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The explosion took Carlos by surprise, sending him face first to the ground. Shrapnel penetrated his magical shields. He’d been able to deflect most of the damage with a quick casting of the deno expendium spell, but a few pieces shot past the shielding to pierce his left shoulder.

“Ugh.” His ears rang and his vision blurred as he struggled to remain conscious.

“Carlos.” Triptych knelt beside him. Z-Bot and Shade took up positions to shield him from the incoming gunfire.

That one moment’s distraction, his hesitation, had nearly gotten him killed. He was better than this. His magical connections were holding strong. He had to trust them . . . trust himself.

Their assailants, a group calling themselves the American Guard, had turned out to be more than a gun enthusiasts club. Agents had uncovered a cache of arms and explosives, along with a sinister manifesto outlining plans to launch terrorist attacks against government buildings across the country. Xi Force had been called in to help take the group into custody.

The American Guard had been deeply entrenched and heavily armed, but that hadn’t stopped Xi Force from penetrating their defenses and rounding them up.

Most of them.

This last group, including most of their leaders, seemed to have a few surprises left, like those hidden explosive charges.

Blood flowed freely from the wound in Carlos’ shoulder, turning the fabric of his blue shirt a deep crimson. Well, that’s ruined. And he’d really liked this shirt. Italian cotton, nicely tailored, comfortable.

Pressing her glowing hand lightly on his shoulder, Triptych pumped a wave of her healing energy into him. The pain instantly eased. “Why aren’t you wearing your protective costume?” Her glare said, I told you so.

“It’s not like I haven’t offered to make him a different design,” Kayla muttered, pulling her stun pistol and firing off two shots.

Carlos couldn’t see who they hit, but he heard a definite “Oof” followed by what sounded like a wet sack of excrement hitting the floor.

“You’ll be fine...this time,” Triptych said with a soft pat on his shoulder. “But will you please at least consider what could have happened to you?”

“Okay. You win,” he managed to puff out around his gasping breaths.

His days of casually pulling something out of his closet each morning to wear were at an end. He no longer worked out of his Mexico City home helping the poor and downtrodden. He was a member of Xi Force. He needed to dress the part and obtain the protections Kayla had offered . . . countless times.

He quite simply hated the idea of wearing a costume.

The original costume Kayla designed for him still hung in his closet, untouched for months. Bulletproof fabric, protections that would have helped him today.

It had an optional mask . . . and a cape.

A cape! Ugh.

Even the mask rankled. He wasn’t some kind of luchador.

Not that he faulted his Xi Force teammates for their masks. They had identities to protect and they wanted to project a certain image.

Carlos didn’t seek fame or have an identity that needed to be kept secret. He had his magic and mystical research to keep him occupied, and now, with Xi Force, he was offered an opportunity to use what he knew to help those who could not help themselves. That was all he required.

Others had given him the name El Brujo, the Warlock. He accepted it, but he didn’t need a superhero identity. Before he’d come to Xi Force, people had sought out his help. If he’d kept his identity secret, they’d have never found him. Now the world knew who he was, but he was good with that.

Xi Force rounded up the last of the terrorists—angry men with a horrible agenda. The world would be better off with them in prison.

With a sigh, Carlos climbed wearily back into the Xi-1 super jet for the trip home. His shoulder no longer bled, but it throbbed.

Before takeoff, Shade, the team’s leader, stopped by his seat. “I want you in to see Heather and Mary the moment this jet lands, to look at that wound.” He narrowed his eyes. “Then stop by Kayla’s office and have her design you something a little more durable that you’ll actually wear.”

Carlos reluctantly nodded. They’d all be on him until he did.

Yes, he’d been lucky. Wielding powers most of them didn’t understand, he’d protected himself with enchantments . . . strong magic that had worked to keep him uninjured . . . until today. The illusion of invulnerability he’d cast around himself had been shattered by a single blast.

He mentally kicked himself. I’d have been fine, if I hadn’t choked.

Ever since that incident in space, on the alien craft, he’d begun to doubt himself and his magic. If his powers could be pulled from him in an instant, if he could be rendered so impotent, was he really worthy of staying on the team?

Doubt wasn’t something he was used to, and it ate at him now, distracting him at the worst moments, like just before the blast, where he’d hesitated. That blast shouldn’t have taken him by surprise, and the shrapnel shouldn’t have gotten through his shields.

