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I was born for a storm, and a calm does not suit me


– Andrew Jackson




CHAPTER ONE


Early January
New Orleans


It had once been a lovely kitchen, with pale wood and granite, a pretty view of a courtyard garden, and an enormous refrigerator still dotted with photographs of what looked like a big, happy family. Father, mother, daughter, sons, and an enormous black dog, big enough for the kids to ride on.


But they were long gone now, cleared out like nearly everyone else in New Orleans when Paranormals flooded into our world, leaving most of our city and much of the South in ruins.


I was searching through what they’d left behind, looking for a diamond in the rough.


“There is a house in New Orleans . . .”


I winced at the throaty croak that echoed from the other end of the kitchen. “Like a frog being strangled,” I muttered.


“They call the Rising Sun!”


I leaned around the cabinet door. “Moses!”


Inside the pantry, something thudded, rolled. “What? I’m working here.”


“The singing.”


A head, small and pale, with glossy black horns and irritable green eyes, peered around the pantry door. “What about it?”


“It’s not great.”


He snorted, doubt written across his face. “Says you.”


“Yeah, says me.”


Moses walked out of the pantry, three feet of Paranormal attitude. And, for the five weeks we’d been sneaking around New Orleans, my best friend.


“Someone might hear you,” I reminded him.


He grumbled a curse, walked through the shadowed kitchen in my direction. He held up a bloated silver can, its seams bursting from age, heat, and rot. By the size, I guessed it was tuna fish. Very gnarly tuna fish.


“Jackpot,” Moses said.


“You aren’t going to eat that,” I said. “It’s spoiled.”


“Don’t be persnickety.” He sniffed at the metal, closed his eyes in obvious pleasure. “More flavor this way.” He held it out. “You want a sniff?”


My stomach flipped in revolt. “I do not. It would probably kill me.”


He waved off the concern. “I’ve done this tons of times. Maybe I just have a stronger constitution than you, Claire.”


“Hmm,” I said noncommittally. Better to avoid going too far down that rabbit hole.


Moses was supposed to be locked up in Devil’s Isle, the prison for Paras and anyone else touched by magic. Some Paras had wanted our world for their own; others, like Moses, had been forced to fight via magical conscription. Unfortunately, the Paranormal Combatant Command, the federal agency in charge of Paras, didn’t much care about that detail.


I was a Sensitive, a human affected by magic that had seeped in from the Beyond. That magic gave me telekinesis, but at a cost: Too much magic would destroy my mind and body. Keeping that balance was a trick I was trying to master.


I’d kept my power secret until a cult called Reveillon—people who believed magic in any form, including the city’s remaining Paranormals, should be eradicated—had attacked Devil’s Isle. I’d had to use my magic to bring down Reveillon’s founder. The PCC now considered me its enemy—and didn’t get the irony.


There were signs the PCC might eventually come to its senses, acknowledge that magic wasn’t all bad and not all Paranormals had been our enemies on purpose. It had even authorized temporary leave for a select few Paranormals who’d fought in the Battle of Devil’s Isle.


Sensitives like me hadn’t gotten the same consideration. We weren’t Paras, and we weren’t humans. We were different. Paras couldn’t become wraiths—the pale, skeletal monsters into which Sensitives transformed if we failed to control our magic, to balance all that heady power. If we weren’t careful, the magic would corrupt us, turn us into twisted creatures obsessed with absorbing more and more power.


So despite my efforts in the battle, there’d be no pass for me. I was too unpredictable, too dangerous, too untrustworthy.


Moses, having already snuck out of Devil’s Isle and having skipped out again during the battle, didn’t need a pass. He was already on the lam.


We’d tried playing the game, helping Containment, the PCC unit in charge of Devil’s Isle, track down Reveillon and fighting on their side. And except for the few token passes, nothing had changed.


So we’d been sneaking around New Orleans, working to avoid Containment. And since they were treating us like criminals, we figured we’d might as well act like criminals. We’d decided our job was to challenge the PCC and its refusal to acknowledge the truth about magic, about Paranormals, about Sensitives.


Along with the other members of our crew, which we called Delta, we’d been covering Reveillon’s antimagic billboards with our own messages, using contacts outside the war Zone to rally the rest of the world to our side and gathering supplies for the Devil’s Isle clinic.


The facility—and the wraiths secured there—weren’t on Containment’s priority list. Reveillon’s attacks had put a big crimp in the PCC’s supply chain, so even if the clinic had been on that list, consumables were getting harder to come by. We were in this house to gather up what we could for delivery to Lizzie, who ran the clinic.


Moses walked toward the kitchen island with his slightly sideways gait, then slung a mesh bag of equally swollen cans onto the granite countertop and added his newest find to it. “You find anything?”


It took me a moment to reorient. I closed the cabinet, held up a carton of sea salt and a tin of tea bags. “Salt’s half full, and the tea bags still smell mostly like tea.” No small feat, given they’d been stewing in heat and humidity. “Still,” I said, “you’d think there’d be more here.”


“It’s a nice house,” he said, glancing around the room. “It would have been one of the first ones sacked after the war—or during the battle.”


“Yeah,” I said.


