
  
    [image: Dragon Fae Prophecy]
  


  
    
      DRAGON FAE PROPHECY

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        THE ELUSTRIA CHRONICLES: DRAGON FAE

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        CAETHES FARON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BECOME AN INSIDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Get sneak peeks and stay up to date on new releases by signing up for the author’s Insider Newsletter. You’ll also get free exclusive content.

      
        
        Click here to join.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      My black cocktail dress slid up my thigh, threatening to reveal my dagger, as I straddled Gregory on the hard hotel-room sofa. Far removed from the luxurious hotels on the Vegas strip, this place catered to the traveling professional with utilitarian one-bedroom suites.

      Sasha, my partner, sat to my left, flicking our mark’s earlobe with her tongue, her long blonde hair falling to one side. The clock behind the sofa read five-oh-three in the morning. Shit. We were behind schedule. I had wanted to get home in time to fall asleep before sunrise, but Gregory had been harder to find than we’d anticipated.

      “Why don’t we take this into the bedroom?” Sasha whispered into Gregory’s ear, her voice thick with lust. I marveled at her acting skills as she pulled back to smirk at the paunchy mage with her full ruby lips. Her expression said greasy brown hair and a thick mustache with remnants of last night’s meal dangling in it was her idea of male perfection.

      “Sure.” Gregory’s eyes dilated at the thought of having two women at once. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that this was his first threesome. He should have been trained to be on the lookout for this, and I half expected our cover to be blown at any moment, but he gleefully led us to the bedroom where Sasha and I pushed him onto the bed.

      “Now, now, ladies, there’s enough of me to go around.” Gregory smirked as he propped himself up on his elbows, unaware of what an unattractive offering he made in his rumpled suit.

      “Oh, we know,” Sasha said as she unzipped her dress. “I’m just not sure you’re ready to handle us.”

      It was times like this that I appreciated having Sasha as my partner. While I was as adept at deception, I didn’t relish it the way she did. Lying was part of my job, not part of my character—even when the target deserved it as Gregory did.

      Sasha took his right side and I the left, lying half on top of him and half on the questionable hotel bedspread. As Sasha kissed his lips, she felt her way down his body then flashed the hand signal indicating that he had nothing in his pockets or concealed under his clothing.

      With her still kissing him above me, I latched onto his neck and did a similar search that turned up nothing. I repeated the hand signal back to Sasha to let her know to prepare. If possible, she increased her enthusiasm, keeping Gregory distracted as I lifted my skirt and slid my cursed dagger from the sheath strapped to my thigh.

      I positioned my blade between his ribs and thrust upward, piercing the heart muscle. The curse would turn Gregory into a void, stripping the mage of his magic. As a void, Gregory would have no defense against the power Sasha and I wielded as sorceresses, but I preferred to get a clean kill with the dagger when I could. It made things simpler.

      Sasha swallowed his screams with her mouth and pinned him to the bed, her timing so perfect that an observer would be hard pressed to see that Gregory was in distress. I adjusted my position to avoid the blood leaking out of him, but I left the blade in to block the bulk of the hemorrhaging. When he’d taken his last breath, we rose from the bed.

      “Clean kill, as always.” Admiration rang in Sasha’s voice.

      “We all have to excel at something.” Sasha’s talent was deception, mine was killing. “Let’s find the rune and get out of here.”

      We’d tracked this mage since his arrival Earthside from Elustria. The Circle of Sorcerers, my employers, had sent us to kill him and retrieve a rune in his possession. Sasha and I tossed his bedroom, looking as quickly and carefully as possible. Mages were known to set traps for us.

      Knock, knock, knock. “Room service. I have your breakfast order.”

      “Shit. We need to leave,” I said as I continued to look through a dresser drawer. Mages may sacrifice humans as collateral damage, but we didn’t.

      “I think I found it,” Sasha said. She leaned closer to something in the closet.

      The door to the living room opened, and a man entered. “Room service. Is anyone here?”

      If we didn’t get out of here, we might need to break the “don’t involve humans” rule. I moved to Sasha’s side, already pulling the tellenium box that was designed precisely for this purpose from my purse.

      “Take your time, Sasha. I can distract him if I have to,” I said, leaning over her.

      “There’s a dead body on the bed surrounded by blood. You can’t distract him from that.”

      Footsteps approached the bedroom door, and I saw the panic in Sasha’s eyes a split second before it happened. She reached out with her hand, and the rune floated an inch into the air before releasing an energy burst at Sasha, throwing her against the wall. Her eyes stared lifelessly ahead.

      The waiter yelled at the sound, “Is everything all right?”

      My training kicked in, and I focused on the task at hand. I collected my magic into a ball in the pit of my stomach. If even an ounce of it made its way into my fingertips and touched the rune, I’d suffer the same fate as Sasha. I took a deep breath and shook my hand even though that would do nothing to suppress the magic running through my veins. A quick check assured me that pure blood ran to my fingers, and I reached for the rune, not allowing myself to relax as my fingers curled around it. A single moment of celebration could be my undoing.

