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For Lynn — 

whenever the wind blows right, we’ll listen for your voice.
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​CHAPTER ONE: BROKEN AND ENTERING
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Dammit, Angie! Where are you?

Mark Petrie swept a glare around the mist-dimmed space above the skyline, but of course his other sense felt none of Angie’s magic out there. Why should tonight be any different?

But he sensed no flicker of Winton spying on him either—so this could still be the night he’d track the killer down.

The thought pushed him faster along the November-chilled streets. He left Claremont Road’s nighttime crowds behind and twisted up Smithson until its murmurs thinned down to empty sidewalks, and at last he could slip across Teal unobserved.

Olivia Nolan’s pale-blue car sat next to a shuttered shop, almost right under the meeting place they’d picked. He adjusted the bag of tools at his side, although nothing he’d gathered for burglary would be as useful as the simple leather belt that the bag hung from, or the other belt hidden under his shirt.

One more glance around. The back street was as deserted as it seemed.

Mark’s will tightened around the magic in the belts, and he scampered up a drainpipe.

His fingers barely touched the cold metal; that light grip was all he needed. With his weight all but wiped away by the power, he could ride the pipe up the shop wall as fast as his hands could pull him along. If someone came by below he’d be out of their view in moments, and they’d see nothing more than what might have been a person climbing. And nobody did pass by.

Not bad planning, for someone just a year out of high school.

His shoulder barely twinged from the motion. The bullet wound was healing faster than the doctors had expected.

When he swung up to the flat top of the roof, he saw Nolan was waiting there. Just a short, middle-aged woman in a dark coat, looking through a pair of binoculars. She stood within the thin lakeside breeze and mist that she’d summoned like she’d been meeting on rooftops all her life.

And she hasn’t. The Nolans have had magic for generations instead of my months, but I was watching my back before she even knew she had an enemy. We’ve fought, I’ve saved her life—and tonight I need to convince her to do this my way.

Four easy hops at reduced weight brought him to Nolan’s side, and he knelt his rangy height down to put his gaze on a level with her. “So, anything out there I should know?”

If his rushing up had startled her, she didn’t show it. “It... just looks like a building, from here. There’s no sign of whatever the commotion was last night. Nothing online either.” She handed him the binoculars.

What they showed him was more the two blocks of vaporous air blocking the view than the East Lavine Youth Center’s blur at the end of it. But he could make out that the windows lay unlit, and he knew the place didn’t even have curtains to hide what went on inside. Just bars to keep out trouble, and those were only on the first floor.

All set up to promise the gangs can’t reach you here, but we have no secrets. Except for the fact that Roger Winton only backed the Center to get him influence with the police, while at any time his power could be spying around for the secrets of other people’s magic that Winton would kill for. Even now with Winton himself in hiding for months...

Mark forced his clenching fingers to loosen enough to hand the binoculars back. “Well, it’s not a trap, because Winton’s got no magic in there. Not working now, anyway.” That sounded too pushy in his ears, too quick to remind her that without his sense for different energies they’d be fighting blind.

She still didn’t ask about his plan. Instead she said “And you did remember both belts, yours and the one you took from Rafe?”

“That’s right.” Both had been drained of much of their tingle of power, but he shouldn’t need to stop and replenish them yet. Slowly he began pulling on his gloves. “I can do this just like we did at Winton’s other holdings: I jump in, look around, and jump out. Except, this time I want to grab any computers I see—with gravity control, why stop at just moving my own weight around? An armful of hardware should give your hacker what he needs.”

“An armful?” Nolan’s eyes moved to his shoulder, where he’d been shot months ago.

Mark only grinned and stretched his arm out, feeling only a light twinge now. It had to be some effect of the belts’ magic over time; nothing else made sense.

Then Nolan said “That just might do it. Winton can’t cover up all the clues to where he’s hiding. Not if he’s still sending as many emails to this place as she tells me.” She smiled. “Yes, my hacker’s a she. Even on the Macs, I keep my hacking PC.”

This time Mark had to force his answering smile. Nolan had to know she just couldn’t tell a joke right, but she kept trying.

“Their security looks light, too,” she went on.

“I know. Joe Dennard said they should have just the basic Steel alarm package. Unless they tripled it overnight.”

“You told Dennard?” She raised an eyebrow, but Mark met her gaze squarely, and she shrugged. “All right then. But have you thought about this: the real risk is liable to start after you leave the place. This time we’re stealing from an anti-gang center, and Winton already has his friends among the police. That means the authorities will turn over every carpet fiber for a trace of you. This time, you need to use your magic to smash the site up as if one of the gangs had—”

“No.”

“What?”

She glared at him. Mark thought of snapping back, about all the weather damage she’d thrown around trying to stop Winton on her own, but by now he knew that wouldn’t convince Nolan. He almost wished she did have some magic for reading his mind, if it would stop her eyes from constantly searching his face for one crack in his determination.

Then she said “No broken windows? Is that all your revenge for Angie is worth?”

For a moment Mark heard only his own angry gasp of breath in his ears, and the breeze over the rooftop. With tight control, he said “It’s ‘worth’ still being able to live with myself, when we bring her back. I’m not going to trash a place like that to cover my tracks, or because it might hurt Winton—”

He’d gestured out toward the Center as he spoke, but as he turned back a new motion below made him freeze. He knew that white Ford.

It pulled up next to Nolan’s car. Mark said “That’s Dennard down there.”

“What?” Her voice buzzed in irritation. “Is he out here trying to help us, or does he want to scare us off?”

“He’s got more reason to do this than we do. But I bet you want to ask him yourself, right?”

Mark searched for people on the street below, then held out his hand to her, trying to make the motion look casual. Only a breath later Nolan gripped it. He gave a rushed “Three-two-one,” count to ready her, and they stepped off the roof.

He tried to will just enough antigravity into their bodies to let them sink with something like a smooth elevator’s drop, with an extra pull up to slow them well before they neared the pavement. Still, he felt Nolan’s fingers clench on his once.