Reveillon had ransacked Devil’s Isle—and every neighborhood the members had blown through along the way. They’d been like a hurricane scouring their way across New Orleans. Not the first storm the Big Easy had faced down. But over time, hell and high water took their toll.


Reveillon’s members had hurt the city and those who lived here—and some, including Liam Quinn, didn’t live here anymore. The bounty hunter I’d fallen for had been hit by magic, and he’d left New Orleans to fight his resulting demons.


I hadn’t heard from him since.


I knew Liam was with his grandmother Eleanor in what Malachi called the “southern reach,” the bayous and marshes of southern Louisiana, where small communities of Paras worked to stay out of Containment’s crosshairs—and out of Devil’s Isle.


Malachi, another of my Paranormal friends, had told us that much when he’d returned from reuniting Liam and Eleanor.


But that was all I knew about Liam’s location or the effects of the magical hit he’d taken. It was a point of pride that I hadn’t asked Malachi for any more details, for updates as one week after another passed. I’d tried to force thoughts of Liam to the back of my mind, giving him the time and space he apparently needed. In the meantime, I’d focused on Delta, on our new work for New Orleans, on controlling my magic. Because even though I knew why he’d gone, it still hurt to be left behind.


I put my hands on my hips and sighed as I looked at our meager harvest. “Oh, well. You add it to the bottled water, the aspirin, the radio. That’s something.”


“It’s something,” he said. “You know they don’t take things for granted.”


They hadn’t. If anything, they’d been too grateful, and that didn’t make me feel any better about Containment or our situation.


“Oh, found one more thing,” Moses said, pulling something from the bib of his denim overalls. He’d found the overalls during a previous scavenger hunt. They were way too big for him—the pants rolled up at the bottom—but he loved that front pocket.


He moved toward me, offered his hand. In his small, meaty palm sat a silver robot with a square body perched on blocky feet. Probably three inches long, with a canister-shaped head topped by a tiny antenna. A metal windup key emerged from its back.


“It was wedged behind a drawer,” Moses said.


“It’s old,” I said, taking it gingerly and looking—as my father had taught me—for a manufacturer’s mark or date, but I didn’t find anything. “Probably from the fifties or sixties.” That was much older than the fancy cabinets and countertops in there. “Must have missed it when they renovated the house. Let’s fire it up.” Carefully, I cranked the key, listened to the gears catch and lock, then set the toy on the countertop.


The gears buzzed like hornets as it moved forward, its feet rotating in sequence, the little antenna bobbing. We watched silently as it marched to the end of the countertop. Moses caught it before it reached the end, turned it around, and sent it back in my direction.


“Huh,” he said, monitoring its progress with surprising affection in his eyes. “I like that.”


“Yeah,” I said, “so do I.”


We wound it again and let the toy repeat its parade across the granite.


“Shame they missed it when they left,” he said.


“What did they miss?”


We both turned sharply, found a man behind us.


Malachi was tall, over six feet, with the broad shoulders of a soldier. He looked like an angel: tousled blond curls that reached his shoulders, a square jaw, luminous ivory wings that folded and magically disappeared while we watched, and eyes of shimmering gold. That gold was a signature of some Paranormals—and it was the color I’d seen in Liam’s eyes after he’d been hit and before he’d run.


Malachi had been a general in the Consularis army—the caste of Paras who’d ruled the Beyond before the war, the same Paras who’d been magically conscripted to fight us by their enemies, the Court of Dawn.


We hadn’t heard the usual thush of wings that signaled Malachi had alighted—and apparently walked right through the front door. He wore jeans, boots, and a faded Loyola T-shirt.


Malachi smiled at Moses, then let his gaze linger on me. My heart met that look, delivered by a man beautiful enough to be carved in marble and preserved for eternity, with an answering thump. It was an instinctive response, triggered by the sheer power of his gaze.


Paras had very different conceptions of romance and attraction. We were just friends—even if we’d become better friends over the last few weeks—but that didn’t make his power any less potent.


“They missed our new toy,” I said, answering his question. I wound it again and set it to work.


“Ah,” he said, then picked it up to study it. “An automaton.”


“Or humans’ sixty-year-old idea of one. How’d you find us?”


“We followed the sound of mating cats,” Malachi said, sliding a sly smile to Moses.


Moses lifted his middle finger. “I got your mating cats right here.”


I guess the gesture translated. Good to know. “We?” I asked.


“Someone wanted to talk.” He glanced back as footsteps echoed on the hardwood floors at the other end of the shotgun house.


A man stepped into the doorway, his figure only a shadow in the harsh sunlight behind him.


For a moment, I was lost in memory, back at Royal Mercantile, my store in the French Quarter. Or it had been, before I’d been forced to abandon it. In my mind, I was in an antique bed on a rough-hewn floor, a slip of a breeze coming through the windows and a man sleeping next to me. Dark hair. Blue eyes. Body lean and honed like a weapon.


The man I’d fought beside.


The man who’d left.


Then he took a step forward. Memory faded, putting another man in the doorway. Similar to the one who’d left, but not the same.


“Gavin,” Moses said.


This wasn’t Liam, but his brother. But it was still surprising that he was standing here with Malachi. I hadn’t seen him since the battle.