      With my other hand, I opened the little box forged out of tellenium mined from the Spineback Mountains of Elustria. I placed the rune carefully inside and slammed the lid shut. The tellenium would nullify the magic inside the box, preventing it from being tracked and from causing harm until I delivered it to my handler.

      “Are you all right?” The waiter knocked on the door. The handle turned. I grabbed my dagger, wiping it quickly on the sheets, and ran to the balcony. Gregory’s room was on the third floor, too high to jump. Sheathing my dagger, I climbed over the railing and lowered myself down the bars until I dangled by my fingers. My feet were just a few inches above the next balcony’s railing.

      “Oh my God.” The waiter had found the two bodies. A radio clicked on. “I need an ambulance for room three-zero-two-five. Oh my God.” The door clicked shut behind him. I needed to get away before cops showed up and people noticed me dangling from the building.

      I swung my legs and let go of the ledge. My arms banged on the railing as I landed on the balcony below. Only one more to go.

      The sound of my landing woke the guest whose balcony I trespassed. He sat up, groggy, looking around the room confused. I flattened myself against the wall and watched. As long as I kept quiet, he shouldn’t notice me. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, facing the balcony. He got to his feet and took a step toward me.

      My mind raced through the options. I couldn’t let him get a good look at me. If he opened the balcony door, I’d throw the curtains in his face to blind him then use a sedation spell, but I hoped it didn’t come to that. Not only would performing the spell hurt like hell, but I hated using magic on humans.

      The man took one more wobbly step in my direction then turned and headed to the bathroom. I exhaled in relief. Before he could finish and re-enter the bedroom, I descended the railing and dropped the last few feet, landing upright in my heels. Without looking around, I strode toward my car. No one would notice me.

      Cruising down the freeway with the top of my red Corvette down, I looked over at the box sitting in the passenger seat where Sasha should’ve been. I could have saved her. As soon as she found the rune, I should have insisted on retrieving it myself.

      My employers would think the rune was worth the price paid. I doubted I would.
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      My sunglasses provided little protection from the bright Arizona sun as I pulled into my parking space.

      Guilt for the empty passenger seat had kept me awake for the four-hour drive from Vegas to Phoenix. Normally the trip would take longer, but the speeding ticket I’d gotten before crossing into Arizona was a small price to pay to get home sooner.

      Alistair, my handler, would be waiting for me, and I didn’t want him to worry. Our scheduled meet time was nine o’clock, enough time for me to have gotten some sleep had Sasha and I not been late.

      I grabbed my purse with the tellenium box and walked across the parking lot to my apartment building. All I had to do was explain to Alistair how I’d gotten my partner killed by not retrieving the rune myself, and then I could sleep.

      Ha, as if my conscience would let me sleep.

      “Good morning, Nadiya.” Harry Harmon, my elderly neighbor, tipped his straw hat to me as I climbed the stairs to the second floor.

      Each apartment building had six apartments, three on each floor, and I occupied the middle unit. Mr. Harmon, a retiree in his seventies, flanked me on the right.

      “Good morning, Mr. Harmon.”

      “Late night?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Mr. A is waiting for you. Saw him go in about an hour ago.”

      Mr. Harmon spent most of his time sitting on a little lawn chair outside his door surrounded by the potted plants he tended and a garden gnome that stood faithfully by his side. The deep wrinkles in his tanned skin spoke of a life spent in the sun. Now this little garden was all he had left of his outdoorsman life.

      “Thanks.” I fumbled for my keys. In my exhaustion, I’d thrown them back in my purse instead of keeping them ready.

      “Seems to me your night woulda gone better had you spent it with him.” Mr. Harmon wagged his bushy white eyebrows.

      Exhausted as I was, I couldn’t help smiling. Mr. Harmon had a cute little fantasy of me and Alistair being romantic. While I was close with my handler, he was more of an older brother than a potential lover.

      “You’re probably right about that, Mr. Harmon.”

      A painter came up the stairs carrying a roller and two cans of paint. As he passed by Mr. Harmon’s mini-garden, he knocked over some lavender and his roller hit a hanging pot of lantanas, sending it swinging.

      I covered the few feet of space and steadied the lavender with one stiletto-ed foot and grabbed the pot of lantanas before it could crash into the wall. If these plants were ruined, Mr. Harmon would be devastated, and I’d have to take time out of my morning to teach this painter how to be careful.

      “Oh, sorry,” the man said as he kept walking into Ms. Guerrero’s apartment.

      “Bastard almost ruined my plants! Thank goodness you were here. Are they all right?” Mr. Harmon hoisted himself up with his cane and examined the lavender and lantanas with care.

      “I think so,” I said, even though I didn’t know anything about plants. I wouldn’t even know their names if Mr. Harmon hadn’t spoken to me about them so often.

      “Don’t know how you young’uns can move that fast.”

      For a split second I worried that I’d given myself away. Mr. Harmon didn’t know I wasn’t human. I pushed the worry from my mind. My speed was purely physical, not magical.

      “Just practice. That’s what the gym is for.” I yawned. “Now, I really have to go get some sleep, Mr. Harmon.”