Joe Dennard climbed out of his car, and Mark studied the wounded ex-cop and his cane as they walked to meet him. All those years growing up, I was so sure Angie’s dad had turned vigilante for that one night and I never knew how he’d done it. Now I’m wearing his belt.

“Is your ex coming too?” Nolan asked Dennard.

Mark winced. The idea of Kate Woodward coming out of hiding was Nolan’s weakest joke yet.

“Didn’t have to,” Dennard said. “Kate could be anywhere in the world, but I’d bet her research did more than your hacker to show this place is Winton’s pet project.” He tapped his cane on the pavement once, and when Nolan only silently studied his face, he went on “So, don’t tell me you’re about to level the only anti-gang spot in Lavine that works. When we still don’t know what happened there last night.”

Mark swallowed and fought the urge to step between the two. Don’t make me play peacemaker here.

“We were just talking about that,” Nolan said. “But no, Winton can keep his building. I thought for a moment you might have a problem with going in at all.”

“If it would stop Winton, you could blow it away... but without that, no ‘freak windstorms.’ Not against this place.” Dennard’s voice roughened, as if he’d felt the irony of a one-time vigilante holding back now—or, he’d learned the lesson all too well.

Mark said “Of course not. And like you said, if we find that it would let us take him down, then nothing’s saving the place.” The words sounded harsher aloud, but with the stakes what they were...

“That does sound impressive,” Nolan said, looking between the two men. “But what would you really do to finish a spellkeeper who’s a murderer?” Her eyes settled on Dennard. “You saw your proof. After Angie defeated him it was Winton’s body, his real body, that had to be hauled away in that ambulance. But you let him go.”

Mark saw Dennard flinch. How could he have guessed that would be the last time any of them would see their enemy in person? 

She continued “Neither of you talk about it, but are you still trying to catch this man alive? Do you think he can make Angie whole, when her body’s gone, and what’s left of her stays away from us—”

“Except when she and I saved your life,” Mark cut in.

He glanced at Dennard, but Angie’s father had gone stone-faced. Like he was losing hope.

It was too much. Mark took a step clear of the two. “Anyway, I know I’m looking for the Center’s computers, that and any hidden clues to Winton’s magic. I know what its alarms should be. Anything else?”

“Just, stay ready to pull out,” Dennard said. “We know something happened there last night—and the fact that we can’t find out what, bugs me. And, don’t figure you’ll sense everything Winton might have set up there. Or, last night could mean that Rafe Martinez is back, and setting up his own moves against Winton.”

Rafe. The first enemy Mark had had, even before the magic, the one who’d outmaneuvered him again and again.

Mark forced a smug smile, and tapped the second belt he wore. “Rafe’s just a punk from the Blades that Winton used to look for our secrets. I already beat him once, even when he had this belt—maybe I should hope he’s still alive, at least we could find out how much Winton got from him. Or how there could be a second gravity belt at all.”

He glanced at Nolan, hoping that maybe this time she’d say something about how she managed her own weather magic. Seeing how their two forces were alike might get them closer to working out Winton’s power as well. But Winton had been spying after all their secrets, and Nolan didn’t share.

All she did was turn away and motion back up toward the building they’d dropped from. “I lined the breeze up to blow you right to the Center, if you start from over there. Or I can change it—”

“Don’t need it.”

This time Mark didn’t pretend to climb. He only took one last glance around the street and leaped straight up. I’m showing off again, he thought; arguing with his older partners had been wearing him down. His move brought him rushing up through the damp air along the wall of the building. He took a careful look to aim for the broad notch in the skyline two blocks down, and kicked off against the bricks to launch himself toward Winton’s center.

It was the strangest trick the belt’s magic had, something he couldn’t describe even to Dennard, who’d worn it before him. Instead of floating up or pressing down, he could hold the forces around him enough to hang in place, or keep himself on a path he leaped along in spite of the damp air trying to slow his momentum. Mark often thought of how much things would have changed if he could truly “steer” gravity—to turn and maneuver in the sky, like a bird. But following one course should be all the flying he’d need right now.

Simpler than the rest of our “war.” If Winton stayed hidden, all they’d ever be was on the defensive. Nolan called them all “spellkeepers,” and the fact that they’d managed to “keep” the secrets of how to use their two magics away from Winton’s spying might be the only reason Winton hadn’t picked them off by now.

Or else Winton needed to have his body recover first.

Or both, if he was watching for signs that the belt’s magic actually helped Mark heal.

That felt like a fit punishment—since the one time Winton had thought he could eliminate Mark and still leave someone with the belt that he could study, Angie had leaped into the attack instead. So if Winton’s injuries gave Mark more time to pry a cure for her out of him...

He took a deep breath of cold air. Flying over the city should be a moment to savor—a chance to look past the buildings’ painted front faces and the street paths that some forgotten planner had tried to channel the city’s life through. Far off to the left, the shapes lay larger and more spread out in the mist, like pieces from a whole different set of building blocks. After months of flying he’d begun to see the walls and roofs below like different crowds of people: those would be hulking factory men, each crowded into their own territories, and they’d each have their own offspring of storehouses and labs somewhere at their elbows within tonight’s gray.

The squat little two-story Center building, crouching between the taller walls that flanked it, was sliding nearer on his right. He pulled down his ski mask and released the energies enough to let the breeze push him over towards it, leaving himself just heavy enough to settle downward and drift in toward its front wall.

Its rough brick lines emerged from the mist, and he still saw no lights inside and no shutters to hide them if there were. He felt none of Winton’s magic flickering inside either—but somewhere there’ll be clues leading back to where he’s gone. There have to be.

The roof looked too littered with machinery to land on. Instead he let himself fetch up against the wall like a windblown leaf—with enough momentum left to slam his hands and knees and send him rolling to the side, tumbling once around, before he began sliding down the bricks. Then his elbow caught the top of a window frame, and he dangled in place as he tried to take back just enough weight to settle there, hanging by that elbow alone.