“Claire. Mos.”


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


Gavin didn’t waste any time. “Jack Broussard is dead.”


Broussard was a Containment agent, and a generally despicable human.


“No loss there,” Moses said.


“Maybe not,” Gavin replied. “But they’re saying Liam killed him.”




CHAPTER TWO


“Liam’s not in New Orleans,” Malachi said simply. “He couldn’t have done it.”


“There’s supposedly physical evidence he did,” Gavin said. “And Liam and Broussard had a bad history. That seems to be enough.”


Liam was a bounty hunter, or had been, and Broussard had been his handler before their relationship had soured. Because Liam understood Paranormals weren’t all our enemies, Broussard believed Liam was a traitor to humankind. That was the kind of attitude Delta was fighting against.


“Tell us what happened,” Moses said, crossing his arms.


“Broussard didn’t show up for a shift at the Cabildo,” Gavin said. Containment headquartered in the historic building on Jackson Square. “Containment sent someone to take a look, and they found him in his house. It was bloody. His throat had been slit.” He paused, seemed to collect himself. “The knife was one of Liam’s—a hunting knife I gave him. Had an engraved blade. And ‘For Gracie’ was scrawled on the wall—in Broussard’s blood.”


The silence was heavy, mixed with eddies of horror and fury.


Gracie was Gavin and Liam’s late sister, a young woman killed by wraiths. Her death had haunted them, and that was one of the obstacles that had stood between me and Liam.


Moses narrowed his eyes. “Someone’s setting your brother up.”


“That’s how it reads to me.”


“Bastards,” Moses spat. “Scum-sucking bastards for using your sister like that.”


“Yeah,” Gavin said, running a hand through his hair. “I can’t argue with that.”


“Why set Liam up?” I asked. “Containment doesn’t have anything against him—or didn’t. Do they know he has magic?”


“Not that I’m aware of,” Gavin said.


“Maybe Containment didn’t arrange the frame-up,” Malachi said. “Maybe the killer did. He or she could have a vendetta against Liam, or may not care who’s blamed, as long as it’s directed away from him or her.”


“Yeah,” Gavin said with a heavy sigh. He looked tired, I realized, his skin a little paler than usual, his eyes shadowed with fatigue. “I lean toward that. Containment’s issued a bounty for him.”


“Gunnar wouldn’t do that.” Gunnar Landreau was second-in-command at Containment, and one of my best friends.


“He wouldn’t have a choice,” Gavin said. “An agent’s been murdered, and the evidence points to Liam. Gunnar’s hands are tied. Containment’s already been looking for him. Now that the bounty’s issued, the search is going to get more intense. Containment is also looking for Eleanor.”


“For leverage,” I said, sickness settling in my belly.


“Probably,” Gavin said. “I hear they’ve been through her place in Devil’s Isle, tore up what wasn’t already torn up after the battle. I haven’t been to Liam’s, but I imagine it didn’t fare any better.”


“How do you know all this?” Moses asked. “You talk to Gunnar?”


He shook his head. “I just got back into town, had a drink with a source at the Cabildo. That’s where I got the details.”


“You’re here to warn us,” I said. “Because now they’ll want us for another reason—to find Liam.”


Gavin nodded. “Containment’s been looking for you, but they haven’t been looking very hard. They know you helped in the battle; Gunnar knows you helped. But with this, they’ll double their efforts to take you in.”


Moses snorted. “They can try.”


“We’ll be careful,” I said. “What are you going to do about Liam?”


“We’re going to warn him,” Gavin said. “Me and Malachi. That’s the other thing we wanted to tell you. We’ll be gone for at least a couple of days, more likely three.”


“You know where Liam is?” Moses asked. “I mean, specifically?”


The bayous and marshes of southern Louisiana covered thousands of square miles. They were also isolated and difficult to get through.


“We know where they were,” Malachi said. “Erida checks in when she can.” Erida was a goddess of war and one of Malachi’s people. She’d accompanied Eleanor into the bayous. But to make it harder for Containment to find them, Erida, Eleanor, and the other Paras moved frequently. “I received a message three days ago. By the time we get to that location, she’ll have moved again.”


“It’s a place to start,” Gavin said with a nod. “That’s all we need.”


“They could follow you back to him,” I said. “That might be their plan—to send you running to him, to Eleanor. And if they find him, they might find the others.”


I didn’t know how many Paras lived in the bayou, but I knew their existence needed to remain a secret. Given the smile on Gavin’s face, he wasn’t very concerned about that.


“They might think we’ll lead them to Liam and the others. But I’ve walked through PCC recon camps without being spotted. If I don’t want to be seen, I won’t be seen. And I’m fairly confident Malachi has the same skills.”


“I do,” Malachi confirmed. “It’s not without risk. But we can’t not warn them of what might be coming. Of the storm they may be facing. And we can’t wait until Erida checks in again.”


I had a sudden image of Liam on his knees in front of the cypress house, hands linked behind his head, gun at his back. Whether from fear or premonition, a cold sweat snaked up my spine. Because Liam Quinn was still mine.


“I’m going with you.”


“No,” Gavin said automatically. “It’s too dangerous.”


