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1

	“Why do we have to label each other? Bind ourselves like some Dragon Age church couple?” I batted at the streetlamp that had dipped into my face. “They really need to up the enchantment on these things.”

	Glowing, bobbing globes lined both sides of the road to River’s Landing. These lamps were supposed to hover in place, but this one followed me. A strong evening breeze had pushed it off-track, hooking it to my energy rather than its overhead power source.

	Mac tossed our drifter back. “No one is proposing marriage! Hells, Gia!”

	He’d been agitated for days. His company’s upcoming business deal had provoked his anxiety. To compensate, he’d deflected his bad mood onto our relationship.

	“Call it what you like—or don’t—we are more to each other than our random top-ups. There’s something bigger between us which lifts us both.”

	“The higher path.”

	Mac flinched. “You say it like a joke.”

	A cool scent wafted in—water and greenery—momentarily cheering. But there were still blocks to walk before we reached the river. Our feet slipped and clattered on the cobbled pavement. The smooth stones formed a colorful pattern in daylight, though now looked a mottled gray. At this hour, the road was quiet, save for our bickering. Our voices echoed along a row of trees who were surely judging us. Another streetlamp dropped, as if listening too.

	“It’s a sweet idea, but it’s just something you see in Rowena Rey digitals.” I slowed as our path sloped downward. The multicolored lights of the river walk danced like gleeful fairies.

	“Those stories are the best,” he insisted. “Magery plus true love.”

	“Romance has been force-fed to me from every available route and orifice. Yes, we need to perpetuate our species, and I love sex, but why all this extra stuff?” My feet stumbled over a patch of uneven pavement. “Bloody hells! Why can’t I jump us in?”

	“You can’t walk a league from the trolley station?”

	“This road sucks. We could have grabbed a nomad.”

	“What’s the rush? It’s a glorious summer night. Look at the moons.”

	“They’re always there.”

	Mac pushed his hair from his face. He’d tied it back, but the breeze had it disheveled. “Not so close. It’s almost a Triune.”

	“Are you going to call them portentous?”

	I suppressed laughter—that would annoy him further—plus the moons did look impressive, all three full and shining. The Swift Star shot by, weaving through them.

	“Triune moons are special. It’s a good sign.”

	He saw more in the sky than pretty lights. Mac claimed inspiration. I liked this about him, though it made no sense.

	“This is more a missed Triune, no? They’re too far apart. Seems like that would signify failure.” His crestfallen face told me this was not a good thing to say. “Sorry.”

	“Sometimes, it’s like we’re living in separate worlds. We look at the same scenery—the moons, stars, flowers, a painting—but see them differently.”

	“How?” I paused to rework his hair, undoing the twine and twisting in braids, keeping my touch gentle in order to soothe him.

	“You’re missing a facet: how they make you feel.”

	He turned to stare into my eyes, disrupting my handiwork. “Before we got together, how often did you merge with someone? I don’t mean had sex. Plenty of people copulate without thought or emotion. How often did you allow yourself to connect completely with another person? Mind and spirit if not body.”

	I fidgeted at his scrutiny and returned to fixing his hair. “You were the first.”

	“Exactly,” he said, as if I’d proven his point. “I’d done it, but rarely, and not for a long while. You and I—we clicked.”

	His idealistic attitude extended past our relationship to life in general. Mac loved ancient mage philosophy, which seemed so much fancy poetry to me. He lived his convictions, or at least tried. Another thing to admire about him. Also, merging during sex gave an exceptional power jolt. I’d not realized what I’d missed until I met him. But we had a problem: his insistence we be like a digit. Those weren’t real life. The Rey family was powerful enough to sanitize their “biographies.”

	“Why did you pick me?” he asked, determined to make this evening awkward. “You said travelers don’t go for closeness, then moved in.”

	“Well”—I kept my eyes on his hair—“You were more fun than any lover I’d ever had. Living together meant I could have more of you.” I patted his head before letting him go. “There. You look delectable.”

	I wasn’t lying. He appeared particularly handsome in his green summer suit and white sash.

	“Thanks.” Mac ran his hand down my bare back, raising goosebumps. “The extra stuff, as you call it, are the fun bits. It makes braving the bullshit worthwhile. You can’t say you don’t enjoy our life together. We’re coming up on our third anniversary.”

	“Things could be worse.”

	He smirked, and we continued walking. “We’ve done great. Have a comfortable home. Successful business. Our crew is like family. You, me, Dev, Barnabas. Even Lynx. Barney’s got a friend he wants to bring in. They’re meeting us at the club.”

	“Another family member?” I laughed, though this pleased me.

	Traveler families aren’t affectionate. According to my father, attachment is the merger way. Useless. But I liked my chummy little work team. A lot better than I liked my dad.

	“They’ll fit in, no doubt,” Mac said. “Barney’s great at reading people. His Wood skills are top-rate—he could be Grove someday. But I’m not sure we’ve enough work for another employee.”

	“There’ll be plenty. Dev swears she can get her cousin to hire us for this election thing.”

	“Election thing? The event of the year—no, of every five years—when we decide who gets to be chancellor. That little election thing? It’s a big deal.”

	“I know. We’ll be well-paid.”

	“Are you even going to vote?”

	“This conversation has drifted. Yes. Devi explained my patriotic duty.”

	Mac paused mid-step. “But you don’t feel it, do you? Patriotism. Allegiance to cause?”

	“What does it matter what I feel?”

	“Feeling is everything!” he shouted.

	A weird chunky brindle dog appeared from the shadows. The man bothering you? I’ll bite him for a treat. She nodded at Mac, the white tuft of fur on her head bouncing.

	“No thanks. I’m good.”

	I waited while she made a similar offer to him. He shook his head, and the dog slunk back.

	Mac hurried away, leaving me to catch up. “Beasts are getting more assertive. They’ll talk to anyone these days.”

	“It worked for trees.” I peered ahead. My chosen location brightened. All components grew palpable: colors, sounds, temperature. The scent of the nearing river overpowered all others.

	I stepped into Mac’s path.

	He kissed me, then pointed. “There it is—the most exclusive club in River’s Landing.”

	“And the tallest.” I gazed up.

	It looked like an ancient watchtower, guarding the River Calianth.

	“The view from the top must be incredible,” he said.

	This building was the newest on the promenade and dominated everything else. It had been open three years, but I’d never been inside. I’m not much of a gambler. Plus tickets to their events are expensive, and gigs are hard to get. They have an in-house crew. I probably wouldn’t see much of the place this evening: Barney had insisted on meeting late, and we had work tomorrow so couldn’t stay long.

	Despite this, I’d worn a dramatic gown. It was fun to dress up, and I rarely got the excuse. Though my grand entrance had been spoiled by Mac making me take the tram uptown, then hike. Thankfully, I’d opted for comfortable shoes.

	“This could be our company’s big break.” He put his arm around me as we joined others climbing the steps to the walkway.

	A glowering man waved a pamphlet in my face, proclaiming “the wages of sorcery.” I popped us out of reach, setting a strobe inside his miserable head.

	“Magery’s been back fifty years. You’d think those people would have given up.”

	“Chancellor Brant’s election radicalized them,” Mac said.

	“True. They have gotten worse.” As a mobile tree—a creature of ritual, combining land and spirit—Chancellor Brant had made a convenient symbol to rally against.

	“I’m sorry I lost my temper. It’s not fair. You can’t change your born affinity.”

	“Wouldn’t want to. Traveling is superior. Everyone desires it.”

	“Not me. I just desire one traveler.” He sighed. “Your power incurs a hard cost.”

	“I’m content.” I kissed him deeply at the top of the stairs, diverting the flow of traffic. “You’re the only man I’ve felt comfortable enough with to share my life.”

	Mac returned my fervor, setting issues aside in favor of touching. “What do you feel now?”

	His lips were reassuring. Particularly during a fight. Even the way I am, the way he’d prefer I not be, he still wanted me close.

	I pressed against him. “Let’s pop back to our apartment. The club’s always open.”