Once his breathing steadied, he felt in the bag at his waist. First he drew out a thick block of plastic, built less like his phone than like some old walkie-talkie: the bug sweeper he’d learned to carry at all times. This time, instead of searching his home for any non-magic tricks that Winton might have left for him, he played it over the window. The display’s tiny lights never moved.

“Okay.” Of course the sensor was meant to catch radio signals, not most alarms’ wiring—but that mainly left simple pressure switches that might trigger if the window swung up. That and the motion sensors they had heard the place shouldn’t have. He tucked the detector away and drew out the glass cutter.

Breaking in didn’t make him a burglar. Not compared to everything Winton had done.

If only the glass would give way as quickly as in the movies. Mark hung on against the wall, listening and looking around the street below, while his gloved fingers scratched away with the tool.

At last he’d cut out an opening big enough for his shoulders, to the point where a movie spy would have slid the glass out with a suction cup... except that no tugging would have coaxed the “detached” section free of the pane that held it. Instead, Mark simply gave it a slow hard push—and before it could fall and shatter, a twist of magic through his fingertips left it floating in the air inside. There was still no sound, not below or within.

With a sigh of shame that two months of searching made break-ins so familiar, he slipped his weightless form through the opening.

Sliding out of the night air was stepping down into stillness, and a hint of an odd chemical smell. The dim light from the row of windows caught and glimmered on the floating pane of glass and guided him to set it down in the corner, restoring its weight again. He’d entered near the end of a long corridor, with doors along the side across from the windows, and stairs going down at the far end.

Now, he just needed a quick look around for the Center’s office. It’d probably be right on this floor, not down below where the crowds came through.

He played the bug sweeper over the nearest door frame, more because he had the tool than because he expected there to be alarms it could catch. Opening the door showed him nothing but dim shelves; he entered and closed the door behind him, sealing himself in darkness until he flicked his flashlight on. It shone on near-empty racks dotted with cleaning supplies, a few T-shirts, basketballs... the kind of chores and resources a center might use to lure street kids away from gangs. Just like any businessman “giving back” to the community. As if Roger Winton hadn’t been the one manipulating the gangs to flush out the secrets of Dennard’s magic.

Had the bastard told the young people who came here the same lies that had strung Mark along? How having some fleeting hobby like Mark’s awkward sketches made those kids important, made them worth a busy entrepreneur’s attention over the years?

Mark left the first room and kept going, his soft footsteps the only sound. The next room only held more supplies, but a tightening in his gut made him ask himself once again: if I somehow walked in on Winton himself, could I kill him? He’d used to dream of revenge, and now the plan was to catch Winton or spy on him and use his magic’s secrets to help Angie... but if Winton gave him no choice?

After Angie, her father’s stabbing, the Blades’ and the 66s’ gang war, and a murdered detective? Yeah, I think I could kill Winton. The thought felt small, but with deep, cold roots sunk through his mind. As long as he didn’t join Nolan in smashing places for no reason at all—

His light caught the great green chunks of what looked like a shattered ping-pong table, piled up on one shelf. The picture-frames on one side looked just as broken, and he saw what could have been a ruined TV screen behind the table’s pieces—the picture fell into place for him.

The building lay as silent as ever, and as clear of magic, but when he pulled out his phone he still kept his voice to a whisper.

“I know what happened last night. Someone already attacked here.”

“What? Are you alright?” Nolan’s outburst in his ear felt too loud in the tight room.

“It’s quiet now. It must have been last night—everything’s cleaned up now. Maybe it was Rafe.”

The guess felt right. Rafe had lost his place in the Blades from being a pawn in Winton’s tricks. If he’d recovered from his clash with Mark and Angie, he could have trashed Winton’s anti-gang center just to strike at his old boss.

“Hold on,” Dennard’s voice cut in. “The place was attacked, and all we heard were rumors of something? So they hushed it up; why?”

“Must have. I’ll see what’s left—”

“Quiet!”

Dennard’s warning froze Mark in place. He still heard nothing around him except his heart hammering in his ears. The sharp smell he’d caught when he entered, he should have realized it was fresh paint.

Then Dennard spoke again, harsher than ever. “Silent alarm! It’s on the police band—get out of there!”

Mark swung the door wide. The window he’d opened waited just two belt-lengthened strides away...

Instead he turned toward the stairs. Glancing down there first would only add another two floating steps to his escape. It was what Angie would have done; she’d already be at the stairs by now. He crept toward the corridor’s end.

“This is all wrong,” he heard Dennard say, from the phone Mark still had at his ear. “It sounds like some special alert, how’d it get on the regular band—Mark? I can’t see you getting out—”

Mark lowered the phone and edged down the stairs. A broad, open space stretched below, almost empty except for the light from its windows. He could just make out several doors scattered along the wall, and a kitchen space. A shaft of light from the street made a wall gleam with fresh paint, but under that smell he caught some whiff of garbage lingering somewhere.

Lights moved outside the front door.

He ducked back out of sight before the door opened. He heard feet on the floorboards as he backed away, then a man’s clipped voice: “Clear.” A cop.

A woman answered “Clear. I’ll check the office.”

And you’ll show me where that is? But Mark forced his curiosity down and padded back up the stairs. He’d pushed his luck too far already.

He almost missed the strange, strangled cry below. Then he heard one cop’s feet running toward it—and thought to feel for magic.

Down where the police were, he felt it: the faint, flickering twist resonating against his own belts’ power. Winton’s magic was controlling one of their minds.

But, neither of those cops had been possessed when they entered, had they? How had Winton been able to get control of one, without someone touching them?

Mark dove back toward the stairs, while the sounds of the running cop slowed to a halt.

As Mark turned the corner he saw the uniformed man reaching his partner’s side. She was staggering back through an open doorway, swaying on her feet like some drunk—with Winton’s unseen power twisting through her nerves. Mark opened his mouth and fumbled for some kind of warning they’d believe, but the man only glanced at her, then started past her with his gun leveled at the room beyond.