I gave him my best stare. “You want me to remind you what we faced down five weeks ago? What I faced down?”


“I don’t mean physical danger; I know you can hold your own, not that I’m eager to throw you into a fight.” He moved toward me. “Like I said, Containment wants you even more now. Parading you around isn’t the best idea.”


“I wouldn’t be parading,” I said flatly. “And they’ll expect me to be in New Orleans. Near the store, near my friends. They won’t be looking out there.”


“Claire might help Liam,” Malachi said. “Could be good for him.”


“And he’ll string me up if anything happens to her,” Gavin said, flashing him a look. “You want to take that punishment for me?”


“If Liam wanted to keep an eye on me,” I said, “he could have stayed in New Orleans.”


Gavin opened his mouth, closed it again. “I can’t really argue with that.”


Moses snorted. “That’s a damn lie. You’d argue with a signpost just for the fun of it.”


“That’s the Irish in me,” Gavin admitted.


“That’s the mule in you,” Moses corrected. “Anyway, I think it’s a good idea.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Gets her off my back for a little while.”


I just rolled my eyes. I’d missed one day of visiting him since the battle—during a gnarly tropical storm—and he’d hounded me for a week.


Gavin tapped his fingers on the countertop as he considered. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. “Give us a minute?” he said, glancing up at Moses and Malachi.


Not one to take orders from Gavin, Malachi looked at me. When I nodded, he gestured to Moses, and they walked into the next room, leaving us alone.


“I don’t want you to get hurt,” Gavin said, then held up a hand when I started to argue. “I don’t mean by Containment.”


He softened his tone. “He hasn’t been gone very long, not really. And if he’s trying to come to terms with his magic, he may not be ready for company.” He paused, and my stomach clenched at what I knew was coming next. “He may not be ready for you.”


That was the other side of the coin. The possibility that time had changed his mind, or his heart, had been gnawing at me. And the teeth grew sharper each day that passed without a message.


But it was a risk I had to take. I’d given him time and space to cope. Now it was time to act. To flip the coin.


Gavin must have seen the hurt in my eyes. “Liam wouldn’t feel good about running away. About bailing on you, on New Orleans, on me, on the life he was finally beginning to build here. But that doesn’t mean he’s ready to come back.”


I nodded. “I know.”


“And you still want to go?”


I turned to lean back against the counter, crossed my arms. “I don’t like that he left. I know why he did it, but I don’t like it. And I don’t feel good about being left behind, probably any more than you do.”


Gavin didn’t answer with words, but there was no mistaking the quick flinch. Liam had hurt both of us. He might have had his reasons, but the pain was still there, the wounds still fresh.


“But he’s in danger,” I continued. “Eleanor’s in danger. I’m not going to sit on my ass in New Orleans while you guys do the hard work.” I looked over at him. “If it was me out there, he’d look for me. Even if he thought my feelings had changed.”


He looked like he wanted to argue, but realized there wasn’t anything to argue about.


“And Containment?”


“You suddenly a coward?” I asked with a grin.


He puffed out his chest. “I’m not afraid of Containment. Or anything else. But still.” He made a vague gesture in the direction of my hair. “Your hair . . . It’s noticeable.”


Rolling my eyes, I pulled my long red hair into a bun and unsnapped the Saints cap I’d fastened to the back of my jeans. Then I stuffed my hair into it, adjusted the fit.


“Boom,” I said, and flicked the cap’s bill. “Instant disguise. I won’t get caught.”


“You willing to stake your life on that?”


I lifted my brows. “I’ve been staking my life on it since I learned I had magic. And since the battle. You think I’ve spent that time underground?”


“Not according to what Malachi’s told me.” He glanced over at me. “I saw the billboard on Magazine. ‘Free the Consularis. Seek the truth.’ And a pretty little triangle in the bottom corner. The Greek symbol for delta.”


“It’s amazing what you can do with seven-year-old house paint.”


“It was one of Reveillon’s?”


“It was. Now it’s one of ours.”


Gavin shook his head, but there was pride in his eyes. “He ever tell you you’re stubborn?”


“Connolly,” I said, grinning and reminding him of my last name. “I’m also Irish. And you know I can handle myself.”


To prove my point, I raised a hand, gathered up the tendrils of power that lingered in the air, and used them to lift the robot off the counter and into my hand. When it was in my grip, I scratched a bit of grime from its body.


“You’re getting better,” Gavin said. “Smoother.”


I had gotten better, both at controlling it and expelling the leftover magic to keep it from wrecking me.


“I’ve been practicing.” Robot still safe in my palm, I looked up at him. “We go, we talk to them, we come back. An easy two days,” I said, repeating his promise. “Three at the most.”


“Rude, using my words against me.”


“Handy, giving me words to use.”


Gavin leaned on the countertop, muttered something in the Cajun French he and Liam used when their emotions ran high. But my arrow had found its mark. “Fine. We meet at Moses’s place at dawn.” His expression changed. “In the meantime, Malachi said you have a place to stay. A place that’s safe.”


“He’s right.” The fewer the people who knew about the former Apollo gas station my father had rehabbed, the building where I now lived, the safer it would remain. It had to stay safe because it was the last bastion of a trove of magical objects my father had saved from destruction. So I wouldn’t give Gavin any more details.