	He laughed and took my hand. “Barney’s waiting.”

	We moved toward flashing lights and a thickening crowd.

	“You’re a great person, Gia. Kind. Loyal to friends—nothing you wouldn’t do to help—the wiring’s all there, you play the role, but you miss the emotion. I don’t care for myself. This is what I get for falling for a traveler. It makes me sad for you. I keep thinking if I remind you to sort things differently, someday you might remember.”

	“I’m sorry to be a problem.”

	“You’re the best problem I’ve ever had. You’re the only one I’ve felt comfortable enough to live with too. Maybe have a family with someday.”

	I couldn’t think of an answer.

	He shrugged. “We’ll work things out.”

	I’m not adverse to children, but traveler kids are challenging. Mac didn’t understand. That was probably my fault for never explaining.

	Our destination rose in front of us. Two banners hung from its high walls: the Accord flag—blue for sea, green for forest, gold for the light of Providence—and the club logo—two hands with a waterfall running through. Floater fans, rotating balls of air bound with a water spell, misted us as we joined the plodding line to the entrance. Glass doors slid soundlessly aside.

	“Welcome to the Neldorlorum.” A doe-eyed hostess handed us menu tablets. “Party of two?”

	“Thank you”—Mac glanced at her name tag—“Sonji. We’re supposed to meet friends here. Can we take a look?”

	She waved a brightly manicured hand. “Sure. Enjoy your evening.”

	We crossed into a dazzling reception hall then circled a massive fountain to get our bearings. Clusters of patrons sat chatting on its rim or rushed past, all radiating excitement. The Neldorlorum seemed the place to be. Stately columns and an arched ceiling spoke of another time, but the attractions were modern. Teaser images hovered on currents of magery, announcing specials and shows. A noisy bar opened off the south end, packed even at this late hour. Blinking arrows pointed to the restaurant and gaming rooms due west.

	“There,” I said. “Straight back.”

	“Wait!” Mac grabbed my arm. “Is that Horatio Joi?”

	I looked in the direction he indicated. A man wearing a wide-brim hat headed into the bar.

	“Nice ass. But I’ve not studied his enough to recognize.”

	He snorted. “I saw him before he turned and put the hat on. He came out of that hallway.”

	Mac pointed to a corridor east of the bar. Signs for Restrooms and Elevators hung over the south-facing entrance. “Let’s take a look.” He headed in.

	I rushed to catch up. “Thought we needed to meet Barney?”

	“We have time.”

	The lounge proved bigger than it had appeared from the foyer. Conflicting sweet scents—cocktails and cordials—flavored the air. Lower lighting made it hard to see, but Mac kept on with unwavering resolve, as keen as any beast mage on the hunt. We threaded our way through tables and patrons, another colorfully lit fountain, and teasers announcing two-for-ones. I squinted at faces, trying to recall Horatio Joi’s. Mac finally spotted the hat, then we both saw the man sitting alone at the far end of the bar.

	It was quieter here, away from the center of the action and closest to the kitchen. Servers moved back and forth through the swinging doors. I thought it the sort of place one would sit to avoid attention, though this hadn’t worked for him. We snagged an unoccupied bistro table near to our target and arranged our chairs to allow a better view.

	“Now what?”

	“Not a clue.” Mac kept his voice low so as not to be overheard. “Order drinks.”

	“Sounds good.” I studied my menu tablet. “Wow! This cordial list is flipping!”

	Mac grinned. This was a running joke among our crew, imitating the excited tone of our youngest coworker.

	The man in the hat laughed. “They have a mad selection of house ales and ciders too. The club just got a brand-new brewing and mixing master.”

	“Lucky for us.” I punched an order in then tapped my wrist com to give the tablet my payment code.

	“This is our first time here,” Mac told the man, whose identity still seemed uncertain to me. “What’s good?”

	“There’s a cordial of candor and elation with a kick.”

	“Can we buy you one?” Mac rarely suffered from shyness.

	“Sure. Thanks. I came here to steel myself for a project, which I am now rethinking. A bit of company wouldn’t hurt. My brain could use distraction.”

	Mac ordered three cordials. They weren’t cheap. Shouldn’t this rich guy be buying us drinks? I scanned him carefully as he pulled up a chair. It had been a while since I’d watched a Horatio Joi digit. I supposed this could be him. Celebrities never look the same in person. But what was a member of the mighty Rey family doing in a public bar? On the ground floor? That was tourist level. There were more exclusive clubs upstairs.

	A waitress brought the cordials, my drink, and a tumbler of smoky tenquiro Mac and I hadn’t ordered. I felt instantly appeased.

	Mac downed the cordial in one gulp. “What’s your project?”

	The man who looked kind of like a famous person did the same. “Mmm, good.” He set his cordial glass down with a contented sigh, then poured us tenquiros. “My plan, if it works, is to provide a one of a kind experience for an audience. Enhanced pleasure.”

	I clinked my glass to his. “I’m all for that.”

	He laughed. “Absolutely. The problem is”—he sipped his drink—“Well, there are two. Should I attempt it? And will I succeed? It’s an experimental ritual which will take careful attention, the proper mood of abandon, and a shitload of energy. That last is the trickiest.”

	I touched his hand, sending in a jolt. Travelers had energy enough to spare. “Good luck.”

	He shivered. “Thanks. Seems my fortune’s already changed.”

	Mac leaned forward to offer his own donation. “Do whatever your heart says is best. Commit, and you’ll be brilliant.” The men locked hands and gazes.

	I downed my cordial. “Are you Horatio Joi?”

	Mac sat back, scowling at me.

	“What? We wanted to know.”

	Horatio Joi gave a familiar hearty laugh, and then I saw him.

	His digits could be over-the-top, but I’d always liked his laughter. It sounded pure delight and passion. Two things I’d never known.

	“Guilty,” he said. “And you are?”

	“Gia.”

	“Mac.” He took a great gulp of tenquiro. I’d ruined his slow seduction plan, forcing him to rethink his approach. “I hope we’re not bothering you. The attention has gotta be annoying after a while. All the fans and press coverage.”

	“Two attractive strangers offer a drink plus shots of life force. How can I complain?” Horatio tipped his glass to us. “I grew up under a spotlight. Suppose I’m used to it.”

	“You’ve done well.” Mac gave him that sweet smile which had captured my attention years ago. “Whatever this project is, I have faith in you.”

	Their gazes met again, smoldering over the drinks. I could nearly touch the heat waves.

	“Hey”—I had what I believed a brilliant thought—“have you been to the rooftop theater?”

	Horatio nodded. “I played their opening. And have been up there most of this week planning my next show. My band is headlining the election event.”

	“Do you have an elevator code?”

	“Gia!” Mac stood. “We need to go. Barney’s waiting.”

	“He’s been waiting.” I rose before he pulled me out of the chair, finished my drink, then grinned at Horatio. “Nice to meet you.”

	“And you. Both.” His dark eyes called to mine, hinting at fascinating depths.
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	Mac about dragged me toward the dining area. I sensed his annoyance but didn’t understand.

	“What was that about? He could have taken us to the theater.”

	“I didn’t want to tell him about our contract bid.”

	“Why not?”

	“He would have thought we were stalking him.”

	“We kind of were.”

	“Not for that. Not to use him in any way. I just wanted to meet him.” Mac sighed, his fantasy shattered. It had likely involved slipping off somewhere private.

	The dining room décor had none of the gaudy elements you often find in tourist attractions. This club aimed for upscale charm. Muted colors radiated comfort. It could have been enchantment, but subtle enough not to disturb the ambiance. The most dramatic feature was a manufactured waterfall which ran along the entire north side.

	“You were the one unhappy about me traveling up to the theater.”

	“Of course. Jumping blind is risky. And I don’t know if it’s necessary.”

	I spied Barney right away. His table was in back, near the doors to the gaming room, but he sat with a massive mobile. What sort of tree had that one sprung from?

	“We discussed this. Details of the stage setup will enhance Devi’s presentation. I’ll do a quick in and out. You know, if we’d asked Horatio Joi for help, you could be flirting with him right now while I popped around the stage.”