      “Yeah, yeah, go ahead. You’ve done more than enough.” He didn’t look up from the plants. “I’ll come get you for TV night later.”

      TV night. I’d completely forgotten. I’d have to deal with that when the time came. For now, I had a concerned handler waiting for me.

      Alistair stood when I opened the door, but he didn’t speak until I shut it behind me. “Where’s Sasha?”

      “Where do you think?” I kicked off my heels and poured myself a whiskey. I hadn’t slept yet, so this didn’t really count as drinking in the morning. “She’s dead.”

      Alistair waited until I joined him in the living room to respond. “Did you get it?”

      I sighed in obvious disgust and tossed him the little tellenium box. “Yeah, I got it.”

      “I’m sorry about Sasha. I know you liked her. What happened?” Alistair didn’t bother opening the box. We both had a job to do, but I loved him for trusting that the rune was there and focusing instead on Sasha. He pocketed the box and sat, a lock of his wavy brown hair falling in his eyes when he leaned forward.

      “Room service, that’s what happened. Gregory had a breakfast order. The waiter showed up right after we made the kill but before we located the rune. Sasha found it, panicked, and tried to levitate it.” I didn’t need to say more. Mages were known to booby-trap their devices. It was an amateur mistake, made by a rookie who had been put into the field way too soon.

      “That’s a shame.” Alistair had been Sasha’s handler as well, but we both knew better than to make attachments in this business.

      “Sure is. Maybe the Circle could take some time training recruits before they send them off into the field.”

      “Recruits aren’t exactly easy to find, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the mages aren’t slowing down. If we waited around until every sorcerer we sent Earthside was perfectly ready, the mages would’ve taken over Elustria and exploited half the human population by the time we had anyone ready.”

      “Stop exaggerating; it belittles your argument.” I made light of it, but we both knew it wasn’t much of an exaggeration. Not all mages were bad, but the problem was that the good mages weren’t doing much to stop those who wanted to abuse their power.

      “When I pass along the rune, I’ll be sure to let the Circle know to send you a new partner.” He stood, expecting this to be the end of it. Normally, it would be. I was tired, and he had a report to make.

      I took a sip of my whiskey and steeled myself for a fight. This wouldn’t be easy, but during the hours of driving this morning, I’d come to a decision. “No, I don’t need a new partner. The last one almost got me killed.”

      “I thought you liked working with Sasha.” Alistair’s gray eyes saw through me, but that didn’t keep me from pretending like they didn’t.

      “I did, right up until she got herself killed and almost got me killed right along with her. Partners are a distraction.” And they had a way of making me care for them when nothing good would come of it. “You should be more concerned about the Circle retrieving her body. She’s not like me; she has a family back home. I’m sure they’d like some closure.”

      “The Circle of Sorcerers always takes care of our own. Her family will want for nothing.”

      “Only a daughter.” I knocked back the rest of my drink.

      Sasha had loved her family. She worked for the Circle to bring honor to her name and provide for her parents and siblings. Honor and money wouldn’t fill the hole she left behind. “The Circle needs to stop sending people like Sasha into the field. There have to be plenty of orphans like me they can draw from. It didn’t need to be her, someone with family. If Sasha and I hadn’t done this job, someone else would’ve. We’re all just cogs in the operation. Might as well use cogs that won’t be missed.”

      Alistair brushed right by my comment. This wasn’t his first death on the job, and it wouldn’t be the last. It all came with the territory when you worked for the Circle. Someday my time would come, and I planned to take out as many corrupt mages between now and then as possible.

      “You know the Circle’s not going to let you work alone. This is the reason we have you work in twos. Had Sasha been alone on this mission, we would’ve missed out on this intelligence.” Sensing that this wouldn’t be the end of the discussion, he sat on the arm of the sofa.

      “They would have just sent someone else. There’s always more intelligence to gather, more mages to kill. We were there last night because someone else had failed to get the intelligence before now. What’s on the rune that made it worth Sasha’s life?” The work we did was important, but sometimes I wondered if the price we paid was too high for what we got in return.

      “Gregory was coming here to meet with someone, and the rune should have the information about the meeting.”

      I glared at Alistair. If our desire for the rune was only for the meeting details, Sasha and I would have simply trailed him to the meeting.

      He looked at his hands, deciding how much to tell me. When he looked back up, his relaxed face told me I’d get everything. “We think it may also have information the Directorate was passing on to whomever he was meeting with. We’ve heard whispers about something escalating Earthside soon, and we think this meeting is the start of it.”

      Something didn’t add up, but I trusted Alistair had told me what he knew. “I wouldn’t put too much stock in the rumors. This guy wasn’t highly trained. The Directorate wouldn’t send valuable information with such an idiot.”

      “The Circle will view it differently. They think what the Directorate has planned is big enough that they’re willing to take more risks than normal. I’m going through a portal tonight, so I should have answers for you soon.” Alistair stood and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Try to relax. I’ll be back once the rune’s been analyzed.”

      I walked him to the door. “Are you going to talk to Sasha’s parents?”

      “No, but I can pass along a message for the Circle to deliver.”