He ground his teeth. He probably needed to talk to someone about these issues.

Thank goodness there was one person he knew he could trust.

***
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Mary Cullen blew the wisp of steam off the surface of her coffee, then, knowing the brew would still be too hot, chanced a sip. The liquid burned all the way down to her stomach, but the taste was well worth the discomfort. Pain she could endure. Another moment without coffee? Not so much.

“I won’t say I told you so,” she said to Carlos, who sat, eyes downcast, across the table from her.

His eyes rose. The hint of a smile played across his firm lips. “Yet in saying that, you just did.”

Yesterday’s injury had unhinged the usually dour sorcerer. When he’d stopped by the Xi Force medical unit to have his injuries checked over, he’d shown his emotions, something Carlos never did, at least in public.

And the emotion she’d seen most in his eyes had been fear.

So, when he’d texted this morning, asking her to meet him for coffee, she’d thrown on her clothing and sped to her office to get the coffee pot started.

There appeared to be a storm brewing inside the Xi Force sorcerer, and Mary was determined to find out what had him on edge.

As she handed him his coffee, she leveled her gaze at him. “What’s going on?”

“I believe I’m having a crisis of confidence.” Again, his gaze dropped to the table.

“You think?”

She wasn’t a psychologist. Some of her medical training had been in physiology, but only enough to augment her engineering degree. Still, Carlos had never had a problem meeting her gaze with his intense, dark eyes. It didn’t take a shrink to assess that something was wrong.

Few got a peek behind Carlos’ mask of confidence. Probably his sister, Olivia, knew him best. It was because of Olivia that he’d first sought out Mary’s advice, then her confidence.

Olivia, a girl who’d died at the age of eight and been a ghost for over twenty years, had suddenly been brought back to life in a new body. Mary wasn’t sure how it had happened, but Olivia was alive again in the body of a grown woman. Still, she’d retained the persona and emotional development of a child.

Carlos had sought to guide and protect his sister but hadn’t really understood what she was going through as a young girl, so he’d sought advice from Mary, Heather Logan, and Kayla Armstrong.

“Is it Olivia?” His sister had recently moved out of their shared apartment at Xi Force headquarters and into a place of her own. Maybe Carlos was dealing with some kind of separation anxiety. Was his male ego fighting the prospect that he was no longer in a position to protect her?

Mary understood the fragile ego of the macho male. In many ways Carlos reminded her of her ex-boyfriend, Steel. Yeah, he’d changed his legal name to Steel. Talk about ego.

At first, she’d been attracted to Steel’s confidence, swagger, and killer body. A Navy Seal, the guy had been a total package of yummy, sexy delights. They’d locked eyes across a crowded barroom, and before the night was over, he’d swept her off her feet.

Carlos didn’t display Steel’s level of swagger. In fact, the man offered a quiet humility most times. But that mask of confidence? Yeah, she’d seen that before and knew it well. Not a bad thing and, for the most part, Carlos wore it well.

“No. Not Olivia, for a change. She’s fine...I think. Not that I’d really know.”

Yeah, it was still a sore spot, but he seemed to be handling that. So, what could it be?

He swallowed hard. “When we fought the Sha’Xari last month, up in space on their mothership, I found myself completely disconnected from every source of magical energy. I was powerless until Triptych let me tap into her goddess energy. I’d never been so...dependent.”

Whoa, not at all where she thought this was going.

“So, how can I help?” Carlos rarely entered into any engagement without a plan.

“I don’t understand how the magic works.” He was processing. “My studies have shown me what to do, how to pull in the energy and cast the spells, but not why they work. Nothing in any of the ancient tomes, or even the more modern writings, gives any hint at why magic works. It just does.”

He looked her straight in the eye and took a deep breath. “I’d like to delve deeper into the nature of magic, and I’d like you to partner with me on the project.”

“Me? I don’t know anything about magic.” Though she had to admit, she found it fascinating.

“Precisely. You are pure science, an aspect I desperately need if I’m to quantify the essence of magic.” His gaze dipped toward the table. “Science is not one of my strengths.”

Admitting weakness had to be hard for him.

“To what ends? What would we be looking to accomplish?” Not that she needed something solid. The research itself already intrigued her. She firmly believed that magic, all the stuff Carlos could do, was simply a process that modern science hadn’t figured out yet. It wasn’t studied because most scientists didn’t believe in its existence.