	“It would have set the wrong tone.”

	“Tone? You’re right. We inhabit different worlds.”

	“Problems?” Barney stood as we walked up, befitting his formal attire. He had on a long jacket with a frilled shirt. His graying hair had been slicked back.

	“Mac is being stern and honorable again.”

	“Oh the horror. Mac, Gia. This is Cheese.”

	The burly mobile gave us a wide and silly grin.

	“This is my boss, Macallis Watson.”

	“Mac.” They clasped arms.

	“And my coworker, Giadella Marteen.”

	“Gia.” I offered my arm. The mobile’s was three times the size of mine. I wondered that the chair held them. Most restaurants accommodated mobile guests, but this one pushed the limit.

	“Cheese is from the Reserve savanna,” Barney said as we sat. “We’ve been friends since the first time my dad took me there. Their tree is a baobab. They just created a mobile this year.”

	“I came to Sharren City on Dragon Coach.” Cheese beamed. “It was great fun.”

	Baobab. Made sense. Those trees are huge.

	“So, Cheese here, as you see, would be perfect to help transport and set up equipment.”

	Mac eyed the mobile with interest. “That’s an unusual name. Where did you get it, if you don’t mind my asking?”

	“My tree had never been named. When I emerged as a mobile, they told me to take a name of something I liked. I found I like cheese very much.”

	I giggled, then tapped an order into my tablet—something strong. This night called for it.

	Barney touched my hand, sparking an internal connection with his tree mage skill. His voice spoke inside my head: Be nice.

	I’m always nice. You know me.

	Yeah, I do. He chuckled.

	“Guess who we met at the bar near the entrance? Mac’s dream man.”

	Barney’s grin turned playfully sadistic. “Horatio Joi was in the lower level bar?”

	“Weird, right? We bought each other drinks.”

	Cheese’s eyes widened. “Horatio Joi the singer and actor?”

	“I told you we were related, no?” Barney said. “His mom and my grandma are sisters. He’s a nice guy. If we don’t get this lighting gig, it’ll break Mac’s heart.”

	Mac winced. “It’s Chancellor Brant’s Election Day celebration. I won’t be there to fanboy.”

	The waitress brought a tray with my drink and two pitchers. Mac thanked her, then turned back to the interview. “If Barney vouches for you, that’s good enough for me. Stop by the shop next week, and we’ll give you a tour.”

	“Excellent!” The mobile downed their ale and let out an impressive burp. “Stage work sounds exciting.”

	At least they had enthusiasm. And strength. We could probably teach them stuff.

	“So what happened with my cousin?” Barney sipped his ale. “Was it love at first sight?”

	“Mac dragged me away.”

	Barney laughed. “Uh-oh. What’d you say?”

	I had a stellar reputation among my friends for saying the wrong thing. “I asked Horatio if he had an elevator code. Mac said it set the wrong tone.”

	“Oh. I understand.” Barney’s voice slowed, as it tended to do when he explained social nuances to me. “If you told him you were bidding on the election event and looking for a way up to the roof, Horatio might have felt you’d been deceptive.”

	“How is it deceptive to honestly tell him what we’re doing?”

	“What is on the roof?” Cheese asked.

	“They’re holding the event in the amphitheater. We’ve never been. Gia’s going to grab images of the stage—front, back, overhead. My business partner needs it for her bid presentation. This is a dream gig.” Mac’s eyes lit up. “The company will make more than it does in a month.”

	“And Horatio Joi’s band is headlining.” Barney smiled.

	“He’s not important.”

	“You have a poster from his first digital hanging in our bedroom.”

	“It’s a collector’s item.” Mac turned to our newcomer. “The Accord holds an entertainment gala during voting hours. Elites attend for a donation, and tickets are awarded to ordinary citizens by lottery. The incumbent gets to host, but opponents get a good block of time.”

	Cheese cocked their wide head. “Your election is a theatrical event?”

	“Elections always are. They just decided to lean into it. I tried to get a memory of the rooftop theater so I could travel there. Unfortunately, we don’t run in those fancy circles. We got a few leads, but ran out of time—the presentation is tomorrow. So tonight, I jump blind.”

	“Is it dangerous?” Cheese asked.

	“Traveling’s always an adventure—you don’t know what’s changed since your last visit—but moving through barriers rather than point to point has an added chance of fuckery.”

	“Can you not jump from outside where you can see better?”

	“Still involves judging distance correctly. I could wind up hanging from the battlement like the flags. That would attract attention. Better to be sneaky.” I downed my drink. “It’ll be fine. I’ll take short hops, which lets me control my landing better. Though, ideally, I’d have some idea of the layout. And if they have any kind of anti-traveler tech.”

	“Fortunately for you, Gia, you have a brilliant friend. There’s a reason I wanted to meet so late.” Barney waved to a man emerging from the gaming rooms. “Crow! Good to see you!”

	The man known as Crow diverted over, looking puzzled. He scanned Barney with the unseeing eyes of a water master. They had an odd amethyst sheen. “Do we know each other?”

	“From Grandpa Ig’s holiday gatherings. I’m Barnabas Sotal, Charlette and Vinconte’s son. Rowena Rey’s my great-aunt. She’s friends with your grandmother.”

	“Oh! Of course.” Crow laughed. “Good old Grandpa Ig, granddad to the masses.”

	Barney grinned. “Have to love that ancient. Let me buy you a drink.”

	Crow glanced toward the exit. “I just got off shift and am looking forward to bed. But I can spare a little time. It’s good to see a fellow grandchild.”

	“Likewise!” Barney ordered another round, then introduced us. “This is Crow Morlan, Chancellor Morlan’s grandson.”

	Crow waved the title off. “She’s not been chancellor for years.”

	“People still admire her,” Mac said. “She presided over the changing of an era.”

	“True. Last time I saw you, as I recall”—Barney stroked his well-trimmed beard—“you were studying at King’s Harbor Academy.”

	“Yes. I did my third levels in marine biology.”

	“Working for the Neldorlorum seems quite the change,” Mac observed.

	“I worked for the Coastal Reserve for years. This is my retirement job, you could say. It pays better. I run gaming tables. Mages with reading skill are preferred. We spot cheaters.”

	“There seems much opportunity in Sharren City.” Cheese took a great gulp from their mug.

	“The Neldorlorum is amazing,” Barney said. “How many floors is it? Nine?”

	“Ten, if you count the open-air theater on the roof. Much of it is private space: the hotel, bistros for guests, VIP clubs, and event rooms for lease. The owners live on the top floor. What brought you north, Barnabas?”

	“Family.”

	“Do they live in the city?”

	“Partly. My mom and brother are still in Quenelle. Which suits me fine.” He laughed. “My dad is here, plus extended relations who are easier to deal with.”

	Crow raised his glass. “I understand. My folks were great, but my brother is a handful.”

	“I heard he’s done well.” Barney cocked his head. “Isn’t Gray CEO of S Corp North?”

	“That’s made him worse. He’s a persuasion tree mage—the most arrogant combination you’ll ever meet. We rarely speak.”

	Barney nodded. “My older brother disapproves of me. He’s not a bad guy, but Absalem’s highly protective of our mother. She wasn’t pleased when Dad and I moved up here.”

	Mac refilled Crow’s ale from a pitcher. “I’ve been thinking about staying at the hotel.” This was a blatant lie—those rooms cost more than our rent. “Gia and I have an anniversary coming. Maybe we can get a suite overlooking the river.”

	Crow sipped his drink. “All rooms face that way. The north side is premium—for the view. South side is offices and event space.”

	“Are there any events tonight?” I asked. “Wonder how one gets an invite.”

	“No,” Crow said. “It’s quieter on weekdays, even in summer. And it depends on who’s throwing the party.”

	“Do you get to attend?” Cheese asked.

	“Only when I’m working them.”

	“You’re never tempted to sneak up?” I gave him my best smile.