Just as one brushed against the other, Mark felt the magic shift. Within a heartbeat, the energy jumped from the woman through the man’s shoulder—

His arm whipped around to crack his gun against her skull. Her body crumpled, falling against his—

The magic flickered back to her, so fast! She slumped to the floor, and the man caught at her with one arm, waving his gun around with the other. Oblivious to the fleeting second that his body had been stolen from him.

“C’mon, Bennie—” Mark heard him growl at her, all frenzied concern and rage.

And in that moment, Mark felt another pressure against his own magic. A flicker out beyond the walls, a hint of Winton’s form of power but with the ragged feel that he’d always sworn he’d get a chance to sense again. Angie’s found me.

“Hands! Hands up, bastard!”

The cop’s eyes and gun locked on him. 

Mark flung himself backward around the corner, one move sending him into the cover he should have stayed behind. He slammed back against the wall, then scrambled to his feet. Magic pulsing, he skipped up the corridor in two giant leaps, straight toward the hole he’d left in the window out.

SHREEE!

The screech blasted through the night outside, and he caught one glimpse of the small gray form darting straight across the dimness beyond. Angie, warning him.

Somehow, Mark twisted his step to pivot away from the window and still keep his balance, his hand catching at the doorknob of the last room in the row. He wrenched the door open, darted inside, and swung it shut to close himself in darkness.

Heart pounding, he held his breath, trying to listen. No sound of the cop charging upstairs, so far. Mark’s elbow brushed something in the black, and he remembered the empty shelves; it would be all open space in here, nowhere to hide if anyone looked in.

The cop’s low snarl came from beyond the door: “You see him climbing out yet?”

Some muffled answer came. Through the cop’s radio.

That’s from more police out in the street. They’re watching the windows, that Angie warned me not to use!

A door rattled open, down the hall, and he heard the cop take a step inside. He was searching the rooms, one by one. Was that four doors he had left before Mark’s, or three?

Mark stared at the crack of light below his door, and struggled to think of options. Just dive out the window and hope they’d be slow to shoot? Grab the cop and slam him to the floor with magic—or get shot trying?

A second door creaked open.

He could press himself to the ceiling to hide; even if the cop looked up, the sight might make him freeze for that one instant Mark needed to move. Hell, he could stay on the ceiling and show the cop, show the whole police force, what they were really facing—no, not with this cop furious about his partner being hurt...

Through the hush came another sound: another bird cry, right outside again but smoother, less harsh.

Trust her; that’s the best signal I’ll get. The third door rattled, the room next to him—and Mark opened his own door.

For two whole heartbeats he moved it slowly, holding it tight to keep the hinges quieter than the cop’s foot taking that one step into the next room. But when the door was clear of his path, clearing the corridor only took a single lunge.

He dove through the window, into freedom.

As he hit the night air he wrenched himself straight up with a burst of raw power. The street plummeted away below, giving him a shrinking image of a pair of police cars with cops, almost under the window and yet looking away. Something had distracted them just when Angie had signaled. Of course.

In another moment the block shrank away below him. Just a patchwork of lines, graying, gray...

He felt his thoughts going sluggish and eased the energy back. The upward force ebbed, leaving him hanging in space while blood thundered back up to his brain again. A glance down showed he could still make out the “notch” of the Center’s lower-roofed block, even in the mist, still not so far below.

The last time Angie floated outside a window, it led to our first kiss, when she was still herself. Now...

Mark craned his neck to search the streets below and the air around, but of course she’d be like a hay-colored needle in a haystack as big as the sky; that was why Winton used weapons like the body Angie had had to take over. But, he could feel her power arcing along below. She was close.

One small part of him could still remember the plastic square of the phone clenched in his hand, as he tried to match her course against how the breeze blowing on his side could carry him. When his moment came, he let himself sink and drift with the current down to meet her.

Out of the shadows below, the little shape emerged... too far right, out of reach. Slowly she winged on past him.

Biting down on a shout he wanted to send after her, Mark dropped for the roof below, damp air catching at his coat. He thumped down on concrete, then his shoes skidded and he lurched a step to fall against a chimney. He flinched away at once, before the metal cowling over it could burn his hand.

When he looked around, Angie was swooping down toward him.

It was almost his first clear look at the body she was trapped in. Maybe a foot in length and twice that with spread wings, all in gray-brown feathers that nature had designed to disappear into the night. A glint of metal on her leg. The barn owl’s white disk face bore in closer.

Mark remembered his phone again—he stuffed it away and held out his hands for her. He still couldn’t catch one sound from her wings against the air, but he sensed the magic she carried gathering itself, like how he was holding his breath.

Her weight came down on his gloved hands, so light—

With the touch, pure cold fire swept through his senses and blotted out the world. Buffeting, tangling tides of energy—he couldn’t make out more than the quicksilver Angie-presence whirling within it. She spun through some otherspace, brushing against him, again and again.

She can’t get her message through. He reached for his other self, the one back with the body and the belt, grappling for that power to resonate with her own energy—

The world dimmed, torrents of power fading to streams and pulling back— He broke off his effort and let the storm rise around him again. Be still, let her come... he felt her twisting somewhere in the mingling forces, tried to be ready to let her in.

She was already on him. Pushing, shaking, struggling to reach into his self with whatever she had... eager, wild... useless...

He felt the weight lifting from the hands before he felt those hands were his own again. The maelstrom melted away to leave him back in his flesh, but his body moved so slowly now. His eyes couldn’t open, his ears couldn’t know if she made a sound as her energy drew away.

“Wait!”

When he said it, his world snapped back into sync. He could stare around the misty rooftop again, see her climbing into the night sky. He stumbled over the roof after her. The power she carried, did it feel weaker now?

Then another energy moved in the dimness above. Toward him. Winton.

Mark caught his balance and braced himself. He could only dodge at the exact moment that the other bird attacked, so Winton wouldn’t know Mark had sensed him. 

Then Angie dove straight at the enemy.

Mark felt the other bird twist away from her talons, quicker than Winton’s other spybirds had been. It arced around in the air and curved upward. Positioning for its own attack.