She’d seen solid proof that magic existed and worked. And with Carlos, she’d have access to an amazing source to study.

“In our battle, Guinevere possessed a belt that linked her magical energy with power from that alien mothership. It melded with and augmented her natural energy, making her more powerful. Unlike Guinevere and our Triptych, I don’t possess an inner energy source. I must draw my power from Earth-bound sources to cast spells. My hope is to figure out how magical energy works, so we can design a similar belt, possibly with some kind of battery pack, that would allow me to store magical energy.” He grimaced. “If I get cut off from my natural sources, I don’t want to be powerless again.”

The potential was immense. This research could lead to any number of incredible scientific advancements and discoveries. Yet, that wasn’t her sole attraction to the project.

The more time she spent with Carlos, the more she found herself drawn to him. And this research would give her a lot of access to that man.

“I’m in.” Any researcher would have jumped at this prospect. By asking for her help, Carlos had offered her the challenge of a lifetime.
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Mary smoothed the fabric of Carlos’ new costume as it lay on the worktable in Kayla’s lab. “This is amazing.” She couldn’t wait to see him wearing it.

El Brujo, the Warlock. The name conjured up an aura of mystery and command. Carlos was certainly that, but so much more.

“I hope he likes it better than the last one,” Kayla said.

Even Kayla admitted El Brujo’s costume had been thrown together and was probably a little derivative. Mary had noted her growth from the chemist/seamstress she’d been just months ago.

Now more fashion design studio than laboratory, Kayla Armstrong’s workspace still contained a workbench in the corner with test tubes and chemical paraphernalia. But ever since her impressive showing at Megopolis Fashion Week last spring, it seemed every woman on the planet wanted Kayla on her label.

And why not? Her designs were wearable and stunning at the same time.

Mary had a number of Kayla’s creations in her closet, including one handcrafted just for her. Having one of the world’s top fashion designers as a BFF wasn’t a bad thing.

Few people knew that Kayla was not only famous for her clothing line, but also the superhero known as Phaze. Her powers allowed her to walk through walls and drop through floors. And she could kick ass in hand-to-hand combat like a ninja battle droid. Xi Force was lucky to have her on the team, and also designing their uniforms.

El Brujo’s new look was certainly one of Kayla’s best so far. The tailored, navy-blue shirt featured embroidered mystic runes selected and enchanted by Carlos. And together with the tightfitting slacks, it hit Carlos’s GQ styling perfectly. When augmented by the long, pocketed vest in that rich magenta brocade and high boots in a matching color the look really popped without being too costume-y. The wide, black leather belt with a bold golden buckle that tied the whole ensemble together was just a placeholder for the project Mary would be working on with him. What that would end up looking like was anybody’s guess.

Magical energy? What the hell was it? And how could one store it?

The project was intriguing, but she’d only had time to dip her toes in the magic pool. There was so much to learn before she could even start to understand the process.

Still, Mary was a research scientist, and she lived for projects like this. A new source of energy? Oh yeah, she was all over that.

And she was also spending an inordinate amount of time with Carlos. Not a bad deal all round.

The Xi Force sorcerer was handsome, charming, and exuded an aura of power that at times made her go weak in the knees.

Most of Xi Force’s heroes hid their identities behind masks. Not Carlos. No secret identity to protect. Carlos Diego was El Brujo, the Warlock, and the world knew it.

A quiet knock at the door announced his presence. “Good morning, ladies.”

Mary’s heart pounded a little harder. He had that effect on her.

She wasn’t ready to admit to anyone how attracted she was to him. They had a professional relationship and she considered him a good friend. That’s where this needed to stay, at least for now. This new project would have them working closely together. Romantic feelings would only get in the way.

Still, the guy was sexy.

“Kayla,” he said, nodding toward Kayla.

His gaze swung to Mary. His dark eyes widened. His smile, framed by his perfectly trimmed mustache and goatee, seemed to widen just a bit. “Mary.” His tone was just a tad softer and warmer.

No, she had to be imagining that. She had a medical degree and a minor in psychology, as well as her engineering background. She knew how the brain could fool the eyes and ears into perceiving what they desired. “I think your new costume looks great. I can’t wait to see you in it.”

Of course she wouldn’t mind seeing him out of it as well. For a studious guy, Carlos was in amazing shape, far beyond any other bookish type she’d ever known. Then again, he did work out daily with Paul Tompkins in the Xi Force gym.