Gavin nodded. “I figure you, like Liam, had reasons for the choices you made.”


I narrowed my gaze. “Now who’s using words against whom?”





Gavin left. “We’ll talk,” Malachi said, and then he was gone, too.


“Was he telling you or me?” I asked Moses.


“Could be either,” Moses said. “But I’m pretty sure he meant you.”


Moses and I packed up the things we’d found, then closed up the house again. We walked in silence through the alley that bisected the block.


“Did you know Broussard well?” I asked as we moved through shadows made by the high afternoon sun. It wasn’t exactly discreet to walk through the city in broad daylight, but there were so few people in the neighborhood—and the sound of anyone was so easily heard in the silence of the city—that we usually risked it.


“Not well,” he said, pausing to kick at a shining spot of metal in the gravel. “Knew enough to stay away from him. Saw the world as good or bad. You were either on his side or on the wrong side.” Apparently not impressed by whatever he’d found on the ground, he started walking again.


“Yeah. Liam said something similar. You know anyone who’d want him dead? Maybe any Paras in Devil’s Isle?”


Moses snorted. “Who didn’t want him dead? But hated him enough to take him out? No.” He stopped and leaned down, pulled a random bit of wire from a patch of scraggly grass, regarded it with a nod, stuffed it into his bag. Moses had never met an electronic component he didn’t like; he’d had a store of discarded radios, computers, televisions, and every other available gadget in Devil’s Isle before it had been destroyed.


As a woman estranged from her store, I could sympathize.


“Humans,” he said when we were moving again, “think they’re the only things we think about. Seven years we’ve been in Devil’s Isle. We’ve got lives and worries, probably the same kind of crap humans worry about.”


Malachi had warned me once not to make assumptions about Paras. He’d been right then, just as Moses was right now.


“So who does that leave? Did he have enemies?”


“You mean other than Liam? They want to frame him for this, they couldn’t have picked a better fall guy.”


“Yeah. No love lost there.” I glanced at him. “Maybe you could poll your Para friends? Find out what they know?”


“How would I do that? They’re in Devil’s Isle, and I’m out here in the wasteland.” But he took a big huff of fresh air and held it in for a moment, as if savoring the sensation.


“I know you and Solomon communicate,” I said. Solomon was the Paranormal kingpin of Devil’s Isle. He was also Moses’s cousin.


“That would be illegal. And risky.”


I stopped, gave him a dry look. It took a minute, but eventually he withered a little, hunched his shoulders.


“I’ll find out what I can.”


“Good man. And I guess I’m going into the bayou.”


“It’s a good decision.”


I looked back at him. “I thought you were opposed to it.”


“The danger, yeah.” He lifted a shoulder. “But not the idea. It’s Liam, and you’re Claire. I may not be people, but I got a sense of how they work.”


“He may not want to see me.”


Moses rolled his eyes.


“He left,” I pointed out.


“You know why he left.” His voice was low, quiet, and a little bit sad. “He’ll want to see you. He’ll need to see you.”


I hoped so. Because I didn’t really have a backup plan.


“Look,” he said, “let’s just put it out there. He left, and even if he has his reasons, it’s real damn hard not to take that personally. But you haven’t been whining and moping. You got your shit together, and you hung out with me.” He pointed a stubby finger at me. “Now you go find that boy, and you call his ass out.”


I thought of Gavin’s warning. “What if he won’t talk to me?” The words spilled out and with them the fear.


“Well, fuck that,” Moses said, and started walking again. “He’ll talk to you, if only because he’s gotta face this Broussard situation. He may have his issues, but he’s not a coward.” He looked at me speculatively, onyx horns glinting in the sunlight. “I figure he gets a good look at you, he probably remembers how good he had it.”


That made me feel better. “And what are you going to do while I’m gone?”


“Try and get my damn comp up and running. Managed to find a working power supply, but I still can’t get the OS to boot.”


We reached the end of the alley, prepared to turn right down the sidewalk, and stopped short. Across the street, a man in fatigues sat inside a Containment-branded jeep. Another man walked toward him, opened the front passenger door, and climbed inside. RECOVERY was printed in large letters on the side.


Moses and I were the types they wanted to recover: Paras and Sensitives who weren’t in Devil’s Isle, where we belonged.


“Shit,” Moses said, stepping back into the shadows. “We wait here or run?”


There was no way to tell if they were here for us—if they’d followed us across the neighborhood—or if there were others on the hit list today. “Wait,” I said. And watch. Figure out what they did, and which way we’d need to run.


The sounds came first, high-pitched and spitting with anger.


“A wraith?” Moses said.


But as two agents dragged the man out, I realized we weren’t that lucky.


The man they’d found wasn’t a wraith or a Sensitive. He was a Para, short and slender, with elfish features, pointed ears. His name was Pike. He was a friend of Liam’s who’d helped protect Eleanor when she’d lived in Devil’s Isle.


“I didn’t know he made it out,” Moses said, voice tight with concern.


“Me, either.” I hadn’t seen Pike during the battle or in the brief time after that I’d been in the Quarter, and I hadn’t been back inside Devil’s Isle since. If he’d been on the streets the entire time, I hadn’t seen him there, either.