Mark leaped up, rocketing after the killer’s tool, before the cold thought caught him in midair: if he triggers his magic as we touch...

But the bird was already swinging clear of Mark’s clumsy path. It turned and closed in on Angie, and she could only veer off along the rooftops. Too slow now.

A wrench of his magic stopped Mark from overshooting them farther, but that cost him his momentum and he could only drop helplessly back through the empty air, tracking as one tiny pulse of power bore down on the other. Angie had to be in the shadows near that roof, and she dove again, spending what altitude she had left to flit down into the concrete gaps below. Where she’d have even less room to dodge, with her enemy close behind her.

She wasn’t trying to escape. Was she... keeping Winton’s eyes down there to lose sight of Mark?

He tensed as the slope of a roof rushed up, the springboard he could use to leap after them. But he’d only miss them again, he’d always miss them if he tried to outfly actual wings.

Trust her. Use the distraction she’s fighting to give me.

The Youth Center had been somewhere to the left. Mark broke into a leaping, magic-stretched stride as soon as his feet hit the roof, crossing it in four steps with one more to leap to the next building. Another leap above the street, faster now... each step off concrete or tile or brick was faster, flinging him through the cold mist. His sense of the aerial duel behind him faded out of his range, with Angie’s weakened presence dwindling first. But, she’d always beaten Winton before.

Lights moved below. Between the roofs ahead he caught a glimpse of a police car charging away up one street, then as he crested another roof he saw that the other car was already gone. They’d rushed out searching for him, leaving the door open—and he’d only need a minute.

Unless he stopped to think.

One leap forward, one down to the street with a glance around as he dropped, then he hurled himself through the Center’s doorway.

Three long steps ahead was the office door the police had found. On the first step, as he squinted through the bright building lights again, Mark saw the injured woman cop, still lying slumped by the wall. The others have to be near.

His momentum couldn’t slow, but he made his second step come down ghost-light. In the same instant he felt ahead for whatever magic Winton had left to seize intruders in his office—

The power lay behind him. His head twisted around, he saw the cop sitting up, gun swinging up in her still-possessed hands.

Too late. Mark tumbled through the office doorway and bounced off a desk, careening to a stop against the wall. He tottered sideways, trying to find cover, but the room barely gave him a few steps either way. No other doors, and no windows.

No flicker of Angie anywhere in range. But she had to be alright.

He waited, trapped. And yet... the cop didn’t close in. He could hear her shuffling to her feet, and felt Winton’s magic starting her toward the door, but so slowly. She could have put a bullet in him by now, or called for other cops.

He thought of how fast Winton’s control had jumped between the two police officers before, too quick for either of them to realize what had happened... and, he was always trying to spy out the secrets of the belt’s magic...

“You can’t shoot me, can you?” Mark laughed. The sound came out hoarse, and he still moved aside from the doorway. If he was wrong, if Winton was ready to explain away Mark’s body and find other ways to learn their magic—

He sensed the cop still edging toward the doorway. Mark flexed his fingers, praying he could grab and strike before Winton jumped through that touch. The smell of paint pressed at his nose.

The lights went out.

A flash of memory came: Nolan outside another of Winton’s offices, promising If you need a distraction, I’ll freeze the power lines. He blinked wildly, fighting to push the flood of shadows back and make out where the outlines in the room had been.

Over what had to be the police radio came a sharp “What the hell? Bennie?”

“I’m alright!” the woman under Winton’s control answered.

Mark blinked harder. His enemy was giving him a moment to work, not calling in the other cop. But that other cop could decide to rush in at any moment. So... there, that blocky shape sitting beside the table’s leg would be the computer he’d come for.

One quick step and he reached behind the box to rip a handful of cables from its back, then snapped the last wire away, half-expecting to hear sparks popping.

Behind him, the cop moved in.

Mark twisted around to glimpse the woman stepping toward him, her empty hand reaching out—closing in to touch, ready to grab my mind! He flung himself backward, and his arm swung out into a scooping motion and slammed into the table.

Pain shot through his knuckles and his injured shoulder, but his magic surged, and he heard the whoosh and the clamor of flying objects and a great crash as he flung the near-weightless table at the cop and it glanced off her to clatter against the wall.

It did little more than make her flinch back, but that gave him the moment he needed to stumble to his feet and snatch up the desktop computer, lightening it too. She was already turning back toward him, still blocking the doorway.

He raised the computer like a shield and charged.

He slammed into her and flung her back, and burst on through the doorway to finally stretch his steps into a leaping run that swept him away from her across the room and barely aimed low enough to slide his head under the front doorway to dart through and out.

As he burst onto the street he saw a police car parked a block up, and heard a shout from behind him. But out in the open air and with his memory of the block’s layout, he only needed to twist to the side and scramble for the corner, fighting the urge to make his steps too long, too obviously unnatural. His hands clutched the weightless computer. Once he rounded the corner and slipped from their sight, he flung himself for the sky.

The buildings fell away, and he saw the police car closing in, far too late to see his escape. At the corner of his mind he felt Winton’s grip on the cop vanish.

But still, there was no trace of Angie. He could crisscross the whole city for a sign that she had escaped, running the belts dry, but he’d never found her that way before. And Winton had never outflown her; she had to be safe.

Settling on a rooftop, he finally remembered the others again, and pulled out his phone. “Did you get clear?” he gasped.

“Get clear?” Dennard snapped. “We’re fine—but what the hell happened with you? Did you stay in there? Are you out of your mind?”

Could be, Mark thought, as his heartbeat began to settle. But what he said was “It worked. I guess you didn’t see what she did—and, I got the computer! And you’re...” The map’s lines were fresh in his head, from his movement through the air. “Heading north?” he guessed.

“No, back to the lake,” Nolan said.

“I’ll find you.”

The weightless bulk of the desktop in his arms barely slowed him now, as he alternated long jumps across the blocks with higher lifts to scan the streets for friends or pursuit. He kept hoping he’d sense Angie drawing into range behind him, but she still never came to share their victory. His victory, with a raid so split-second that even she would have called him insane. His trembling, shocked muscles told him it would be madness if he ever ran a risk like that again.

