he was clearly in control of me. Not my point. Now I knew exactly why I was so attracted to his hands.

    Pull yourself together, idiot, I commented to myself as Tom finished casting the spell.

    The wall in front of us started to move. I heard some kind of mechanism initiate from within, and these great booming shakes echoed through the room. It sounded exactly like a mountain getting ready to move, because that was precisely what it was. The wall was approximately 10-meters high and about 30-meters across. It was not a simple piece of engineering to move a structure like that. But with nothing more than a spell, Tom initiated its motors, and the thing grated out of his way.

    I let the powerful shudders vibrating through the room distract me from what I’d just learned about Tom.

    And it was easy enough to be distracted by the view the receding wall revealed.

    We walked out into a car park.

    Don’t get me wrong – I’m not usually taken head over heels by the view of parked cars. But this was not your ordinary motor lot. This was the Federal Police lockup. Just as I’d walked through row after row of every single conceivable weapon you could imagine, lined up in front of me looked like every vehicle that had ever been made. From tiny, irritating two-seater cars, to massive trucks, to luxury vehicles the likes of which I’d only ever seen in movies.

    I pressed my lips together and whistled. “Well damn, I would not want to be paying the insurance on these,” I muttered.

    Tom snorted. “Then don’t crash them.”

    I frowned. “What does that mean? If I crash, do I have to pay?”

    “It means that you have a lot to learn about being a federal agent. Now come on.”

    We reached a car. Disappointingly, it wasn’t one of the massive mega trucks, and neither was it one of the ludicrously expensive sports cars. It was a relatively official looking midrange sedan.

    I frowned. “What’s this thing’s top speed? Its engine looks tiny.”

    “Depends who’s driving it,” he commented as he shifted over to the driver’s side and jumped in.

    I paused. It wasn’t the fact that he couldn’t muster up the gentlemanly skills to open the door for me. I hated that chauvinistic crap anyway. I paused because of the tone he’d used to say that.

    It didn’t matter what the size of its engine was, ha? It just mattered how you used it?

    Enough with the innuendo, I thought to myself pointedly as I got into the passenger seat.

    I didn’t have to do my seatbelt up. As soon as he shoved the key into the ignition, a harness shifted down from the side of the seat and wrapped around me.

    I jolted. “What the hell?”

    “Safety first.”

    “Sure. Where are we going, anyway? You mentioned something about a murder.”

    “You don’t need that fearful tone. I know you’ve dealt with murder scenes before.”

    My tone had been perfectly even when I’d said the word murder. Or at least, I thought it had. Ticking my mind back, I remembered it had tightened ever so slightly. Tom was clearly the kind of empath who could recognize when someone was feeling even a flutter of nerves.

    I frowned. “How the hell do you know that I’ve dealt with murders before?”

    “I know everything about you, Nadine Russo,” he said as he turned the car around and started to drive up a ramp.

    It was long, and I couldn’t even see the light of day until we drove around a corner and there, in front of us, was one hell of a door.

    It started to open as we approached, and I was treated to the sight of yet another expensive technological marvel at the hands of the Federal Police.

    As I pressed a cheek against the window and tilted my head up, I saw magical sparks erupting from a motor unit and crackling along the top of the door, indicating it possessed not just physical size, but insane magical protection too.

    The door, however, could not distract me from that veiled threat.

    I frowned and tilted my head back down. “What the hell do you mean you know everything about me?”

    “You’re a top-class card shark who can practice with her whole body, but you’ve never held onto a proper job – unless you refer to working for the Russo mob as respectable employment, that is.”

    I was used to people trying to deliberately push my buttons. Heck, the last three days had been all about these a-holes pushing me to my limits.

    Usually, if I was thinking straight, I could let some dickhead insult me all he wanted, and I would keep my cool.

    Not today. Not with a comment like that.

    “What, you think protecting people isn’t a job worth having?” I snarled.

    He chuckled and turned to me just as the car shifted out through those massive doors.

    I could see one heck of a sight out of the corner of my eye. It was the massive compound of the Federal Police base. Tom had been right – there was a huge wall protecting the compound from the city beyond. I’d seen pictures of the outside of the Federal Police base, but never anything from inside it. I should have been gaping at it with all my worth. Instead, I stared at him, my jaw hardening.

    “The mob doesn’t protect people, Nadine. You look like you’re smart enough to know that.”

    “And what, the Federal Police—” I began. I stopped. I swear the ghost of my mother rose up inside me and slapped me right across my face, reminding me where I was and who I was talking to.

    I’d said too much. He looked at me pointedly as he negotiated the car through several checkpoints. “Yes, I think the Federal Police protect people. We protected the people on that bus, and we’ll protect people again today when we solve this murder.”

    I pressed my lips tightly shut. 1001 insults rose in my mind like a Leviathan ready to strangle the sky.