I didn’t know Pike well. If Liam trusted him, Pike was smart enough to be careful. But Containment had ways of finding people. I glanced up and around, looking for the magic monitor, found it hanging on a light pole across the street. The light blinked green. The power was on in this sector of the city, and Pike had done something magical, which tripped the alarm.


I started forward, but Moses’s fingers tightened on my arm. I tried to shake him loose, but he held firm. He may have been small, but he had plenty of strength.


“Let go,” I said. “I have to help him.”


“You can’t just run out there. We’re outnumbered.”


“I can use magic.” I could clear a path for Pike, get the agents out of his way, and put him somewhere safe—as long as I could do it quickly. I could use only so much magic without having to manage its side effects.


“Okay,” Moses whispered, “let’s assume you get out there and kick some ass with your magic, and they don’t take you into Devil’s Isle. Gavin already told you they’ve moved you up the most wanted list. You do this, you definitely can’t risk going into the bayou.”


And wasn’t that a shitty choice? I felt angry, guilty, helpless. “We can’t just let them take him.”


“He’ll go back inside,” Moses said. His voice was quiet. “There are worse places for him to be.”


“Even if freedom’s the other option?”


“There’s a time and place,” he said. “And out here on the street, in broad daylight in front of operational magic monitors ain’t either of those.”


Pike hadn’t stopped struggling, so the agents forced a jacket on him—a special restraint usually used to control wraiths—and moved him into the back of the vehicle.


A moment later, they climbed inside and were gone. When the neighborhood was quiet again, the birds began to chirp.


“We’ll talk to Lizzie,” Moses said. “Make sure she’s got an eye on him.”


Right now that didn’t feel like much consolation.


It had been a gas station—a corner business with atomic-era architecture and a couple of garage bays. It was now a bunker and a secret archive of banned magical objects. And my home sweet home.


Inside, there were long wooden tables and shelves along the walls, each holding priceless and completely illegal weapons, books, masks, and other items. My father had hidden them here to keep them away from Containment bonfires.


For now, I was outside and above the magic. I lay on a blanket on the roof, where the low walls gave me cover from Containment patrols.


Tomorrow would be the first night I’d spent out of New Orleans in years. My father had refused to evacuate, even when the city was bombarded. We’d lived together in a house until he died, and then I moved into Royal Mercantile. After the Battle of Devil’s Isle, I’d walked to the gas station and spent the first of many nights here. It had become my home, my new piece of New Orleans.


Tonight I watched the sun sink in the west, sending streaks of brilliant orange and purple across the sky. The sight was beautiful enough that I could nearly pretend the world was whole again. But nearly wasn’t enough. Nothing—and no one—in the Zone was whole anymore.


The gas station sat on what had been a busy road. But in the weeks I’d been here, I’d seen fewer than a dozen people nearby. An older couple lived up the street in a double camelback. A man lived two blocks up in the kingdom he’d made of a former Piggly Wiggly. Everyone else had been moving: passersby, nomads, Containment officers.


“I understand I missed some excitement.”


I jumped at the sound of Malachi’s voice, sat up to find him standing behind me, his body a dark silhouette against the brilliant sky. “You have got to stop doing that.”


His wings retracted, changing his shape from Paranormal to human. “You have got to listen harder.”


I shouldn’t have been surprised; Malachi had a habit of visiting me at night. Darkness reduced the chance he’d be seen, and I think he enjoyed the company and the quiet. I hadn’t let him inside the building—too many secrets there—but I’d given him the address. I knew I could trust him to keep the location secret, and I didn’t have to worry about his evading Containment if they somehow found out about it.


“Containment agents found Pike,” I said. “They took him in.”


He walked toward me, sat down on the edge of the blanket. His body was big and warm, and he smelled faintly like woodsmoke. “Moses told me.”


I stared hard at the horizon, guilt punching through my chest. “I should have helped him.”


“There’s a time and a place.”


“That’s what Moses said.”


“He was right. We have to pick our battles. They aren’t all winnable.”


I glanced at him. His face was inscrutable, his golden eyes shimmering in the fading light as he scanned the horizon, as if keeping watch for marauders. “Is that a lesson you learned here, or in the Beyond?”


“Here,” he said thoughtfully. “In the Beyond, we were in power and took much for granted.” He glanced at me. “I’ve told you it was an orderly society. Rigidly so. If it hadn’t been so rigid—if we’d been able to evolve, to change—perhaps we’d have been able to prevent the war.”


“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe the Court would have been dissatisfied with everything you offered to do. Sometimes the ones who cry loudest for war don’t really want change. They just want the fight and the power.”


He nodded. “Humans and Paras are very similar in that respect.”


I sat up, crossed my legs. “You didn’t object to Gavin’s request—to leaving New Orleans and traveling into the wilderness. Is that a winnable battle?”


“I don’t know. But I’ve been in that particular wilderness before. There’s a lot to recommend it.”


“I don’t like snakes.”


Malachi smiled, ran a hand through his tousled curls. “Then the bayou may not be the best place for you.”


“What is?” I asked. I didn’t really fit in anywhere right now. “What’s the real story about Broussard?”