Down below, within blocks of the route he’d predicted, he saw a white car and a blue one inching along a back street. They looked well clear of any search the police might spread out from the robbery site. The first car slowed at a stop sign, and he closed the last of the distance and let his path dip toward them.

And then he sensed the bird. Not Angie’s rougher resonance, but one of Winton’s spies winging in from behind him.

I could pull up—but, he’s already seen me angling for this street. Mark could only drop down to the asphalt and scramble toward his friends.

Dennard’s car was the one in back. His window slid down as Mark raced up.

“How close are they?” the ex-cop demanded.

“Not the police,” Mark said. “Winton’s got a bird chasing us.”

Dennard spoke into the phone he had in his hand. “You get that? I’ll keep behind you.”

Mark heard the click of locks, and he pulled the back door open and dove into the seat, fumbling to set the computer down safely. The moment he shut the door behind him, Dennard started them up, driving with the same cautious glide as anyone who might be out at this late hour. Not that fooling the police was the problem anymore.

“Well?” came Nolan’s voice through the phone’s speaker. “You’re the spotter, Mark: what’s the bird doing?”

“Just following us. He could be setting up an attack—or staying with us until we lead him somewhere.” Just like with the possessed cop, the real battle wasn’t about shooting: they were all chasing hints about each other’s magic. “We could find a clear street and outrun him—but we’d need the highway, that’s all the way down at—”

“I know,” Dennard said. “Sounds too easy. But we make a run for it, and watch for what other tricks he’ll have ready.”

“Why give him a chance?” Nolan said.

Her car pulled over to the curb ahead. Dennard brought their own to a stop behind it, and Mark could picture Nolan’s eyes gleaming as she went on: 

“Mark. Just how well can you point that bird out?”

A slow grin spread across his face. He twisted his head to stare out the car window, and tried to overlay the bird’s flicker in his mind with the dim shapes he could see.

“Behind us. Closing in—not way up, don’t look for movement against the sky. Along the walls across the street, fourth shop back, no, third—”

A rushing sound gathered outside, as if a train had whooshed by but without a single clatter of wheels, and the view through the windows went mad with churning mist. The car rocked an inch and then settled back from the great slap of wind. Shapes that might have been trash flew by, and Mark heard spatterings against walls and breaking glass. And Winton’s magic...

“He’s gone,” Mark said. “And not flung away in the wind, I mean the power’s vanished.”

The mist began to settle, and Nolan stepped out of her car. “Do you think that hurt the real Winton too? I wish I’d called pull first.”

“From skeet shooting, right?” Mark grinned back. He climbed out, remembering the feel of Angie killing one of Winton’s birds and leaving the puppetmaster in an ambulance... but this time... “I think his control magic was still moving when it disappeared, like the bird hadn’t crashed yet and he could bail out in time. But I don’t know, sensing his power is different from spotting ours, I don’t even feel his energy until he’s using it. I don’t know how he caught that cop in the Center—”

“He possessed one of them?” Dennard said. “Think, did you see anyone else there who could have touched the victim, maybe an animal? Isn’t that how he gets them?”

“I always thought so—but I didn’t see one. Maybe it’s different if Winton had the trap prepared, or something, but I didn’t sense it. I never caught any magic on Winton himself either until he used it—except the one time I sensed that trace of it on him, and catching it that time pretty much split my head open...”

Mark’s words wound down as he realized he was rambling. Dennard only looked at him, unspeaking, and Mark evaded those eyes to follow Nolan’s gaze. She was slowly scanning the battered street, as if hoping to spot the bird’s body.

“So you’d seen that Winton had booby-trapped the place, and you went back in anyway,” Dennard sighed. “To steal a computer.”

“Yeah. Right here.” Mark reached back into the car and drew out the battered desktop. “I had to tear the cables out, but it’s just the hard drive we want, isn’t it?”

Nolan took the computer. “I’d say so. I’m sure Winton will change his passwords and the rest—again—but my hacker keeps telling me it’s about finding patterns now. And the Youth Center is the place he stays most in contact with.” She set the computer in her car.

Dennard sighed again. “But Mark, you said someone hit the Center before you. This machine might be just a day-old replacement, with no history on it.”

“It doesn’t matter if it is!” Mark felt the words tumbling out again: “Listen, I saw her! Angie was there, she’s the one who warned me there were more police outside! And when Winton flew up at me before, she led him away to let me go back and get this.”

Her father’s face went tight; Mark could see the spasm of hope flash across it. “Angie’s alright? She’s back helping us again?”

Mark stepped closer, leaning nearer to Dennard’s window as he went on. “She has to be! This time she even tried to reach my mind again, same as when she showed me she was the owl. We couldn’t get through to each other, not really—and then Winton’s bird dove in. I should have kept after her...”

“But where is she now?” Nolan was shaking her head, slowly. “Mark, think a moment: if Winton’s bird followed us here, and Angie didn’t... then either she couldn’t get away from him, or she didn’t want to join us. That’s hardly ‘helping us again.’ ” Her voice softened, but she kept her eyes on his. “And none of us understands how her mind was pulled into the owl in the first place. Or—”

“Or how much of her mind was, is that it? You going to tell me there’s not enough of her left to save?”

He heard his voice sharpening as he spoke. Could she really be trying to warn him off, when hope was all that kept him going? From the corner of his eye he saw Dennard watching; it was hard to guess what he believed.

“Well, she came to us tonight, anyway,” Mark said. “And what’s left of Winton’s bird might be lying right here somewhere.” Changing the subject was easier than arguing.

He stared along the wind-battered storefronts, as the still-settling mists sifted around them, trying to find the shape of a lifeless bird amid all the piled-up litter. Police sirens sounded in the distance, too close for them to linger long.

They found nothing.
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​CHAPTER TWO: HEADS AND TAILS
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The wind whispered along the black, bare streets, and to Mark walking down among them they seemed to stretch forever into the night. But he knew the subway station was waiting one block ahead and to the left, he remembered it as clearly as if he could see it. And of course it would only take a thought to shift upward and close the distance by air.