      A stranger who didn’t know Sasha would deliver the news of her death. My mind wandered to the time a stranger had done the same for me. I’d been a young student at Moonlark Academy, a school for sorcerers in Elustria, when a man appeared and told me my parents were dead and I was to come with him. I felt a chill around my heart when I stared into the gray eyes of the messenger.

      I didn’t know then that Alistair’s gray eyes would become a safe haven for me. He took me from there to become his first agent.

      “Don’t let them know she messed up. Blame it on her partner. Tell them she was an excellent agent, an honor to work with.”

      Alistair nodded in understanding. We were both lifers. Alistair came from a family in the business, and I had known nothing else. Sasha’s family wouldn’t be prepared for this news, not that anyone could really prepare for it. They wouldn’t have understood the risks involved. Nobody did. “Will do. Keep yourself safe.”

      The door shut behind him. I could just make out the pleasantries he exchanged with Mr. Harmon as he descended the stairs.

      In the kitchen I grabbed the whiskey, ready for another drink, when a deep, crackly voice spoke behind me.

      “Is that wise?”
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      I turned to see Pint, a turquoise dragon with red diamond markings down his back and two little yellow horns, perched on the sofa.

      The little guy was the size of a puppy, hence his name, but he was an old soul. Years ago a mage had killed one of the dragons in his clan. The curse that took her down ricocheted and hit Pint, shrinking him down in size. The mage was on a Directorate mission, so the Circle had enchanted Pint so he could speak and tell them what he saw.

      When Alistair told me this story and mentioned that the Circle didn’t know what to do with the little dragon, I insisted on taking him in. We’d been together ever since.

      Even though Pint knew what I did, he kept out of the way during my meetings with Alistair. That didn’t keep him from eavesdropping, though.

      “I don’t think it’s ever wise to have a drink, Pint. Wisdom doesn’t really play into the decision.”

      “Some times are wiser than others.” He flew to the kitchen counter, settling next to my empty glass. “I’m sorry to hear about Sasha. I liked her.” I ignored his condolences and poured my drink. “You liked her too.”

      “She was a decent partner, but I knew she panicked under pressure. I shouldn’t have let her try to get the rune.” Sasha’s lifeless eyes stared at me in my mind, cold and unnatural. She’d been vivacious in life, loving the adventures our work sent us on.

      I finished my drink and put the glass in the sink. Pint was right, drinking wouldn’t help. I put away the bottle and headed to the bathroom.

      Pint followed me, flying over my right shoulder. “She was trained. You’re not responsible for her mistakes.”

      When I reached the bathroom doorway, I turned to face him. “But I’ve outlasted four partners now. I should know better.” I shut the door and turned the lock, needing to shower in peace.

      I let the hot water wash away the stress of the day. I never let myself carry baggage from missions. Showering afterward was something of a sacred ritual for me. I breathed deeply, releasing all of my stress and anger and disappointment.

      Afterward, I didn’t let myself think of Sasha. Once the rune was analyzed, I’d have another assignment to focus on. Distractions would only get someone else killed.

      “You look better.” Pint glanced at me from his bed in a net suspended from the ceiling in a corner of my bedroom.

      I should’ve gone right to bed, but instead I allowed myself an indulgence that I never would in front of Alistair. Comfy in my pajamas, I lay on my bed and held my hand out in front of me. Pain ripped through my arm as I used my magic, but in this instance, it was worth it.

      A little viewing portal sprang to life above my hand. In it, I could see Julien sitting on the beach of the lake outside our dream house in Elustria. He sat alone, and for the thousandth time I didn’t know how that made me feel.

      Pint flew down to sit next to me. “You shouldn’t do this.”

      I kept my eyes on the viewing portal. “You don’t have to watch.”

      “Let me go burn his eyebrows off.” Pint lunged at the viewing portal, as if he could fly through it. He’d been close to Julien when we still lived together, but when I left, there had been no question as to where Pint would go.

      “No, Pint. He didn’t do anything wrong.” I loved him for the offer, though.

      In response, he nestled his head on my shoulder, offering support amongst his disapproval.

      It’d been three years since Julien and I had entered an agreement to be bonded. Three years since the Circle had sent me on an assignment that turned ugly. I’d hit the target, a low-level official from the Magesterial Council who also worked for the Directorate, a covert operation of corrupt mages.

      The Council insisted they had no ties to the Directorate, but we didn’t buy it. The Directorate may not be officially sanctioned by the Council, but there had been too much crossover from the Council and the Directorate over the years.

      The mission had been picture-perfect except for the part where I’d been seen. Months of intelligence gathering and the Circle hadn’t figured out that Bernhardt, the target, had a secret mistress. She’d seen the whole thing, and worse, taken an imprint of my magic.

      In an instant I became the most wanted sorceress in Elustria. The Magesterial Council disseminated my imprint amongst the mages, and I was a hunted sorceress. If I performed magic around a mage, they’d instantly recognize me.

      “He should have trusted you,” Pint said. A bit of sadness over my pain laced his voice.

      “He had reason not to after what happened.”

      Pint lifted his head from my shoulder, but I didn’t return his gaze. “You mean after you almost got yourself killed saving the world?”