    I’d protected the people on that bus. Yeah, sure, technically he’d taken down the terrorist, but I could have dealt with the guy on my own. I’d been the one who’d figured out the bus driver was dodgy, too. And though no one had bothered to keep me up to speed over the past three days, I’d heard several scientists mutter about the fact the driver had revealed her ties to the Red Group.

    And heck, while that was important, it wasn’t even my major point. If this guy thought that we would solve this murder and bring peace today, he was more idiotic than he looked.

    Nobody brought justice to the north side of the wall. They were above it.

    He held my gaze, not shifting it once as he turned the car through the last checkpoint and joined a busy highway.

    I didn’t snarl at the idiot to pay attention to the road. As a body magician, he had all sorts of navigational spells at his fingertips – literally. He could scratch one into the leather case of the steering wheel and proceed to drive with his eyes closed.

    “What are you thinking?” he asked directly.

    He wasn’t about to get touchy-feely with me. He was about to lure me into an argument. Tom might look like a brick head from one angle, but from another you could see this guy was well versed in getting people to admit to their crimes.

    “I’m kind of hungry,” I lied.

    “About this job, Nadine. What are you thinking about the Federal Police?”

    It was a hell of a question. And it was a hell of a path to lead me down. Though I wanted to tell myself that these goons wouldn’t have spent the last three days training me and outfitting me if they didn’t want to use me, I had to remember that if I stepped out of line, there was nothing stopping them from throwing me in jail.

    I was here to be used, and they had every plan to use me.

  
    Chapter 7

    “So,” he prompted me. “What do you think about the Federal Police?”

    I clenched my seatbelt harness with a white-knuckled grip. “Nothing.”

    He snorted. “Terrible liar. I know what you’re thinking, Nadine. It’s the same thing everybody on your side of the wall thinks. You’re under the impression that no one polices the Northside and that, no matter what they do, they won’t be brought to justice.”

    I stared out of the window. Heck, I put so much frigging focus into gazing out of the window, Tom could’ve imploded, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

    “The thing about justice is it has many forms.” With that comment, he turned back and concentrated on driving.

    … That was it. He didn’t draw me further into the conversation. If he’d pushed just a little bit more, I would’ve exploded and told him exactly what I thought about the Federal Police, the Northside, the government, him, and every other problem I had with the world today. I would have fumed, and it would have been more than enough for him to drag me off to jail.

    … But he didn’t push.

    And what the hell did it mean that justice had many forms? I’d spent a lifetime doling out justice. It had exactly one form. When someone did something wrong, you punished them – end of story.

    We descended into total silence as he drove.

    If I hadn’t been so absorbed by him, I would’ve recognized one very important fact. I was on the Northside. Though the Federal Police compound was built inside a section of the wall, we’d quickly taken a highway that swept us far into the North.

    I hadn’t been to the North since the breakdown of the Accords.

    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see clean towers – startling feats of engineering reaching into the sky like crystal fingers.

    Even the horizon was different. Everything was dirty, scummy, and frigging glum in the South. Up here? It looked like there was nothing separating you from heaven.

    Yet I couldn’t turn around and stare at the clean buildings and expensive cars we passed. I locked all my attention on Tom. I didn’t draw him into a conversation. I started to use the skills my mama had taught me. She hadn’t been the greatest magician. She’d been one hell of a people reader, though. Back before the Accords had broken, she’d studied journalism, and she’d made it her life’s work to uncover people’s secrets. The first rule of doing that, according to her at least, was to uncover the language of their bodies. If you learned to read someone’s body language, you learned to read them, period.

    I didn’t exactly have free rein to stare at Tom, though. He quickly cleared his throat. “If you have something to say to me, I suggest you just say it. I’m not used to rookies staring at me.”

    I hadn’t been gazing at him obviously – I’d been watching him out of the corner of my eye – but Tom had still picked up on it.

    I grabbed my seatbelt harder and straightened. “Why did you pick me, anyway?” I said, quickly realizing I had to come up with a sensible sounding question to change his focus.

    “Like I said, we’d been watching you for a while. You’re a good card shark, and you have the kind of skills we need.”

    “Exactly how long have you been watching me? You said you knew I’ve dealt with murders,” I said, this time completely controlling my tone so it would take a frigging mind reader to pick up my tense emotion. “Have you guys been watching me for years?”

    He snorted. “Try weeks. This position only became available four weeks ago.”

    I frowned at him. “The position for a card shark, you mean? Don’t the Federal Police have other card sharks?”

    “Yes.”

    “So why do you need me?”

    He looked at me. Dammit – he was doing it again. His gaze undressed me, but not in a sexy way. In the kind of way that made you feel so frigging vulnerable that you wanted to run and hide under your covers. I settled for grabbing my harness harder and tightening my jaw.

    “Because you see things differently.”

    I frowned really hard now. “What, because I have the perspective of someone from the South? Hardly something you need up here where the streets are clean and everyone’s wallets are fat.”

    “You do what it takes to get the job done.”

    I sliced my gaze over to him. “I’m sure that’s the same with you.” I might’ve only known him for a few days, but I was sure of that assessment.
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