	“I wouldn’t dare. Security is tight. Elevators run on codes, plus they’ve got guards on every stair landing like a bloody castle—with hand weapons, not standard tasers.”

	“Good to know,” Barney said. “Do they have any of that fancy anti-traveler tech?”

	“No need. They have a superior in-house monitoring system.”

	“Such as?” I asked.

	“We’re not supposed to talk about it.”

	“I appreciate a secure venue,” said Mac. “Our lighting company’s bidding on the election festivities.”

	“Oh yeah. Our country’s big day.” Crow snorted, which seemed unpatriotic.

	“You disapprove?” I asked.

	“The entire process is ceremony. Mobiles chanting, rousing trees for leagues, dispersing their will. My brother’s involved. He’s one of our chancellor’s more prominent donors. I often wonder if our elections are less about votes and more about tweaking the odds.”

	Barney shrugged. “Every mage will do workings in their candidate’s favor. When you think about it, this could be part of the process. The final act of declaring sides could be formality.”

	“You are hurting my head,” I told him.

	He smirked. “I up my wards around election season.”

	“I’m not accusing him of cheating—I love and respect Uncle Brant—he and Uncle Al ran honest campaigns. According to their visions of what was best. Yet there are issues.” Crow sipped his ale. “Like there’s Wood Land inside cities now. Mobiles have successfully lobbied for constructions to fit their size. Folk feel pushed out.”

	When mobiles first emerged, they’d imitated mage form to fit in. But, as time passed, that had changed. Modern mobiles play up their superior size and strength. Also, like trees, they rarely commit to a single gender.

	“Mobiles need more space. We’re larger.” Cheese said it in all innocence. I liked them. “Are both chancellors truly your uncles?”

	“They’re close family friends. Uncle Brant and my dad were two of the first mobiles. He treated Dad like a kid brother.”

	“I recall the stories of the first movable trees. Is your dad a politician too?”

	Barney winced, but Crow took the question in stride. “He used to be in law enforcement: worked for the Dayonne mage force, then the FPA, then joined my mom at her detective agency. Both of them have been gone a while. Buried. Not yet reborn.”

	“Oh.” Cheese’s face fell. “I’m sorry. Mage re-emergence is complicated, as I understand.”

	“It can be,” Barney agreed. “My dad came here to apply for a host through the government program, but there’s a waiting list.”

	“Oh. That’s a shame.” Crow frowned. “Would your mother not host him?”

	“Re-emergence is against her religion.”

	“Codeys are odd,” I said.

	“Gia!” Mac hissed. “You know that’s a slur.”

	Barney laughed. “It’s okay. She didn’t mean me. People of the Code are weird to mages. We have such different worldviews. With what’s happening to my dad, I’ve been delving into the literature on both sides, trying to figure out the difference between death and burial.”

	“Dead people don’t come back,” I said.

	“But what do we know, really? Do the dead and the buried visit the same worlds? Mages say people lose their tether to Ardonna when they die. Maybe they just can’t find their way.”

	“Some travelers can retrieve spirits after burial. I’ve never heard of one finding a dead person. My magery mechanics tutor said they’re impossible to track.”

	“My grandmother and her friend brought Dalian Morlan back from the central fire. Surely that killed him.” Barney looked at Crow. “He’s your grandfather, right?”

	“One of them.” Crow’s eyes turned frothy blue, like agitated ocean waves.

	Mac shrugged. “Who can tell? Mystery might be the point. Like Rowena Rey says: One can never know it all. If we did, we’d have to start again.”

	“Sirens go into the sea,” Crow told us. “Waterborns have a choice. I’m considering it, when my time comes. Water seems preferable than having dirt thrown over my head.”

	“What happens after?” I asked. “Is it different from land burial?”

	“No. Works the same. You have a host and an elemental.”

	“Maybe it doesn’t have to be land they’re buried in,” Mac suggested. “Other elements might work to convey the spirit. The important thing might be surrendering your life to the Mother. Casting yourself into land or water. Or maybe the fiery depths.”

	Barney turned to me. “Can travelers track spirits from the central fire?”

	“Never heard of that. But not a lot of people have been thrown in.”

	“I hope you can’t.” Crow shook his head. “No one good was ever tossed in there.”

	“What about your grandfather Dalian?” I asked.

	“Even he admits to being terrible back then. His return almost caused a war until he came to his senses.” He paused, eyes darkening. “But I know someone worse.”

	“Kumalin.” Cheese’s voice was hushed. “The evil wind master. I heard chilling tales in the Reserve. Scared all the saplings. He is said to be the most unsettled of beings.”

	“Crow’s dad threw him into the fire. Did the world a great service.” Barney smiled at the water mage. “I remember your folks. Mine respected them. I recall your brother as charming.”

	“Of course. He’s a Morlan—we’re the children of queens, you know.” Crow winked. Well”—he drained his glass, then stood—“I need to get going. It was great catching up, though this conversation will probably give me nightmares.”

	We all laughed and waved.

	“I asked the Wood to find an approachable employee,” Barney explained after Crow left. “Figured, with a place this big, there was a chance I might know someone. Possibilities were with me—I had an actual family member of sorts. Lynx had strays learn his schedule. So, you jump from the south side. Less chance of crashing into people.”

	Mac clasped his arm. “Fantastic! Thank you.”

	Good old Barney could always be counted on to take creative initiative. “My hero!” I tipped my drink.

	“I don’t like that nonspecific security system,” Mac said. “Stay alert for anything weird.”

	“It’ll be fine. I’m quick.” I downed my cordial, then strolled back to the entrance hall.

	Some lunacy compelled me to peek into the bar. Horatio wasn’t where we’d left him. I followed the corridor south, past restrooms, elevators, and the door to the stairs with its stern guard. A formidable-looking weapon hung from her side. I continued until out of sight, then stepped through the ceiling.

	“Oww!” My head hit a metal bar. I slid back and hit another. Shit. These floors are thick. I tried again and emerged inside a darkened ballroom. A fountain tinkled merrily in the gloom. Higher. I shot into shadows. The only sound was water. Twice as high. I landed on a podium. Red lights blinked from a panel. Water bubbled. This place sure loved fountains. Again.

	I popped in front of a guard.

	We both stared. I aimed skyward, skipping the ninth floor with the owners in residence. The wind whipped through my hair.

	Lights twinkled in all directions. I’d blinked into sky, a league above the amphitheater. Fuck. I scrutinized the approaching floor and stepped before I hit, landing amid the seats.

	Alarms wailed below, but the theater appeared quiet. The only sound came from an elaborate fountain in the dining area. No lights were on except dim security beacons set in the aisles. With them, and the moons, I made out features.

	A short stone wall, decoratively notched, ran along the perimeter, disappearing behind curtains where it met the stage. Concession booths, tables, and comfort facilities lined the east side. A bank of elevators faced them. These had no doors—passengers rose from the floor—but elegant latticework fencing offered safety without marring the scenery. The north side, closest to the river, was unobstructed. Concertgoers had the added pleasure of the best view in Sharren City.

	I paused to look, reminding myself it was spectacular instead of just far down. White lights along the Calianth looked like lines of stars. I headed toward the enormous stage. It stretched north to south and towered over the seats.

	The front curtains were apart, revealing a wide performance space. I raised the screen of my wrist com to capture images from the public area, popping to all angles, jumped above the stage to record the scaffolding, then down to capture it from beneath.

	A groan sounded from behind the rear curtains. Curious, I willed myself there.

	Backstage was half the size, with minimal lighting. Lamps sat at the stairs on either side—which led into a murky staff area—and beneath the ladder to the catwalk. The triune moons had dipped west, never drawing any closer. No lucky triangle. Yet they served to highlight something important: a prone figure at my feet.

	Horatio Joi was sprawled on the floor, his thick hair splayed. He recalled a lion in man form.
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	“Hey? Are you breathing?” I put my ear to his lips but couldn’t hear. There was yet another fountain somewhere in the employee area, keeping rhythm with the one by concessions.

	Horatio Joi had never interested me. I was not a fan. Of his. Or of his notorious family. Or of elites in general. This guy symbolized them all—every bit of airheaded extravagant waste.