      “I think it was the seducing another man and lying about it that bothered him.”

      Julien learned the truth about me in the worst possible way. I had planned to apply for a waiver so I could tell him what I did once we were bonded, but there was no way for me to tell him before then. Secrecy and lies were my trade. I don’t know if he would have ever accepted that I was an assassin. I probably wouldn’t have gone that far. Officially, the Circle didn’t assassinate anyone, but I might have told him I was a spy.

      If the revelation of my secret life hadn’t been enough of a deception for him to cast me off, the details that emerged about the mission were.

      I’d gotten close to the target by seducing his brother, Nicholas Yusov. Nicholas was the black sheep of his family. While his brother joined the Directorate out of a strong sense of mage superiority and desire to keep mage magic pure and conquer sorcerers, Nicholas didn’t believe in the tenets of mage purity. For Nicholas, love best served the world, and nothing should interfere with love no matter where it sprung.

      This made him the perfect in for me. Our relationship had served as proof to Nicholas that mages and sorcerers could not only get along but serve the world better by lifting each other up. The relationship with Nicholas had gotten me access to Bernhardt. That was its only purpose and the only benefit I saw in it.

      Julien did not share my view. To him, my relationship with Nicholas had been a betrayal. It had never occurred to me that Julien wouldn’t have faith in my love for him. Nicholas was a job. My interactions with him were simply what needed to be done. How Julien could think Nicholas was a threat to us bewildered me. No more of me—my feelings—went into Nicholas than went into retrieving the rune last night.

      After Julien found out what I did, he dissolved our arrangement and forbade me from seeing him again. I wish the resulting fight had been heated—that I could have handled—but the ice that radiated from Julien had pierced deeper than fiery passion ever could. I’d never forget the look in his eyes the last time I saw him, as if I were some disgusting thing that had slithered into his life.

      It all worked out for the best in the end. Telling him after he had bonded to me would have been cruel. He could have never handled me being loyal to my work as well as to him.

      The Circle acted quickly, stationing me permanently Earthside. In one day, I lost the love of my life, my position, my future, and my home. Julien hated me. That didn’t keep me from wanting the best for him, but it was three years later, and he still sat on the beach alone.

      My lies had hurt him, perhaps irrevocably. Sometimes I wished he would finally remember to update the security charms around our property to block me from spying, but it probably never crossed his mind that he had to. In his eyes, I didn’t care about him.

      Pint growled, the vibrations running down my chest. “I trusted you. He’s a twat. I don’t know why you keep checking up on him. The asshole deserves to be miserable. How he could think you’d ever betray him confounds my reptilian brain. Did he even know you? You’d sooner die than hurt someone you love.”

      “No, I hurt him, and I knew it would hurt him. I made that choice.” At the time, I had thought he’d understand when the truth came out, but deep down, I’d known it’d be difficult for him, maybe impossible.

      Pint blew enough smoke to obscure the portal. “Put it away and go to sleep. You don’t need him. You’ve got me.”

      “That’s right.” I put away the portal and pet his head, something Pint didn’t often tolerate. A mini dragon who understood loyalty was better than a fiancé who didn’t.

      But just because Julien didn’t care for me anymore didn’t mean I didn’t care for him. Feelings didn’t work like that, no matter how much I wished they did.
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      A banging sounded on the front door. The light in the room had shifted, and a little bit of drool wet my pillow. I must have fallen asleep.

      “It’s just Harry come to get you for TV night,” Pint said and then rolled over and resumed snoring little puffs of smoke from his nostrils.

      The banging repeated, but as I walked across the apartment, something else caught my attention.

      Magic.
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      I grabbed my dagger. The unfamiliar magic grew stronger as I crossed the living room then diminished until it disappeared. I couldn’t feel a trace of it.

      The banging came again. “Nadiya, it’s Harry.”

      I waited a few seconds, making sure the magic I’d felt had gone, then I placed my dagger in a kitchen drawer and opened the door.

      “Ah, there you are.” Harry smiled as soon as he saw me. “You still up for TV night? All week they’ve been teasing that Karen and Joey are finally going to sleep together.” Mr. Harmon referenced the sitcom we normally watched on Thursday nights.

      When I’d moved in, Mr. Harmon tried to befriend me from day one. I eventually conceded to a movie night and that morphed into TV night. Harry liked old classic movies, but sitcoms provided a way for me to learn about Earth culture. I’d taken to watching them each week with Mr. Harmon the same way I would an assignment.

      “I didn’t realize how late it was,” I said. Harry visibly deflated.

      “I understand. You had a late night.” Mr. Harmon started to leave.

      The disappointment in his face pulled at my heart. I did have work I had to do. I should at least check my messages.

      As part of my cover, I had my own security consulting business, Zippy Security. Mr. Harmon had told me to start the name of my business with an A so that it would be listed first in the phone book. I didn’t want to get any calls, so I went in the opposite direction. Then I learned about the Internet and realized how dated Harry’s advice had been. Despite my best efforts, I still occasionally got some clients.