Pace yourself. Even after a night like this.

Instead he marched on past Lawry Street’s near-silent apartments, with his eyes and his magic sense flicking around the night for police cars, or Winton’s power, or anyone who might be following him. His feet ached worse than his nearly-healed shoulder—but any corner Mark failed to make a sudden turn around might be the one too-careless move that would let Winton follow him to the park and learn everything he’d need to recharge the belts himself, to learn their magic. And be free to kill them all.

Between glances around, he pulled out his phone and texted Kate: I saw Angie. She warned us about the police. Winton had them watching his Youth Center. So few words on the dim screen, launched out to who-knew-where, to tell Kate that her daughter was still alive.

Why was he only slinking back to restore his weakened magic and call it a night, and not leaping every rooftop in the city to catch that flicker of Angie’s energy again and make her believe they’d find an answer? But he forced a wry smile to stop his teeth from clenching. Following the siren call of the belt again without a proper break would only take him closer to being the shivering, magic-addicted thing he’d once been.

When he reached the subway and the train, the seat was all too soft.

Worse, the rattle of the train fought with his memory’s effort to hold onto that brief sense he’d felt of Angie touching his mind. He transferred at the Bend, where he could run across the platform just in time to catch the northwest train and spot if anyone followed him over. The only attention he drew was from a twitching druggie that shuffled toward him from the other end of the new car, and backed away when Mark stood up. Skinny though he was, Mark’s height and maybe something in how he carried himself these days had kept more than one troublemaker away.

At last he returned to the streets above, and the air felt colder than ever. Mark wrapped his coat tight and walked faster, plotting turn after turn in his head. A few short hops to the park to bring the belts back to full power, and he could go home and rest at last. Tomorrow they should have data from the computer he’d taken, and maybe more luck in comparing the original magic belt from Angie’s family with the one Rafe had somehow gotten. The one that seemed to carry magic with ordinary modern leather, when even Kate had lost the secrets of how their own talismans were made.

His head turned toward a shop window he passed. In its darkened displays he saw a set of jackets... his research into leathermaking should let him recognize their different materials even through the glass.

Again, he checked for other magic around him, and caught the faint pressure winging toward him up above. And with none of that certain ripple he knew was Angie—this bird was Winton’s.

Not now, not now! Mark’s eyes darted around, looking for cover, but the street was empty. The new spybird must have already seen him. 

Useless, strangled rage clenched in his stomach as Mark started to walk. He had been so close to the park... he fought to keep each step the exact same brisk pace as the last. His coat covered the fact that he wore two belts, but if he did feel the bird start to dive down for a possessing touch...

Neck tense with the strain of not looking up, he paced by the next corner, and the next, before he risked a turn west to begin a twisting route toward his home. Mustn’t be too quick to pull away from Rosewood Park. I have to treat it as just another landmark, and not the pulsing source of the power that made Winton shatter our lives trying to flush it out.

But soon, somehow, it’ll be our turn to get your secrets. For Angie, and to pay you back.

* * *
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“—told you I’ll call him, just give me one goddamn minute...”

The Golds in the apartment down the hall were at it again; it was Mark’s first awareness when his eyes opened. His second was to roll over and glance at the plastic sheeting under the door that screened out any tiny intruders that might be possessed. The tall bookcase shielded his window from aerial spies.

Mark pulled himself to his feet and powered on his ancient computer to sort through its umpteen new security layers. Angie’s belt lay with his clothes on the floor near his bare mattress. Touching it let him feel Rafe’s belt, also safe, in the drawer where he’d left it... and he realized that he’d already gone a few seconds awake without checking them. Good, a night’s sleep had the magic’s addictive grip already loosening again.

He pulled a sandwich together from the fridge. The Golds’ argument stopped and restarted twice before the Dell was fully online.

At least the risks they’d run at the Center were paying off. One of Nolan’s untraceable emails had a huge zip file she called simply latest raw data. And it was only mid-morning; her hacker worked fast.

Still...

Mark tried. For more than an hour he scrolled and sorted through the Youth Center’s emails and browser history and the wider patterns of use that he tried to follow. But all of Winton’s emails were from before he’d vanished. And nothing gave a clue where Winton might go, or even a glimpse into his thoughts beyond helping people stay out of gangs.

“Do you really think the girl has a temper, or just a history with this one person...”

“If your friend says nobody hires mechanics, he’s not your friend...”

And even when Roger Winton gave advice, he never mentioned anything personal—not about growing up in schools in Europe, not even losing his own father in a fire. But he knew how to get people talking... just like it had only taken him a few dollars and a bit of praise to string Mark along for years, until Winton had enough cause to turn that “friendship” into pumping him about the Dennards and their secrets.

Mark’s eyes locked on the sketch pads he’d shoved into the corner. Years of struggling to draw, of hanging on the few words Winton dropped, in that rushed, well-meaning tone that made him grateful for a few minutes of his time. All of it just being used.

He let out a slow breath. Why let the past get to him? The files had to bring them closer to making things right.

“And I can fly,” he whispered. “Even got a job that uses how I see the city, besides the secret that nobody around me would dream of. That has to count as making something of myself.”

And half of it was breaking into buildings and beating back an addiction. But not like his drug-dealer father, not when this fight was to bring Angie back. He forced himself to breathe, slowly, calmly.

When his phone beeped a text, it was a relief to look over up at the screen.

Until he saw the message: Do you want our fighting to end?

And the sending address said only W.

He stared at that single letter; his gaze tried to skewer the message in place as if he could stab through to the man behind it, but it blurred and swam under his eyes the harder he looked.

So Winton could still use his number, as if he thought Mark would actually fall for any more of his tricks? Mark’s fingers strained, only inches from the screen and the taps that could answer the killer and begin sounding out what he was after now... But Dennard and Nolan had both warned him—too many times—not to deal with Winton alone.

The phone’s security would hold. It had to.