Carlos gathered up the garments and stepped into Kayla’s changing room. Mary’s expectations were confirmed when he stepped out a few moments later.

He looked amazing.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” she whooped.

Carlos’s mouth edged up into a smile. “It is quite comfortable. Thank you, Kayla.”

“Shock absorbing, bulletproof, and yet breathable,” Kayla said. “I’d still like to add a cowl or helmet for head protection.”

Carlos shook his head. “I appreciate your concerns, but any headgear tends to interfere with my connections to magic sources. Still, with this added body protection, I can strengthen the shielding energy around my head.”

Mary had wondered that even on the coldest of days, Carlos never wore a cap. Maybe the belt they were researching for him would fix that issue.

“Do you like the look?” Kayla asked.

“I do,” Carlos said without a hint of hesitation.

“So, I can manufacture a couple of spares, to make sure you’ll always have a fresh suit?” Kayla knew to be careful about calling it a costume.

His smile was genuine. “Yes, please. I am very impressed. Thank you, Kayla.”

High praise, considering the source.

Carlos grabbed his street clothes from the dressing room, then with a poof, they vanished. “Shall we go?”

He planned to keep wearing the outfit instead of changing back into his street clothes? That spoke louder than his words as to how much he liked it.

They’d planned some intensive hours to start their research after the fitting.

Mary nodded, throwing him a sly smile. “Your place or mine?”

He began weaving some kind of spell. His hands circled through the air in front of him. “Most definitely mine.”

Golden sparks dropped from his fingertips, creating a spiral pattern that hung in the air as he gestured. When he’d finished, he held out his hand to her. “You do have your passport on you, correct?”

She nodded.

A strange request, to be sure, but with Carlos, it was easier to just say yes and ask questions later.

“I doubt you’ll need it, but it’s best to be prepared,” he added. “I always carry my green card and documentation, just in case.”

Even though his face and identity were widely recognized, he was Hispanic, and not an American citizen. He’d taken his share of grief. Some opinion pieces in the news questioned if he should even be allowed to be on Xi Force.

Idiots!

She took his hand and he guided her into the swirling energy. The world tilted, her head spun, and her stomach flipped. When her vision cleared, she was in a completely different room.

“Where are we?” she asked.

He smiled. “Welcome to Mexico City.”

The room had the feel of an old library. Walls lined with bookshelves holding leather-bound tomes with strange writing on their spines, cubby holes with stacks of scrolls, and worn, yet comfortable-looking padded chairs. A tall, thin window allowed a stream of sunlight into the chamber. The beam shone on a large wooden desk littered with papers, books, and odd-looking paraphernalia.

One section of shelving featured a selection of large glass jars that contained a multitude of items and powders in a range of colors. A small counter held a mortar and pestle, a pitcher of some clear fluid, and a book stand, with a thick tome open on it.

Shoved in a corner next to the desk was an old Packard-Bell computer tower with an actual CRT monitor on a particle board computer table that had seen better days.

Mary pointed at it and cocked her head in question. “Not everything old is worth saving.”

Carlos grimaced as he shrugged. “It still works.”

“Yes, but does it?”

He shook his head. “I will admit that I appreciate the laptop Kirk gave me to use at the Xi Force headquarters. Perhaps it is time to rid myself of it. It certainly won’t be of any use in our current project.”

Mary chuckled. “Okay, so where do we start?”

His brow furrowed. “Well, I think we will want access to all of this because, quite frankly, I have no idea what we will need.”

“You’ve read all these books?” Mary ran her hand across spines, most of which displayed titles in languages she couldn’t read.

“Many, but not all.” Carlos pulled a volume from the shelf, opened it to scan the title page, then tucked it under his arm. “The bulk of this collection I inherited from my mentor, Reyansh Acharya, many years ago. I have been adding to it as I can.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start.” She scanned ahead, across shelf after shelf of books, both archaic and newer. Paperbacks sat next to iron-bound tomes that looked to be ancient. “Is there an order?”

He nodded. “I have grouped them by subject, in most instances, but I never actually put together a listing of what is here and where. For now, I will have to serve as your card catalogue.”

Pulling a second volume from a shelf, he added it to the one he’d been carrying. “I will select a couple today that will give you a good start in understanding the essence of magic. These are more general texts. If any certain areas of research interest you, let me know, and I will find something that delves deeper.”