      Then there was the other message that might be waiting for me: Alistair. Whatever he had to say, I didn’t want to hear it. If it was urgent, he’d come in person.

      Screw it, I needed some gossip and laughs with Harry. “Wait, I deserve a night off.” I grabbed my keys. “Let’s go.”

      Inside Mr. Harmon’s apartment, the most delicious smell filled the air: melted cheese and jalapeños. “Are those enchiladas cooking?”

      Harry licked his lips and smiled. “Yes, Ms. Guerrero left them for us last night.”

      “So she’s really gone?” Ms. Guerrero had been my other neighbor the entire time I’d lived here.

      “Yep. She wanted to say goodbye in person, but her daughter was eager to get going.”

      That was probably for the best. I was shit at goodbyes. “Do you know when the new tenant is moving in?”

      “Today, supposedly. Kenny said she paid a lot to move in early and jump the waitlist.”

      My skin prickled. Could the Directorate have found me?

      No, they weren’t apt to play out a long con. If they knew I was here, they’d capture or kill me. Still, the entire situation was a little too weird.

      Ms. Guerrero had wanted to live with her daughter and grandkids for years, but there simply wasn’t room for her. Then two weeks ago, Ms. Guerrero put in notice at the complex. Her daughter had won a jackpot from a scratch-off card, enough to get a new home with a mother-in-law suite.

      Even if I could wrap my head around all that being simple good fortune, someone had paid extra to move in immediately, on the same day I felt magic for the first time near my apartment. Too much coincidence.

      I didn’t believe in coincidence.

      Kenny, the handyman, wouldn’t be a good source of information for me. Whenever something broke in my apartment, I fixed it myself. No one came inside my home except Alistair, not even Harry. Until I could meet this new neighbor myself, Mr. Harmon would have to be my eyes and ears.

      “So you didn’t see her move in?” I asked as I pulled out the enchiladas. Ms. Guerrero spoiled us. Harry and I would likely starve now that she was gone.

      “Nope, just saw the painters and Kenny getting the place ready. They were all done by this afternoon. I thought I heard someone when I put the enchiladas in the oven, but by the time I got to the peephole, no one was there. I’ll probably go introduce myself tomorrow.”

      If I warned Harry away because of my paranoid suspicions, it would only raise questions. He didn’t know what I was. Plenty of magic folk lived peacefully on Earth in secret. This new neighbor could be one of them.

      Even if it was someone with bad intentions, they wouldn’t blow their cover with a human. In all likelihood, the new neighbor wasn’t the source of the magic I’d felt. If she were, I’d have felt it more than just one fleeting moment.

      “She’s probably busy moving in,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll meet her soon enough with how much time you spend outside.” I carried our plates into the living room and settled onto the sofa next to Harry.

      “You’re right. Don’t you worry. I won’t overwhelm her.” He took a bite of enchilada while I turned on the TV. “Hmmm. If she can’t cook, we’ll have to start collecting delivery menus. Now why don’t you tell me how things went with Mr. A? You kicked him out much too early, in my opinion.”

      I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. “Shhh, we’re missing the show.”

      Mr. Harmon chuckled. “All right, have it your way.”

      The enchiladas were delicious, as usual, but I couldn’t keep my mind from drifting to our new neighbor. With any luck, she’d keep to herself. The last thing I needed was more people in my life. Things were already crowded as it was, and I knew if Alistair got his way, there’d soon be one more person for me to keep alive.
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      The steady thump, thump of my feet on the treadmill lulled me into a trancelike state where I didn’t need to think or feel; I just was.

      A wall of mirrors in front of me reflected back the empty Vegas hotel gym, a sparse display of treadmills and a few weight machines. Alistair had teleported us here this morning along with my car, saving me the drive, and suggested I get a run in before my mission. He had checked into the room last night.

      It didn’t matter where on the map I was, every place was the same. The same hotel gym with the same smell of stale sweat, the same fluorescent lighting, the same generic art and bland walls.

      I would’ve never thought I’d miss the art in Elustria. It had never been my thing. I couldn’t even name a single artist from Elustria, but I yearned for the beauty of my home; a world where the colors were brighter, more vivid; a world where cities were not merely functional but works of art.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      Not using magic was an unnatural state for a sorceress. The magic built up in my veins until my blood felt like it would boil out of my skin. The only way to gain true relief was to use the magic that flowed thickly through me, but that wasn’t an option here.

      The next best thing was to hit the gym. One would think my physical fitness had to do with my profession, but it was really my way of staying sane.

      After my imprint had been made public, I spent a great deal of time with experts in the Circle figuring out how to disguise my magic. The mages had a cloaking device, but it wasn’t meant to work with a sorcerer’s magic.

      Our solution had been a dragonhide cuff, specially enchanted by the fae to disguise my magic and make me appear like a human or a mage using a cloaking device. It made my magic undetectable to others when it was dormant, meaning I still couldn’t use it. If I did use it, the cuff caused severe pain as it worked to distort the magical imprint that was left behind.

      Even with the cuff, I couldn’t be in Elustria. In a world steeped in magic, the absence of it was only slightly less conspicuous than my magical imprint. Over time I’d grown used to its unending weight on my wrist. Some days it felt like a shackle keeping me on Earth, away from my home.