	I straightened and scanned him. He was good-looking, no denying, but I’d always thought he shared that opinion. Strutting through life. Preening for the media. I never could figure what Mac saw in him. Growing up privileged warps the brain. Gives them a shakier hold on reality than we travelers have.

	Although he’d been nice earlier. And was currently in trouble. Possibly not breathing. What should I do? I put my ear to his chest and held myself as still as a traveler can, but the damn fountains bubbled louder. They switched tones in unison. Weird. I put my hand on Horatio’s chest to feel for a heartbeat.

	The man was astonishingly handsome—even while possibly dead. Brawny, with generous waves of hair, the sort you saw on digit cases. He gave off a feral intensity, more enticing in real life. I saw the attraction now.

	But I couldn’t find the guy’s pulse. Shit.

	“Hello?” I patted his face.

	A buzzing rose. The fountains’ water pounded, threatening pain. It was punctuated by brief whooshing sounds. Elevators. Marching feet approached.

	“Wake up!” I slapped his face harder.

	Horatio let out a loud sigh. Not dead yet, then.

	I leaped to avoid discovery, taking him with. We tumbled to the floor of my living room, me on top. I put my ear to his chest. His heart sounded strong. Large hands came up and stroked my bare back, prompting shivers. My apartment’s environment monitor interpreted me as cold. It switched the heat on, which I didn’t need more of.

	“Did we just travel somewhere?” Horatio smiled when I sat up. “Gia.”

	What to do now? I’d not expected him to be conscious. A basket of clean laundry toppled behind me. I kicked it aside.

	“Yes, sorry. We’re at my place downtown. It’s my default panic location.”

	“What scared you?” He struggled to sit.

	I lent him a hand. His disheveled hair glittered, but I noted no makeup. Ah. That’s why I’d not recognized him right away—he’d worn it in every image I’d seen.

	“Guards. I wasn’t supposed to be there, then I heard you moan. I’d have been gone already. You fucked up my evening.”

	Horatio laughed. “Apologies for your inconvenience.”

	I glanced around at the state of our apartment. Mac would be cross I’d brought his idol here without cleaning first. “What were you doing there?”

	“Completing my project. You guys upped my confidence.” He narrowed his eyes. “What were you doing?”

	“Checking out the venue. My company is bidding on a gig.”

	His grin widened. “This is why you wanted my elevator code? To cheat?”

	“No. Our competition might have been to the theater. I restored balance. And Mac didn’t buy you a drink to get your code. That was purely my idea later.”

	“Travelers are always practical.” Horatio made to stand, then fell back. “Seems I overdid the energy output. Even with your generous donations. I added juice to the sound setup. Fury can give magery mechanics a kick.”

	“So you were cheating?”

	“No. The designers and I consulted.” He paused. “It was a theoretical discussion.”

	I brought him water. “Drink. Stay here. Recover. Or don’t. But then you’d miss Mac.”

	He drank, then lay back, his voice softer. “Is Mac your husband? Consort?”

	“Mac’s my—” Right, we’d not labeled it. “Boss. And he lives here.”

	“You live with your boss? Is that one of the benefits?”

	“It’s the best part of the job. Rest. I’ll be back in a flash.”

	It was a cringey traveler joke, but he chuckled. His laughter cut off, like he lacked the energy to maintain it. I paused to throw up a Dustomatic orb—Mac couldn’t complain about dust at least—then peered ahead. Our table in the Neldorlorum came into focus. Conversation rose over music and water. Delicious scents made me hungry.

	“Security’s on alert,” said Mac.

	“Took you long enough,” Barney added.

	“Are you eating without me?” I glanced at his meal.

	“Didn’t know how long you’d be. Dining in the dining room looks less suspicious.”

	He slid his plate my way. I snagged something breaded.

	“We have to go.” I grabbed Mac’s arm. “Later, guys. Welcome aboard, Cheese.”

	Horatio lay amid our laundry in an uncomfortable position, one arm behind his back.

	Mac blinked. “What did you do?”

	I swallowed the last bit of fried squash. “Rescued him. Like a Dragon Age princess, no?”

	“Is that—?” He gaped.

	“Your hero.” I smiled like a cat who’d brought home a mouse. Or an extremely fit fellow cat. “You get another chance to impress him.”

	“He looks dead.”

	“No. He isn’t. Wasn’t. We were talking before.” I crouched to check. “He’s breathing. Just depleted. Want to help him with it? Might be fun.”

	Mac laughed. “A mega celebrity—son of a former chancellor—and you just popped him to our apartment for a top-up?” He glanced around. “This place is a mess.”

	The man wasn’t much older than me, merely acted it, worrying about order and appearance. Doing the proper thing. I supposed this helped the business. His company had a good reputation.

	“I found him unconscious backstage. He did some fury magery thing on the sound system. So, depleted, right? Guards showed up. I ran into one on a lower floor, and they do multiply. It didn’t seem right to leave him lying there. People have died from depletion. Devi said he’s particularly prone. The family tries to keep it a secret.”

	“She told me that too. Didn’t do a great job keeping it confidential.” He put his ear to Horatio’s chest. The big man shivered at the touch of his hair.

	Mac sat up. “Yeah, definitely depleted. Guards would have gotten him help.”

	“I don’t think he was supposed to be there either.” I ran a finger along a well-knit arm. “So, here he is. It’s good, no? I thought you wanted to fuck him?”

	“Sure, but—” Mac patted his other arm. “Horatio?”

	“We could earn a life debt from his family.”

	“I’d never claim that.”

	“They can afford it.”

	“Not the point.” Mac caressed Horatio’s face, but the larger man didn’t stir. “We can’t take advantage. He needs to be fully awake. It’s creepy otherwise.”

	“What if he dies?”

	“Chance we’ll have to take.” Mac scanned Horatio head to foot. “I thought you weren’t interested in—what do you call them? The ‘glitter set’?”

	I shrugged. “He’s our friends’ cousin. Plus, this one would do for a top-up. Look at him.”

	“Thanks.” Horatio muttered. His eyes remained shut.

	“See—he’s awake. Kind of.” I leaned forward and shouted. “Horatio!”

	He startled, and his eyes opened. They were a rich brown, with spurts of red, like an inconsistent charge. “You called?” He noted the newcomer. “Hi, Mac. I hear you’re Gia’s boss?”

	“You told him I was your boss?” Mac tossed laundry out of view.

	“You are.”

	“But you’re not only my employee.”

	Horatio grinned. “People have gotten sued for that.”

	“It’s not like—” Mac stuttered. “Gia was a colleague before she joined our team. We worked gigs out of the Sharren City techno-mage guild. Dev hired her.”

	“Devonshi? My cousin?”

	Mac sighed in relief. “Yes!”

	“I heard she had a techno-magery company—and a partner. Guess that’s you.”

	I slid this morning’s coffee mugs under a chair. “She said you could get us the lighting contract for the election event.”

	“Gia.” Mac gave me his best disapproving look.

	“What? Devi said—”

	Horatio smiled. “What’s it like being involved with a traveler? I never had the nerve. They say whatever comes into their heads. No concept of filters.”

	I grinned. “You’ve never had a traveler?”

	“Oh, I’ve had a few.” He tried to sit. Mac assisted. “They don’t seem the settle-down type.”

	I returned his gaze. “Neither do you.”

	His smile widened. “You’re a stronger man than me, Mac.”

	“Nope. I spent a good part of the night griping at her.”

	“Do you want sex before you die of depletion? Mac said we had to wait till you were awake. We won’t insist you hire us. He wants to get the job honestly.”

	Horatio flashed Mac a familiar flirtatious grin. “But you’re not above sending your employee to spy and risk being zapped by guards?” He laughed at Mac’s crestfallen face. “No worries. I was also sneaking. Thanks for helping me escape, Gia. Management would have let me go and then leaked the incident to the press for publicity.”

	“Let me help you to the couch.” Mac put his arm around Horatio’s waist and assisted him in standing, kicking aside a light fixture he’d been working on.