Her own personal librarian? Mary liked the sound of that.
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Chapter 3
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A wet nose nudged Mary’s hand. You are tired. You should go to bed.

Jimmy’s voice in her mind was really only a recreation of what the wolf would have said in English. Jimmy yipped, growled, and whined like any other wolf, but because of Mary’s connection to him it translated directly to English in her mind. He could also remain completely silent and send a message directly to her. And he could hear her when she thought at him.

She couldn’t understand any of the other wolves around the complex, although Jimmy would happily translate if she needed to communicate with one of them.

She ran her hand through his coarse fur. “I will go to bed . . . soon.”

But the book in her lap held her attention to the point she’d probably have trouble sleeping until she learned a few more things from it. Some of the mechanics of magic were incredibly complex.

“A connection is needed to a place of power or a celestial being” she read aloud, to help lock it in.

A place of power?

Mary squinted, rubbed her eyes, and read the line again. She’d been at this for hours, delving into the books Carlos had left with her after they’d returned from Mexico via another of his magical portals. It was so intriguing. The secrets of magic, true magic, not just sleight-of-hand or stage illusion. All the stuff El Brujo could do.

In her mind, more and more, she was separating Carlos, the man, from El Brujo, the superhero. El Brujo was dark, mysterious, powerful. Carlos was caring, vulnerable, and intelligent, admittedly wrapped up in an erudite, slightly macho shell.

You’re falling for him.

She smiled. She could fool herself, but she couldn’t fool Jimmy. The two of them were so tightly bonded, so inside each other’s minds, it was impossible to keep anything from him. Not that he could tell anyone except maybe John Wylde and the man’s wolf brother Piotr.

I wouldn’t tell. And besides, I like him too. In a different way, of course.

Her communications with Jimmy had changed quite a bit since those first days of hungry and lick face. The more time Jimmy spent in her head, the more English phrasing he’d picked up over time.

And she certainly understood him and wolves in general a lot more than she had before bonding with him.

With a sigh, she closed the book and set it on the table next to her chair. “Okay, out for a quick pee, then to bed.”

***
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Stars twinkled overhead in the dark, clear skies. A sliver of a moon hung just over the horizon. An owl hooted in the distance.

Once outside, Mary pulled in a deep breath of the fresh, crisp air. Jimmy bolted ahead, scrambling into the trees. The big wolf still played like a pup.

Spring and snow melt had brought new activity to the Xi Force headquarters. Concealed inside a mountain, the base remained secret for the most part. But with the birth of Dove Locklear and John Wylde’s little girl, Emily, base security and privacy measures were being stepped up.

News of the world’s first super-powered baby had everyone hungry for pictures and information. Emily’s self-healing abilities had already manifested in the womb and she was far ahead, development-wise, when it came to movement and dexterity. She could sit, scoot, and grasp objects far beyond what was normal for a two-month-old.

Poor little Emily was already the focus of a very bright spotlight. News people and paparazzi, hungry for information, were investigating, trying to unearth the location of the base. But Xi Force was doing everything it could to protect her and keep her hidden.

The road into the base had been converted to look more like a logging trail. Groves of trees hid bends and cast the appearance of the trail’s end unless the driver knew where they were going. The lands all around the mountain were posted as private to keep people away.

Jimmy loved to play in the new, rougher terrain, chasing squirrels, sniffing, and following scents.

In the calm serenity, Mary worked on quieting her mind for sleep. Still, a phrase from the one of the old tomes she’d been studying kept invading her mind.

Na gallium cordon.

Nonsense words from some spell, no doubt. She couldn’t even remember which one. She’d read through so many looking for any mechanism or triggering device she could identify and quantify. Why had that phrase stuck with her? Was there something in those words that offered a clue, something her subconscious had uncovered that she still needed to delve into?

“Na gallium cordon.” She spoke the words out loud. Was she even pronouncing them correctly? She’d learned that the language of magic had its own set of pronunciations and dialects. The more she learned, the more she appreciated Carlos’ deep knowledge.

A thump resounded within a copse of trees to her left, then a rustling, just out of sight and deep in the shadows. Branches bent and broke as a huge form pushed its way into view.

A sour tang built in her throat, as the wafting breeze filled with the odor of sulfur.

The wan light revealed a demonic, horned visage. Two leathery, bat-like wings unfolded behind a towering, grotesque form.