      The clock hanging above the mirrors in front of me read one o’clock, the time Alistair had asked me to meet him in my room. My run had proved too distracting. At the elevator bay, I bounced on the balls of my feet as I waited for one to arrive.

      In less than thirty seconds, a ding sounded.

      The doors opened and magic crashed into me like a gust of wind, taking my breath away. It settled around my skin with a warm velvety embrace completely at odds with its cold and earthy scent, like a mountain summit on a crisp autumn day. I kept my face neutral and looked at the man whose magic hung thick in the air.

      “Excuse me,” the well-dressed stranger said as he stepped by me. His black hair was cut short and stylish, and the smirk on his face gave him a mischievous appearance. His green eyes, so similar to my own in shade, showed no sign of recognition.

      With my cuff on, he wouldn’t know who I was. But something about his magic left a warm feeling creeping through my gut like I should know him. I didn’t remember seeing him before, and I would’ve remembered him, even without the magic. The man had the type of bearing that commanded attention.

      I hurried into the elevator, eager to get the alluring caress of his magic off of my skin, and jabbed the button for the sixth floor.

      Midday was my favorite time of day in hotels, after checkout and before check-in time. In this instance, it meant the elevator didn’t stop on its ascent.

      I tapped my foot while waiting for the doors to open onto the sixth floor. When they did, it only took me a few seconds to reach my room and a few more to get the plastic key card to work.

      I burst into the room to see Alistair sitting at the small table, a look of surprise on his face.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asked, seeming unperturbed.

      My concern lowered slightly when I saw he was safe. “I ran into someone from Elustria as I was getting on the elevator.”

      “That was just Deacon. He works for the Circle.” Alistair waved his hand as if this was thoroughly uninteresting news. “He was here to talk to me about tonight’s mission.”

      After a lifetime of doing this, I shouldn’t have been so easily flustered, but I’d just lost Sasha, and I didn’t think I could bear losing Alistair. In this line of work, I saw everyone as a threat.

      “A heads-up would have been appreciated,” I said as I sat across from him at the table. I pushed the encounter at the elevator from my mind. Surely my strong reaction to his magic had been from its unexpectedness. “So what’s the mission?”

      “As we suspected, the rune concerned Christoff. There’s a benefit happening at a hotel a few blocks from here. Christoff is going to be there, and Gregory was supposed to meet him. We’re going to go see if we can find out who he really is.”

      Christoff was a mage the Circle had tracked for ages. Every time we got close, we lost him. No one had ever made a positive ID on him, but we knew through the intelligence we’d gathered that he was at the center of the Directorate’s operations Earthside. Finding him would be a real coup on our part.

      “I take it this is a formal affair?” I asked.

      “Yes. I have an outfit hanging in the closet for you.”

      Eager to leave, I took a quick shower. The earlier we got to the venue, the more time I’d have to check it out for possible escape routes and hiding places.

      My heart pounded as I applied my makeup. Positively identifying Christoff would be a great victory for our side. If I was lucky, I might even get a read on his magic, depending on how good his cloaker was. The best option would be for him to stay in play so we could track him.

      I dried my long black hair and slipped into the gold silk dress and matching heels. When I emerged from the bathroom, Alistair was lounging on the bed reading the complimentary newspaper. How I envied the little time it took him to get ready.

      “You look ravishing,” he said as he set the paper aside.

      “Thank you, but your compliments don’t make this any more enjoyable.” Pretending to be human never quite sat right with me. It wasn’t just not using magic, it was the denial of my identity.

      Back in Elustria, I had worked undercover, but I had never had to deny that I was a magical being. While Earthside, I lost myself entirely behind the façade the Circle thrust upon me.

      Alistair put his coat on as he briefed me about the mission. “Your main objective tonight is to observe. We don’t want to take him in, and we especially don’t want to kill him unless it becomes absolutely necessary.”

      “Are you saying you want me to leave my dagger?” I already had it strapped to my thigh. I never went on a job without it.

      “No, keep it just in case, but it’s a last resort.” From Alistair’s tone, I gathered that the Circle had indeed wanted me to leave it behind, but my handler always fought for my best interests and won. I sometimes wondered what price he had to pay for his loyalty to me over the Circle.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. Alistair’s gray eyes shifted uncomfortably. Lying had never been a strong suit of his. I often thought that was why the Circle had made him a handler instead of an agent.

      “You know that for the safety of our operations, I can’t tell you everything. You’ll find out soon enough anyway.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Surprises from the Circle never pleased me.
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      In the car on the way to the venue, Alistair went over the details of the plan as the lights of the strip passed by. I’d long ago become immune to the spectacle of Vegas. Plenty of mages passed through here, easily blending into the crowds.

      “If Christoff’s using a cloaker, how will I recognize him?” I asked. The event would be crowded, and even if Christoff did give off some magic, it’d be hard to pinpoint him. I wasn’t trained as a tracker.