	“It’s nice to meet again,” said Horatio. “You two ran out on me.”

	“Sorry,” Mac said. “We didn’t mean—”

	“I get it. But we wasted a good candor mixture. Barely got to speak.”

	They took two more steps. Horatio looked wobbly. I whisked him the rest of the way.

	“You don’t get migraines with the constant flashing?” He rubbed his eyes.

	“I’ve got a visor.” Mac sat on his other side, laughing too loud. “Gia’s a real draw for the company. She sets up overheads and runs spots. She can follow you anywhere on stage.”

	Horatio peered at me as if accepting a challenge. “We’ll see about that.” He looked back to Mac. “What’s your affinity? No one’s born a techno-mage.”

	“My uncle’s a tinker. There’s some skill in my family. But most of us are potion mages.”

	“He’s a cook.” I liked to brag about him. “No one’s better.”

	Mac waved a hand. “It’s not world-shattering.”

	“His meals transport me to paradise.”

	“A good meal can work wonders. Mixed with love, no?” Horatio leaned toward him.

	My favorite cook beamed. “Absolutely.”

	He touched Mac’s face. “Never discount your talent.”

	“My skill makes me proud. Though it’s nothing like what you have. You restored the neighborhoods the hell portal destroyed.”

	“Only the buildings. Feeding people keeps them alive. It’s a nurturing skill.” Horatio leaned back onto the couch. “What were you two arguing about?”

	“What?” Mac looked blank.

	“You said you’d griped at her. I sensed a lingering fury when we met. It kind of lured me in. Had a tangy, musky scent. I could taste it.” He licked his lips.

	I shivered. “Our usual topic of argument: me.”

	“Ah, yes.” He nodded. “The traveler issue.”

	Mac scowled at his idol. “You have no idea what she’s like. Gia is perfect for me. I just wish she could experience emotions like the rest of us.”

	“It’s impossible.”

	“I’ve made a traveler feel.” Horatio paused. “I mean the fury can.”

	“When you merge?” I asked, curious.

	“No. I don’t do that.” He frowned. “I keep my relationships casual. It’s my power which makes the difference. Fury can enhance people as well as systems.”

	“I don’t need to be enhanced.”

	“Of course not. I didn’t mean—”

	“You Reys are always fixing things.”

	He blinked. “Are we?”

	“Why would you want to keep your relations casual all the time?” Mac diverted the conversation. “I mean, sure, trysts are fun. But it’s like living on snack food. Merging is the ultimate goal, no? Have you never been in love?”

	I grinned, watching the spotlight I’d endured switch targets. Horatio performed a familiar fidget. Kind of like I’d done earlier. “I’ve never had that. It’s complicated.”

	“Never? How sad. You’ve no idea what you’re missing.”

	“I know what I’ve missed.”

	Poor guy. I should rescue him. “Don’t mind Mac. He’s never happier than when he’s trying to wring feelings out of you.”

	“I only speak because I care.”

	“But you don’t understand—”

	“That’s because you never open up to me.”

	“What am I supposed to say?”

	“Guys!” Horatio sounded breathless. “I thought you were going to save my life?” His eyelids fluttered. “Best get to it.”

	Mac kissed him, and he rallied, pulling me in with his free hand. I popped us onto the bed.

	Our guest grinned. “Nice poster.”

	“My favorite digit.” Mac unbuttoned Horatio’s shirt. “Let’s hope you live up to it.”

	Horatio roared, and the men rolled together. I tossed another dusting orb, then took a moment to admire them before jumping between. The air ignited with furious pleasure.
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	“The trick to a superior omelet is a bit of cake flour. And fresh vegetables. My family had a garden for produce, but I make do with the local co-op.” Mac whisked in another egg.

	“And love. The most important ingredient, right?” Horatio flashed me those big brown eyes, now fully charged.

	I wanted breakfast more than him. Depletion hits like a super-hangover. Plus, the man disturbed me. The sight of him brought back the night before. How long did he plan to stay?

	We sat together at the dining table, watching Mac cook. Horatio had offered to help, but Mac insisted this was his art. He sliced vegetables with a smile. The Dustomatic hummed in the background, sucking up stray particles.

	I attempted conversation to dispel unwanted images. “Why are you Horatio Joi and not Horatio Rey? Isn’t your entire family supposed to have your dad’s name?”

	Mage custom had the parent with the higher lineage taking precedence. Alamander Rey had been a king. Spouses were his consorts. Each child born into their family, regardless of parentage, used his name. As soon as the question left my lips, it occurred to me this might be a sore topic. Maybe Horatio hated his father.

	He didn’t seem bothered. “Joi is my middle name. Ancient Maldhonian tradition allowed heirs to form a new dynasty. Dad thinks it’s a fitting time. The days of the Rey kings are gone. He’s a dynamic relic. I’m proud of my heritage, but have my own path.”

	“Makes sense,” Mac said. “One needs to be one’s own hero.”

	Horatio grinned. “You sound like my dad.”

	“Mac is big into philosophy. Studied with a Dayonian master.”

	“Oh yeah?” Horatio’s eyes sparkled. “I was never a deep thinker, but I agree. People rarely root for themselves. We bow to pressure. Falter in the face of criticism. Dad said we should excel at who we are.”

	“Set a course and infuse your choice with power,” Mac repeated.

	That was from an Alamander Rey digit. Someone had made a series from his detective days. Or maybe from one of his interviews? I couldn’t focus on where I’d heard the line. My brain played back intrusive memories. Delicious scenes of the three of us.

	This wasn’t normal.

	“Did you use the fury on me last night?”

	Our eyes met. Horatio looked ashamed.

	“Not intentionally. My affinity can carry me off in emotion. Like a wildfire, you know?”

	“I thought you lot were all-powerful. What happened there? Also, you told us you never merge with your trysts, but we sure as fuck did.”

	Our joining had taken my breath. So many feelings at once—I couldn’t name them all. Horatio had appeared like a wounded god: splendid and terrible, with the power to burn you, yet vulnerable, like a wavering flame. It had broken my heart. Mac was gentle and safe, the center of my home.

	“Gia.” He sounded my name like an alarm. The chopping blade came down hard, releasing a sharp assault of garlic. His lovely morning after would not be ruined.

	“We lot?” Horatio leaned his chin on his hands. “We Reys? Always fixing things? Or us glitter set?”

	Mac groaned.

	I shrugged. “Whatever. After all this time, you should have control.”

	Most people wouldn’t have been angry about an evening of passion, I supposed. I wasn’t them. But I shouldn’t be feeling anger. The merging had passed. Why wasn’t I back to myself?

	Were other mages like this all the time? Flooded with emotions? How did they deal? I’d panicked, but the men had wrapped me snugly inside their affection. We’d clung together afterward and woke entangled. It had been stunning. An exhilarating terror. Now I didn’t want to look either man in the eye.

	And suspected I’d been tricked.

	“Fury’s not an easy affinity,” Mac said. “Remember what Dev told us?”

	Horatio peered at him. “What did she tell you?”

	Mac looked embarrassed. “Only that you have trouble with depletion. As we’ve seen.”

	“Yes. I’m a poor representative of the family pantheon. Still haven’t gotten a handle on my power. Or my emotions, it seems. Last night, I was too weak to fight. It felt safe with the two of you. I wanted more. To go deeper. Could have been all Mac’s romantic talk.”

	Horatio’s gaze sought mine, willing understanding.

	“Mac does have that effect,” I conceded.

	He grinned. “There’s some residual charge this morning. A lingering connection. That’s fury. It can heighten feelings. Bring on flashbacks. But it will pass. I promise.”

	Mac tossed the vegetables in a pan, raising a crackle from the hot oil. The tempting scent of peppers wafted up. “Last night felt spectacular. Happy to be your first.”

	He believed that line? Everything about this rich guy was probably a scam.

	“I love the afterglow,” Mac added.

	Horatio beamed. “Me too.”

	My gaze dropped to my empty coffee cup. Good excuse to escape this table.