“Hello Mary,” the creature said.

Mary’s heart quaked. “Necromance.”

***
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Carlos came instantly awake as wards he’d placed around the mountain headquarters triggered. Throwing aside his bedclothes, he pulled on his uniform as quickly as he could.

The vest had inner pockets for powders and items he needed for some of his more powerful castings. He could only carry so much, but Kayla had designed the pockets to be as large as possible and easy to access. He’d filled them with his most needed components.

Whatever had set off his alarm was powerful. Not one of the forest animals or even a prying human, this was something supernatural.

And probably dangerous.

He sent a quick text to the base security center to have them check the perimeter, then cast a portal to the outside where the ward had been placed.

A growl drew his attention as he emerged into the forested glade outside Xi Force headquarters. Jimmy sprinted toward Mary, leapt, and disappeared as he merged into her.

Her form shimmered and grew, sprouting thick fur and settling into a creature that was half woman and half wolf.

“What do you want here?” Their gruff, shared voice challenged a demonic creature. One Carlos had faced before.

Necromance was a demon creature that Xi Force defeated months ago and had supposedly been locked away in another dimension, unable to return to Earth.

How had it found its way back?

Carlos threw up a magical shield around Mary and himself. “Demon, you have no business here. Return to your realm.”

“Oh, I have every reason to be here now,” Necromance responded. “Powers call. The king who was will be again. The table will be restored.”

Typical demonic prophetic bullshit. Probably just a distraction, but Carlos filed the phrase away for later in case it had some significance.

Capturing the creature could prove tricky. Demons possessed an array of powers.

He wove a net of energy around Necromance, strengthening each strand with anti-demonic force.

Talons on the end of the demon’s fingers elongated. It slashed at the webbing and severed the fabric of the spell. “Seriously, sorcerer, did you truly think you could contain me?”

Well yes, he kind of had.

“We’re here, El Brujo,” Shade said, stepping up beside him.

It amazed him how quickly Xi Force could mobilize.

A quick glance showed Z-Bot and Phaze coming up on his right and Triptych striding toward Mary.

Overhead, Quantum and Wylde glided toward the ground from their cabin on the mountain’s top. Quantum stopped mid-air to hover over Necromance and Wylde landed behind the demon, unsheathing the claws built into his gloves.

Necromance narrowed his gaze on Phaze. “Hello, Kalya. It appears we both found our way back.”

Kayla had last faced this demon while she’d been stuck in Purgatory and had been instrumental in sending it back to Inferno, its home dimension. From her account, Necromance had been dragged away by some superior power. So how had it been able to break free once again and make its way here?

“Do I hear your mommy calling?” Phaze asked as she drew her stun guns and fired at the demon.

The creature’s deep-toned laugh filled the air. The twin beams struck without effect.

His gaze shifted to Mary, who was now fully in her Wolf-woman form, merged with Jimmy. “Thanks to you, I am no longer bound to Inferno.”

“Then I guess we’ll just have to bind you to a jail cell,” Z-Bot said, leaping toward Necromance.

“I think not,” the creature said, then it disappeared.

Z-Bot sailed through the space it had just occupied, tumbling onto the grass beyond.

“What the hell just happened?’ Shade shouted to the night sky.

An uneasy chill filtered through Carlos’s gut.

What indeed?
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Chapter 4
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Mary’s heart fisted. She shook her head. “I don’t know. There was this phrase I read in one of El Brujo’s magic books that kept running through my head.”

She sat at the conference table in the Xi Force ready room. Carlos sat next to her. Phaze, Z-Bot, Triptych, Quantum, and John Wylde sat around the table. Shade and Aaron Braddock, as usual, paced.

“What was the phrase?” Aaron asked.

“Na—”

Carlos grasped her arm. “I don’t think it wise to utter it out loud. Write it down. Let me see it first.”

Kirk Peters, sitting at his computer station, pulled a piece of paper from the printer and handed it over to her with a pen.

Mary wrote the phrase: Na gallium cordon.

Just nonsense words. Could saying this have caused the demon to appear?

She handed the paper to Carlos.

His gaze narrowed as he read. “I don’t believe this phrase came from any of the books I gave you to study.”

“It—it had to have. Where else would I have picked something like that up?” After the meeting she’d go back and check those books. Carlos had to be wrong.

“That is the real question,” he answered.