He shot off some reflexively-tapped alert text to both allies, and his fingers cramped with the effort of touching only their names when Winton’s message lay only a twitch away.

Winton sent again: Be careful who sees how well you’re healing.

Mark dragged his hands away from the screen’s temptation. There again, it was the magic being noticed that worried Winton? Also, he’d focused on Mark’s shoulder recovering... was that it, had Angie’s attack left Winton’s body so damaged he wanted the belt to help him heal?

And just last night, Mark had kept Winton away from Rosewood’s secret. The thought brought a smile... holding his hands back and leaving Winton to stew in silence was becoming easier, and more satisfying.

Then came: Do you want her human again?

His breath locked, then hissed out in a harsh “How dare you—” What the hell were Dennard and Nolan doing, ignoring his calls for help, when they were the ones who’d insisted nobody deal with Winton alone?

“One word we tell him would be too much,” he sighed; that’s how Nolan had put it. Anything would be giving Winton a fraction more knowledge about what they fought for, what they had and what they still needed. Even by showing which bait Mark took.

Instead he hunched in the hard chair, picking through what he would have said—something about Winton having burned this bridge long ago with all his other lies—and watched the screen for the killer’s next move. Maybe a treacherous hint at some deal that would restore Angie, or a tease that there’d be less and less of her to save...

The screen was still. Mark sat staring and blinking at it until his slowing heartbeat told him he’d accepted that there would be nothing more. Then he rechecked the phone’s security apps, and sent the texts’ data to Nolan and Dennard. Maybe Nolan’s hacker could find something.

When he picked up the sandwich again, he couldn’t taste it at all.

*   *   *
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He had another hour before work, and it seemed to take forever. Staring at Winton’s files only tightened the headache left from facing taunts from the killer himself. But soon, driving his cab again would be one more chance to search for Angie and Winton on his own—and, keeping the job was one thing he did for himself.

At last he gave up on Winton’s records, and took out a city map, one of the older ones in his collection. The paper spread over most of his table. Was it two or three blocks, that his sense for magic could reach? As he had done so many times, he set a finger on one street corner and another three blocks away on each side, and began moving them to measure the areas he could search at once.

A knock at the door made him whirl. And he’d forced himself to leave the belt at his bedside too.

“Is this a bad time?” Dennard’s voice called.

“Checking up on me?” Mark made it a joke, but he knew it had to be true. “Give me a minute.” He buckled the belt on, felt for enemy magic around, then opened the door.

Dennard hobbled in, and Mark wondered what the man noticed in the tiny room. The two extra chairs Mark had for guests, both folded up against the wall now? The stack of letters from his father in prison, still unopened and stacked in a corner?

They’re a reminder, he wanted to explain.

Instead he set out one chair beside the table and the computer. “I was going to send the Center’s files to Kate. If anyone can trace a business to its hidden connections, it’s a lawyer living in hiding herself. Or, did you already do that?”

“No,” Dennard said; was that a hint of awkwardness in his voice? Then he sighed “I don’t think Winton had something following me here.”

“I don’t sense anything now. He tried me last night, before the texts today, but I’m being careful. On the street and on the phone.” But Dennard wouldn’t have sensed Winton at all, even if he’d had a belt. Mark wondered if that was why he wouldn’t take one now, if he was more afraid he couldn’t protect its secrets than of how its power made the user want more magic.

“Careful? Are you being careful about Rafe?” Dennard’s words broke into Mark’s thoughts. “Mark, you look like you’re holding up, and this limiting your magic could be working so far. But Rafe won’t be playing Winton’s waiting games. The last time you got in his way... if his bullet hadn’t been a hair off, we’d have nobody who could spot Winton’s magic. They’d be free to tear the city apart, and any chance of helping Angie would be long gone.”

A fraction later, he added,

“That and, you’d be dead.”

Cold twitched and ached in Mark’s shoulder, but a worse pain came at hearing Dennard’s pause. Was that what Mark was to him now, a tool for saving his daughter—and one that still hadn’t delivered?

Mark tried to wave it off with “But we still did save Nolan from them that night, from both of them. So you think the damage to the Center was Rafe? He’s making a move again?”

“We have to assume it is.” Dennard made a small smile—an apology? “From what I can hear, there’s some... sound on the streets... that someone struck the place for standing up to the gangs.”

“To get Rafe the attention? Sounds like him, always trying to show he’s the best. Plus he’s hitting a place that belongs to the man who used to give him his real orders?” Mark sighed. “But, Rafe and Winton—that’s the thing that still bugs me. Winton was using Rafe to pressure you and me to bring our magic out where he could see it...”

“We think.” Dennard raised a finger. “But it fits with all the moves they’ve made, and spying’s still the best reason why Winton’s staying hands-off with us. At least so far, but we—all—have to be ready if that changes.”

“All of us, right. But then... how’d Rafe get his own belt, and leave Winton still waiting to steal our magic? What’s that say about our chance of getting Winton’s?”

Mark stood up, and stepped to the battered corner chest to slide open a drawer. He held up Rafe’s belt, all new leather that could be a common dress belt. Then he opened another drawer—using separate spaces were Dennard’s idea, so if Winton broke in the pieces were too scattered to show a pattern—and pulled up a wallet and a keychain, both samples of different kinds of leather he’d gathered. Dennard had to see he’d been working toward Angie’s cure.

Mark explained “Rafe’s smart. Sure, maybe he found some whole other spellkeeper to make this for him, but all that seems like too much for us to have missed. What I think is, making them isn’t some complicated process, not if Rafe figured it out and a real spellkeeper like Winton hasn’t. If I can make some of these work as a talisman...” He glanced at the pieces in his hands, then pocketed the keychain for the next time he made it to the park. “If one of them works, it could mean it’ll be easier to figure out Winton’s own magic too, and that puts us closer to bringing Angie back—”

He stopped there, startled by how the words had built up speed as he went. But Dennard only sat there, listening.

“Anyway, it’s all worth it if it ends up with an answer for her. And if we find the right body to put her in.”
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