“I don’t know anything beyond what Gavin said. But whatever it is, Liam seems to be the key.”


“The key to what?”


“I don’t know. Something important enough to kill a Containment agent for. Or something important enough to frame Liam for. Or both.”


I looked up at the stars that had begun to pierce the settling darkness. “Life is never simple.”


“Death is simpler.” He smiled a little. “But too simple for most.”


“At least everybody gets a turn.”


He lay back, looked up at the stars. “That’s one thing we certainly all have in common.”




CHAPTER THREE


I sat on the floor. It was just dawn, and sunlight would have filtered through the windows if they hadn’t been painted over to shield the magical goods inside from prying eyes. I still wore pajamas—a V-neck T-shirt and shorts. I hadn’t yet begun to pack for the trip.


I’d committed to going. And I was going. But in the meantime, I was having seriously cold feet.


I knew why Liam had left. Understood well the fear and doubts he’d have had about gaining magic. I’d had doubts, too, and I hadn’t had a sister who’d been killed by wraiths, by magic gone bad. Having gained magic, he would have to deal with those complicated feelings.


And it was probably worse for him, because he didn’t clearly fit on the human-Sensitive-Paranormal scale. Unlike me, he and Eleanor hadn’t just absorbed magic; they’d gotten it through strikes by magical weapons.


But five weeks still felt like a long time. A long time with no messages, no checking in, no making sure that I was all right. Maybe it was selfish of me, maybe not. But the silence hurt. Maybe, like Gavin had warned me, Liam’s feelings had changed.


If they had, what was I going to say to him? How was I going to face that down?


I shook my head. At least I’d find out one way or the other, I reminded myself, and ignored the hollowness in my chest. I wouldn’t have to wait, and I wouldn’t have to wonder. Plus, I’d get out of New Orleans for a little while. I’d spend time with Malachi and Gavin, who were usually entertaining, and I’d see parts of Louisiana I hadn’t seen before. If we found them, I’d see Eleanor again.


We hadn’t even left yet, and I was lining up the consolation prizes.


“Way to be brave, Connolly.” I muttered it to myself, but climbed to my feet, then took the small back staircase to the basement.


I walked to the far wall, grabbed one of the hanging backpacks that was already half full of emergency supplies my father had decided we’d needed, and began adding to it.


Today, I was going into the bayou. I’d see Liam. And the shape of my future would become clear.


The sky was gray with clouds and humidity, and even the breeze was heavy and wet and carried the scents of earth and water. The scents of New Orleans.


The temperature would continue to climb and the humidity probably wouldn’t diminish, but we’d also be facing bugs of every variety, and God only knew what other crawling and flying horrors rural Louisiana would have to offer, so I opted for long cargo pants and a short-sleeved shirt, and folded a thin waterproof jacket into my pack in case of deluge.


In Louisiana, there was always a chance of deluge.


My travel mates stood together in the alley behind Moses’s house—one human and two Paranormals. Moses, in a shirt of screaming red that made him look more like an impish devil than made me comfortable, Gavin in lived-in jeans and a technical shirt, and Malachi in a V-neck and jeans. Gavin had the strap of an army surplus pack in one hand, a double-barreled shotgun in the other.


He looked at me, smiled. There was so much Quinn in that smile. “Looks like we’re all here. Would y’all like the good news first or the bad news?”


“I’d prefer there not be any bad news,” I said, adjusting my pack. “Is that an option?”


“No,” Gavin said. “I talked to Gunnar this morning. He doesn’t think Liam’s guilty, but the theory’s got legs within Containment. There are folks who think Liam had too much leeway dealing with Paras and got special treatment because of his family.”


Eleanor was an Arsenault, an old and wealthy Creole family connected to very powerful people outside the Zone—the people we’d been contacting in our efforts to bring to light the truth about magic.


“They sound like allies of Broussard,” I said.


“Yeah. They have no trouble believing this is Liam’s doing. And they’ve increased the amount of the bounty.”


“It’s only been a day,” I said, concern for Liam tightening my gut. “They never increase that quickly.” I’d done a little bounty hunting with Liam; it had been good cover for keeping an eye on Containment. Increases in bounties were rare, and happened only when time had passed without a lead on the particular prey.


“And what’s the good news?” Malachi asked.


“It’s not raining. Yet.”


We just looked at him.


Shameless, Gavin lifted a shoulder. “As leader of this particular mission, I figured you needed the stick and the carrot. Except I didn’t have any carrots. So I went with the weather.”


Moses shook his head, lips pursed. “You this good on all your missions?”


“There’s a reason I usually work alone,” Gavin said, shouldering the pack.


“Where, exactly, are we going?” I asked. There was no one else around, but I dropped my voice anyway. This wasn’t the time to attract attention.


“Houma,” Malachi said. “Vicinity of Erida’s last location.”


Houma was about an hour’s drive from New Orleans.


“There,” he continued, “we’ll meet some friends, see if we can get a sense of where she went.”


“Friends?” I asked.


“Paranormals with passes.”


I lifted my eyebrows. “I was actually beginning to think that was a myth. Since Moses didn’t get one, I mean. Or you.”