Raising his hands, Shade interjected, “Look, it’s late, there’s no sign of Necromance, and Paul has every available ranger on patrol outside. Let’s get some sleep and take a look at this in the morning with rested eyes.”

Heads nodded around the table.

***
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The small, four-cup coffee pot in Mary’s room stood empty. She’d known she should’ve started a second pot when she’d drained the first an hour ago. She bookmarked the magic book she’d been skimming for that phrase, and placed it on the side table of her easy chair, then rose to put on another pot.

She hadn’t slept much overnight, staying up long after the meeting, and rising early this morning because her mind wouldn’t let her stay in bed.

She must have read that phrase in one of these books. Where else would she have encountered it?

She pulled the small carafe from the coffee-maker and headed for the sink.

Don’t bother. Jimmy yipped.

At the same instant, someone knocked at Mary’s door.

“Come in, it’s open.” She rarely had reason to lock her door.

Carlos poked his head in. “Good morning.” A tray hovered behind him, following as he entered. On it sat two cups and a steaming pot of coffee. “I’m assuming this is what you meant by your text?”

“My text?” She hadn’t sent him a text.

It’s harder to do than you make it look. Jimmy’s tone in her head held a note of triumph.

Carlos held up his phone with the text message displayed.

One word, all in caps. C O F G E E.

“Jimmy.” She had left her laptop up. Had the wolf really been able to text from it? And why had he chosen Carlos to send it to?

You like him. I like him.

Carlos raised an eyebrow. “Jimmy sent the text? Interesting.”

It was.

Her wolf companion had steadily been picking things up from her. Speech patterns, concepts, human things. “Didn’t the screen saver lock the laptop screen?”

How much did Jimmy know?

I know your password. You think it every time you type it.

Incredible.

Carlos waved his hand and the coffee pot rose off the tray and filled the two cups with coffee.

“That’s one spell you’ve got to teach me,” she said, grabbing up one of the cups.

His gaze swept the books with the myriad of bookmarks she had in them. “I see I was not the only one who couldn’t sleep last night.”

Despite the fact she’d already consumed multiple cups of coffee, the warm liquid slid easily down her throat and warmed her core. “What kept you up?”

“I was researching that phrase.” Carlos took the other cup, then sent the tray and pot gliding to the center of the coffee table. “I was correct in that it was a summoning spell. A very specifically crafted summoning spell. Did you find it in one of these books?”

She shook her head. “No. I wish I could figure out where it came from. At least the compulsion is gone to say it out loud.”

“I have a suspicion, and a way to confirm it.” He took a quick sip of coffee. “But there is an element of danger involved.”

Mary nodded. “What kind of danger?”

Being part of the Xi Force team meant facing danger on a regular basis, and though she wasn’t usually in the field with the superheroes, her abilities as a medical doctor, scientist, and yes, even her connection to Jimmy that allowed them to change into their wolf-woman form, had occasionally been called upon in dire situations.

He took a seat on the couch opposite her easy chair. “It requires the casting of a time vortex. We’d go back in time to the encounter with Necromance that caused you to be linked with Jimmy and observe what happened. I would analyze the spells used and maybe be able to figure out what exactly happened. Perhaps a link was also formed between you and Necromance at that point that allowed him to manipulate you into speaking the incantation.”

“So, what’s the danger?”

“It’s always dangerous to tinker with the temporal stream, and the time vortex spell can be tricky to manipulate. It has the potential to send someone anywhere in space and time. Cast wrong, one could end up at the bottom of the ocean, back in the Jurassic period, or even sometime in the future.”

Ugh, that sounded a bit ominous. “But, you know what you’re doing? You’ve cast it before?”

He shrugged. “A few times, and I was fortunate to have a knowledgeable mentor to teach me the safeguards. In any case, we will not be going in physical form, so the risks of us affecting the past are greatly decreased.” He leaned over, studying the books she had stacked on the coffee table.

Selecting one, he paged through, then handed her the open tome. “Astral projection. We could view the events without being detected and have no chance of accidentally upsetting the time stream.”

The instructions on the page outlined the process of projecting consciousness into an astral form.

“You want me to learn how to cast a spell?”

This seemed to be a step beyond what they’d planned. Studying how magic works and trying to determine the source and composition of magical energy was within the scope of her investigations. And yes, she would probably end up understanding how certain rudimentary spells were cast. But did she have what it took to actually cast a magic spell?
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