      “Put this in your purse.” Alistair handed me a rune. “The rune you recovered from Gregory was putting off a signal for Christoff to recognize. The instructions that were in the rune indicated Gregory was to have it on his person for the meeting in addition to memorizing the passphrase. The Circle’s confident they mimicked the signal.”

      I placed the fake rune in my purse. This all seemed too easy. “You don’t think he’s going to notice that I’m not Gregory? I know there’s never been any sort of attraction between us, Alistair, but really, I had hoped you didn’t think that little of me.”

      Alistair didn’t even smile at my teasing. When it came to work, he was all business, especially when my safety was involved. “Given the way the instructions were written, we don’t think Christoff knows the person he’s meeting. Otherwise, he wouldn’t need the signal.”

      That made sense, but it was also sloppy. “Something doesn’t feel right. The Directorate wouldn’t entrust something like this to someone as inexperienced as Gregory unless it was a trap.”

      Alistair pulled into a parking space at the hotel parking garage and faced me before he answered. “The intelligence we gathered indicates that Gregory wasn’t the initial agent. One of your peers took out Cassandra Evangeline a few days ago. We think she was the original messenger.”

      Cassandra had been notorious. We’d lost more than a few agents to her. I wished I had been the one to finally take her down. “So if they’re still going through with the meet, it’s urgent.”

      “Exactly,” Alistair said. I moved to open the door, but Alistair stopped me with a hand on my wrist. “You know what Christoff means to us, but you’re more important, Nadiya. If this goes bad, you do what you have to do. You let me worry about justifying it to the Circle.”

      Alistair’s support was the only constant in my life, but I knew from the way he said it that the Circle would not be apt to accept excuses. They expected results. Given what was on the line, I couldn’t blame them.

      The mages had taken enough from me, I wouldn’t let them take more from my people.
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      The ballroom for the benefit was a breath of fresh air. The elaborate lighting and decorations were the closest thing I’d seen in a long time resembling my home. A grand fountain stood in the middle of the ballroom and fresh flowers decorated the space. The dim blue lighting was accentuated with little white lights strung across the ceiling.

      My mind took it all in, catalogued it, and moved it to the side. I was here to do a job, and I would do it well. All thoughts of my discomfort—the annoying high heels, the tediousness of human conversation—faded to the back of my mind.

      I made a mental note of the exits and potential blind spots should something go wrong. Then I went over my cover story. I was April Whitaker, a socialite from New York whose family money was in real estate.

      A waiter passed me with a tray of champagne flutes, and I took one in an effort to blend in. Mages were experts at pretending to be human. It’s what made them dangerous.

      “Oh, excuse me, I don’t believe we’ve met.” A woman stepped in front of me. Her perfect smile and Botoxed forehead annoyed me. “You must be April Whitaker. Only yours and one other woman’s name were unfamiliar to me on the check-in list, and the other woman in question is sixty-five. My name’s Marjorie Hansen. My husband and I are the ones putting on this event tonight.”

      I paused from scanning the room to give her enough attention that she would leave me alone. I plastered a large grin on my face. “Yes, that’s correct. I’m only in Vegas for a little while, but when I heard that a benefit was being put on for the Portrait Gallery, I couldn’t resist. There just aren’t enough people who do much for the arts.”

      Marjorie looked like she wanted to speak, so I rushed on. “You know, I studied art in school. I’m much more interested in the Renaissance period myself, but really, I’m a fan of most anything put on a canvas, as long as it’s not modern. Nothing made in the last century for me, thank you. That’s why this benefit interested me so. The classics are in such need of restoration, and I want to support that anyway I can. I’d love to talk to you about the gallery’s collection.”

      My eager eyes and smile promised to take up oodles of her time.

      Marjorie’s eyes shifted, looking over my shoulder, anywhere but my face. “I’m sorry, dear, but as hostess I need to make sure to greet everyone. We do have the curator here. You may want to speak with him.”

      She didn’t even stick around long enough to point me in the direction of the curator. Experience had taught me that at these types of affairs, the cause wasn’t nearly as important as seeing and being seen. The quickest way to get rid of an unwanted person at anything costing more than a thousand dollars a ticket was to speak enthusiastically and earnestly about the cause.

      Guests mingled around me, greeting each other with big, fake smiles and cheery voices that couldn’t possibly be real. Walking slowly through the crowd, a familiar face across the room caught my eye. Green eyes, dark hair, but the smirk was gone, replaced with a rather intense look. He stuck out like a sore thumb among all the frivolity. If he was from the Circle as Alistair had said, he wasn’t a trained agent.

      “Excuse me, miss?” a man said from behind me. I turned to see a man who oozed calm confidence and control in a three-thousand-dollar suit. “My name’s Forrester. Grant Forrester. I’d love to show you some of the portraits.”

      This was him. He hadn’t altered the passphrase at all. “I’m sorry, but I’ve never much liked portraits.”

      “Perhaps I can show you what all the fuss is about.”

      “If you insist.” That should be the end of the exchange. If the Circle had done their job with the rune, he should buy it. Nothing in his expression or body language indicated that he thought anything was amiss. My heart rate and breathing were steady, the product of years of training.
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