“I won’t request freedom I already own,” Malachi said. “And Containment isn’t in a position to give us passes from Devil’s Isle, since we’re already out.”


I couldn’t really argue with that.


Gavin gestured to the beat-up jeep at the curb. “The wheels will take us to Houma. Then we’ll leave the vehicle, travel on foot.”


“If we get to the Gulf, we’ve gone too far?” I asked.


“Something like that.” Gavin looked me over, took in the pants, shirt, shoes, and gave a nod of approval. “What’s in the bag?”


“Water, poncho, knife, atomic bug spray.” I might not have been out of New Orleans in a while, but I’d been in it long enough. I had a pretty good idea how to survive in the wet and the heat.


“Good,” Gavin said with a smile.


“I’ll meet you at Houma,” Malachi said.


“Wait,” I said, sliding him a narrowed glance. “What do you mean you’ll ‘meet’ us? You aren’t going with us?”


He smiled. “I mean I don’t need a ride.” He unfolded his wings, and twelve feet of ivory stretched out behind him, feathers gleaming in the sun.


“You’re going to fly the whole way?”


“Boy, will his arms be tired!” Moses said, waving a fake cigar.


Gavin’s eyes narrowed at me. “I hear you let him have a joke book.”


“He found it in an abandoned house, which made it fair game. I couldn’t exactly stop him from taking it.”


He shook his head. “Let’s hit the road. Every mile toward Houma is another mile away from jokes that start with ‘Two Paranormals walked into a bar.’”


“I need a minute,” Moses said to me, then moved a few feet away.


“I believe you’re being beckoned,” Malachi said.


“Evidently,” I said, and joined Moses. “You rang?”


“I want you to remember something,” he said, pointing a stubby finger up at me. “You’ve worked hard for the last few weeks, done some good around here. Whatever happens, no one can take that away from you.”


I lifted my brows, surprised at the emotion in his eyes. “You under the impression I’m gonna have a breakdown in the bayou?”


“I’m just saying, whatever he says or does”—he paused, seemed to look for the right words—“there’s more to the world than dames.”


I looked at him for a minute, appreciating the thought but confused by the message. And then I figured it out. “You didn’t just take the joke books. You took the detective novels, too, didn’t you?”


“They’re good,” he said with an embarrassed shrug that I found almost absurdly endearing. “I like this Sam Spade character. Straight shooter. Anyway.” He cleared his throat. “You be careful out there.”


“I’ll be fine,” I told him. “But I don’t like leaving you here alone.”


“You think I can’t take care of myself?” He pointed a thumb at his chest, which was puffed out a little. “I’m the one who’s been taking care of you—not the other way around.” But there was something soft and sweet in his eyes.


“You’re right. You’ll tell Lizzie why I’m gone?”


“That you’re taking a relaxing spa weekend? Sure thing.”


“Hilarious, as always.” I hugged him. “Be careful.”


“No need to get emotional,” he said, but his arms were steel bands around me. “You’re only gonna be gone a few days.”


Assuming we found him and managed to make it back alive.


“We’ll be fine,” I said, trying to assure both of us.


“Damn right you will. Now get in that jeep, start your hunt, and claim your bounty.”


The clouds had burned off by the time we reached the edge of New Orleans, and the sun beat down on Highway 90 like a drum, sending up shimmering waves of heat. It was much too early to be this warm, but magic hadn’t just affected electricity; it had made our weather less predictable.


We stayed on the highway as long as we could, then veered off to Old Spanish Trail when Gavin caught sight of a Containment convoy—jeeps and trucks heading into New Orleans with goods and sundries to be distributed to stores around the city.


Royal Mercantile would probably be getting some of the freight. Bottled water, soap, maybe a few sticks of butter packed in dry ice for the trip. But that was Tadji’s responsibility now. She was my beautiful and brilliant best friend, the woman I’d given the choice to run the store or let it sit until I came home again.


She’d decided to enter the exciting world of postwar retail and was doing a damn fine job of it, based on what I’d seen the couple of times I’d managed to sneak into the Quarter. She’d apparently gathered up every volunteer left in the neighborhood to fix glass broken in the battle, to reorganize overturned furniture and scattered stock. From what I could tell, business was booming. Tadji might have been trained as a linguist, but she was really, really good at merchandising. Even in the mostly deserted Quarter, people had milled around, looking at the goods and making purchases.


I wondered if the convoy had skipped this road to keep from destroying the vehicles and the cargo. I had to grab the jeep’s handle as we bounced over pitted asphalt.


“Are you hitting the potholes on purpose?”


“Man’s gotta have a hobby,” Gavin said.


The narrow highway ran between railroad tracks on one side and the remains of stores, small houses, and mobile homes on the other. Rural parts of the state hadn’t been hit by Para attacks as hard as the urban areas, but there were even fewer services out here, and a lot of people hadn’t stayed after the war. Plenty of solitude, if that’s what you preferred, but the living was hard.


We passed a store on stilts, a bait shop with “fresh” painted in rough black letters along one exterior wall. The windows were boarded up, and a rusting car sat on blocks in front. Once again, my mind tripped back to my store, to the Quarter.


I pulled out my water bottle, took a drink, trying to focus on something else.
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