	His attention followed me. “You don’t consider my cousin one of the glitters?”

	“Dev’s father’s not a king.”

	“Neither is mine. I didn’t inherit my wealth from him. Dad re-emerged with nothing but his bad reputation. Worked for the Sharren City mage force before he got into politics. My papa was a detective in Dayonne. Mom made our money. She and her friends had the band, then founded Sedgewellow Corporation. Devi’s her niece.”

	I poured my coffee and brought the pot to freshen his, catching my breath as I leaned close. “She wasn’t raised around her. Dev’s father is only a minor elite in Maldhonia.”

	“Elemental Madness had an amazing story.” Mac stirred the vegetables, then added broth. “Worked their way up from street musicians.”

	“Yep.” Horatio smirked at me. “No glitter involved.”

	I pulled a lock of his sparkly hair. “Seems you got it all.”

	His deep eyes held mine, and I turned to replace the pot.

	“I’ve never met a fury mage,” Mac said.

	“As far as I know, I’m the only one in the world. Some cosmic accident. There are gloomy legends. One calls me the ‘Devastation.’”

	Mac laughed, but the name seemed fitting. This man had sure shaken my world. I returned to my chair, determined to be calm. He’d leave soon. Just had to be polite a little longer.

	“I did hear one pretty tale. It refers to ‘fury’s gift.’”

	“What’s that?” I sipped my coffee.

	“The story goes, a fury mage created the Alendende, saving mages from an assault which could not be repelled, only hidden from. He fashioned the mountains from the world’s tears.”

	“What was the world crying about?” Mac added the egg mixture and swirled the pan.

	“No idea. Though seems like there’s plenty of grief available.”

	This hung between us like a weight. I recalled sobbing in their arms the night before. My eyes filled with tears again. Damn him!

	“Where you from, Mac? Where did your garden grow?”

	We were doing small talk? My traveler skill could get me out easily, but Mac had pronounced this inappropriate for dealing with unwanted guests.

	He sipped his coffee from his World’s Best Boss mug. “I grew up in the Dayonian midlands. In a traditional potion mage village. We had a huge communal farm.”

	“Sounds idyllic,” Horatio said, though I couldn’t imagine him gardening. “I love the outdoors.”

	A memory popped up: running through plains as a zebra. Not my experience, yet the details were clear. I felt warm turf under my hooves.

	“I had a good, uncomplicated, rowdy childhood,” Mac said. “Three doting parents—like you—though two mothers and one dad. Our family name came through my mom. She’s a potion elder. Most of the town made use of her skills. I had four brothers and a sister to squabble with. We went to the local human school plus trained at the mixers’ guild.”

	Our guest pointed. “That feels complicated to me, torn between worlds.”

	“It wasn’t bad. People there accept each other. Less turmoil than here in the city. Dayonia as a whole is more tolerant. Lots more mageborn.”

	Another memory surfaced: strolling through a jungle in leopard form, a massive lion at my side. This should have been alarming, yet felt safe. The bigger cat had calming blue eyes.

	Horatio gulped his coffee rather than sipped—the man did everything dramatically. “The north was still adjusting to magery during my childhood. My family bore the brunt of that.”

	I tried to calculate his years, but my brain wouldn’t do the math. It was possessed with erotica, a consequence of this sinister afterglow. I forced myself to think of something: anything else. How old could he be? His band had been around since before my birth, yet he looked near Mac’s age—mid-thirties. Rougher at the edges, probably from hard living. Maybe he’d re-emerged? You’d expect the tabloids to have mentioned this.

	And why, at his old age, hadn’t he merged with anyone before?

	Mac leaned against the counter, regarding our guest with equal parts sympathy and lust. “Your parents led the way. I find them inspiring. Your mom ignited things, and your dad’s chancellorship raised the country to a new level.”

	“They had help, but yeah, I have an outstanding family—possibilities were with me there.” He looked at me. “They’re not gods. And don’t believe themselves to be. You might like them.”

	“Gia’s not big on meeting family.”

	Mac smiled, but I knew his opinion on this. Horatio’s gaze felt too intense.

	The coffee pot had been empty. Right. There was something I could do. I popped to the counter, eliciting moans as the light hit both men’s eyes.

	“My folks couldn’t solve all the country’s problems. There’s still a human and mage divide. Duo schools. Human religious extremists still run Maldhonia Province and exert influence throughout the country. Mageborns humanize their names all over the Accord to blend better. It’s rare to find a norther mage who keeps their ancestral form.”

	“Our forebears were ‘of the Watsones’ in old Maldhonia,” Mac told him. “My mom remembers fleeing west from there.”

	“It doesn’t have to be this way. Quenelle’s had a mixed population as long as the north but didn’t start with war. They’ve achieved a better balance. People are free to live as they please.”

	“The north’s less civilized.” Mac grinned. “Yet people of good heart make do and keep trying. Mage schools—like S Corp’s techno-magery academy—are fully accredited.”

	“We mages have our own extremists,” I said. “They disapprove of sharing our teachings.”

	Horatio nodded. “Dad said our conflicts remind him of when he was king. Certain players refuse to be appeased. Plenty on both sides hate royals, like Gia here.”

	“I don’t hate you.” My attention returned to scooping coffee beans.

	“Just severely disapprove?”

	“Not exactly.” I replaced the filter.

	He scooted his chair closer. “What exactly, then?”

	“It’s just—” How to say this? “I grew up surrounded by your family. Your dad ruled the country most of my life—Alamander Rey might as well have been king. Rowena Rey was like a goddess. The patron saint of magery. Your folks and their friends were walking, talking legends.  They sucked all the focus. Plus you, with your larger-than-life origin story.”

	“Born under a Full Triune.” Mac sounded dreamy.

	“Right. I saw that digit. And others. I had to ask myself: how much of these stories were true? How much of the narrative had been controlled? And by who?”

	“Traveler families aren’t exactly warm and fuzzy,” Mac told him. “She had a hard time believing I was close with mine.”

	“This is not the problem. Entirely.”

	“I get it. My family’s been largely at the helm through fifty years of upheavals. We’re not universally popular.” Horatio paused, then chuckled. “And Devi’s mom controls the narrative.”

	We laughed. Kate Lorothel ran S Corp News. She had a formidable presence on screen and off. Dev’s mother was a “deceptor”—one of those deception mages who dominate our media.

	“The country needed shaking up,” said Mac. “Your family made things better.”

	“Every positive outcome came with a shadow self.” Horatio smoothed back his hair. “The country needed to join the rest of the world, but many weren’t ready.”

	“They need to get over themselves.” Mac turned back to his cooking. “Their rigid views bring nothing beyond misery. Look what poor Devi went through.”

	Horatio drained his cup. “My mom barely made it out of Maldhonia alive. Those people don’t show any signs of evolving—the Guardians are going strong.”

	“I think Quinlan Farrow funds them,” Mac said.

	“Oh absolutely. He covers their talking points in every campaign speech. Magery is the devil’s illusion, you know, leading us to hells.”

	“I’ll take my chances. Mages have cooler stuff.” I punched the buttons to start the machine. Water filled the reservoir, drawn from the atmosphere.

	“Can’t beat a water-seeking coffee maker,” Horatio agreed.

	Our Easy Perk system had been a Yulith gift from Mac’s parents—a definite improvement over our old coffee maker which had needed filling. A delicious pungent scent blasted as beans were pulverized. I watched them mix, reluctant to return to the table.

	“It was nice you and your family saved people from the hell world,” I offered politely.

	“We helped, but Brant did more. And Kumalin opened the portal because of us in the first place.” He winced. “Plus, we brought a hell bug infestation.”

	“But you fixed it. It doesn’t matter to me who people are or where they came from. Truly. As long as they’re not assholes. The country did okay under your family’s influence. Though I did think you were a bit too proud of yourselves.”

	Mac cleared his throat.

	Horatio laughed. “Where are you from? Travelers haven’t lived in the Accord so long.”

	I answered reluctantly, never enjoying the topic of my family. “Onfolon. Don’t remember much about it. We moved to Sharren City when I was little. Kept to ourselves. I didn’t go to the human school. Traveler families instruct their own.”

	“They’re strict,” Mac said. “Parents throw misbehaving kids into hell worlds.”

	“It’s either homeschooling or the monastery—our one and only guild. I was in my teens before Dad brought me to study there. Instead of classes with other kids, he arranged private tutors from the core.”

	“Wow.” Horatio sounded impressed. “Sounds like your dad had some clout. And you call me elite?”

	I scowled. “Not sure how he did it, but I wasn’t treated special otherwise. The core held sessions in their tower twice a week, which disallows travel without their leave and basically made me their prisoner. My family led a modest life in Sharren. Didn’t reveal ourselves. Once people know your affinity, they’re always asking for favors, Dad said.”

	Horatio leaned back, stretching his broad arms. “I suppose that’s true. Were you and your parents close?” He paused. “No, I recall not. Sorry.”

	Too much had been let loose in the throes of merger. I couldn’t recall all I’d revealed but assumed it was at least as much as they had. Their childhoods were very different from mine. Both grew up in big, busy families. Horatio, a mixed human and mageborn, had been raised in the mage tradition by three parents, plus extended relations.

	The Reys didn’t seem obnoxious in his recollections. His family had appeared caring. Like Mac’s. Involved in their children’s lives. Last night, I’d envied them.

	“Traveler families support each other. Parents are responsible for their kids, like Mac said, even dumping them into pocket worlds if they prove unfit for society. But rarely kill them. My mother and I get along okay. My father is . . . complex.”

	“Parents can be difficult.”

	“Yours looked great.” Mac paused, thinking. “I don’t know much about your other father, except what I learned from digitals. It was nice seeing him in your memories.”

	“Papa’s not interested in the spotlight. His appearance disturbs people. But he’s every bit as gifted. That smells wonderful, Mac. Onion? Smoky peppers? Savory? I fancy myself a chef. Maybe you can share the recipe? My family likes to hold cook-offs.”

	“Of course.” Mac flipped a crispy, golden disk.

	“Your apartment has a welcoming feel. Homey. Can’t recall when I slept better.” His dark, unnerving gaze fell on me again.

	Mac laughed. “You mean our apartment is a mess. Gia and I have a busy life.”

	“I’d need more than duster orbs to invite you to my place. How long have the two of you been together?”

	“It will be three years this autumn.” Mac took out a serving plate.

	“But we’re kind of still adjusting.” A memory flashed back. Looking into Horatio’s eyes. Feeling Mac’s breath on my neck. Desperate to hold on to both. “He thinks I’m not serious.”

	Why did I tell him that? He seemed strangely easy to talk to.

	Mac flashed the look reserved for my oversharing, then spoke just as candidly. “You haven’t been. In the past. We don’t even have titles.”

	“Titles?” Horatio leaned his head on his hand.

	“You know, what we call each other. I referred to her as my girlfriend, and she laughed.”

	“I’m not a girl. I’m thirty-three.”

	“She’s sincere. I felt it last night.” Horatio’s simmering eyes bore into mine.

	“So did I. More importantly, she felt it.” Mac beamed at me. “That’s the way it could be all the time.”

	The door’s bell mercifully chimed, providing me an excuse to jump.
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	“That’ll be Dev,” Mac said.

	“Did you call my family?” Horatio crossed his arms, frowning.

	“No. She’s left me several annoyed messages.”

	Sure enough, when the door opened, Devi stalked in. She’d dressed for a business meeting, in a tailored jacket and skirt. This reminded me I’d not sent her the images for her presentation. I jumped to my com, wrapped it around my wrist, then activated it.

	“Oww!” She waved a hand. “Quit with the strobe lights so early. Haven’t had coffee yet.”

	“There’s a fresh pot. And breakfast.” Mac went back to cooking.

	Dev joined me near the sofa, stepping over scattered laundry. “What’s going on? I’ve been trying to buzz you both since last night. Did you go to the club like we’d planned?”

	I noted several missed messages, scrolled past them to find the folder, then hit share. Her com dinged. “Sorry. Got preoccupied.”

	“Long story.” Mac flipped the omelet onto a platter then added garnishes.

	Horatio leaned into view. “Hi, Cuz.”

	Devi blinked. “This looks interesting.”

	I followed her to the coffee and watched her pour. She squinted at me. I gave her a wide-eyed shrug.

	She whispered. “You okay?”

	We’d been friends a long time, since before her re-emergence. Dev always picked up on my problems.

	“Yeah. I think.”

	She frowned. “You think?”

	“We’ll talk later.”

	“Okay.” Dev took a seat at the table. “Hello, cousin. What are you doing here?”

	Her smiling gaze swept between Mac and me. The woman had no reader skills but knew us well.

	“I was kidnapped.” Horatio grinned at my scowl. “Nah. Gia rescued me from Neldorlorum security. We were both misbehaving.”

	“Found him lying behind the stage curtains. Depleted.”

	She looked sharply at him. “What happened?”

	“Tried something with the sound equipment. Thought I could boost its emotional impact. Expended too much power. Please don’t tell my mother.”

	Devi shrugged. “I hate to worry her.” She sniffed. “Mac, is that your grandmother’s famous holiday omelet?”

	“It’s a proper meal for guests.” He laid out plates. “I felt inspired this morning.”

	“Did you now? I suppose this is fitting compensation for my annoyance. Plus, you saved my cousin, it seems.” She grinned wickedly, then activated her com and called up the folder I’d sent. “Great job. I still have time to incorporate these into my pitch.”

	“What time is the meeting?”

	“Not until ten.” She clicked on an image, opened a digital, then merged it inside. “So, Cuz, do you think you could put in a good word for us for the Election Day event? Our family’s big on nepotism, no?”

	He laughed. “I hear you’re bidding on the stage lighting? What’s your company’s name again?”

	“Techno-Illuminations”—Devi brought up the 3D company logo—“We combine innovative mageric tech with skilled practitioners.” She smiled at Mac. “That’s the tagline for the presentation. What do you think?”

	“Works for me.” He set the steaming platter on the table, then served generous portions.

	“This looks amazing.” Horatio dug in. “How long have you been in business together?”

	“Nearly five years.” Mac served himself. “She saved my life.”

	Devi blinked, fork held midair. “I saved your life?”

	“Absolutely.” He looked at Horatio. “I’d dreamed of having my own business but hadn’t gotten the nerve. One night, after a particularly grueling job with the worst crew leader ever, Dev and I got to talking. Things clicked. Our strengths complement each other: I’m good at day-to-day management. She has a grand vision of the bigger picture and the skill at conveying it to prospective clients.”

	“Mac and I knew each other casually during my first life. All three of us worked out of the Sharren City guild. Gia and I had been friends since our apprentice days, when I discovered she was a traveler and kept her secret.”

	I grinned. “I made your job easier.”

	“Absolutely. Plus, you were patient. I’d started out much older than most apprentices.”

	“What made you go for stage work?” Horatio asked. “Travelers can make plenty of cash.”

	“I’m not interested in carrying people around. My father did that all his life, and I don’t think he was better for it. I like being part of the crew. We have a good team.”

	“The best. You guys saved my life. After I re-emerged, it was harder to get gigs. A lot of techs wouldn’t work with me.” Dev sipped her coffee.

	Horatio snarled. “Fuckwits! You graduated top of your class from the S Corp school. She’s always been brilliant,” he told us. “Used to help my band with equipment issues.”

	“They were ridiculous,” Mac agreed. “It’s the same spirit regardless of what body one rides. Any little new development in magery crashes some people’s minds.”

	“A little thing like a man re-emerging as a woman?” Devi took another bite of omelet. “Hells, this is good, Mac. You outdid yourself. You should sleep with my cousin more often.”

	“It was only a new development here,” Horatio told us. “Papa said mages used to gender switch in ancient Maldhonia. It happens in Quenelle too. But re-emergence is private there, and people don’t make a big deal.”
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