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      The slums of Cairo were a labyrinth, a maze, where only the stench remained constant. The combination of human waste, decaying garbage, and sweat clung to Anatoly’s clothes like a second skin. He could taste it, feel it in his lungs as he breathed. But he’d visited worse places during his years as a member of the Circle of Sorcery, so he pressed on, determined to reach his contact. Given the amount of time he’d spent hunting the woman down, damned if he was going to arrive late for their meeting.

      He glanced around, all his senses, both magical and mundane, alert for danger. The buildings dated back centuries, though time and neglect had worn them down to shells of their former glory. They leaned dangerously over the narrow alleys, casting long shadows that swallowed everything beneath them. Dogs barked from behind rusted metal gates, their eyes reflecting the sunlight with a feral gleam.

      Anatoly ignored them and turned down the alley where the information broker said to meet her. Why she wanted to meet in this place in the middle of the day he couldn’t begin to guess. During his years gathering information for the Circle, he’d met many strange people in many strange places. An alley in a Cairo slum was pretty normal as these things went.

      His footsteps slowed then stopped. There she lay. At least he assumed the body belonged to the information broker. He’d never met her, only spoken with her on the phone. Her body sprawled across the cobblestones, limbs twisted at unnatural angles. Blood pooled around her, thick and dark as tar. Someone had slashed open her throat, revealing white bone beneath torn flesh. The wound looked fresh; the blood had barely begun to coagulate.

      Whoever did this might be close. He expanded his awareness. Many life forms called the slums home. He ignored anything too small to be human and still found dozens within his range. Pity he couldn’t tell murderers from innocent people.

      Anatoly knelt beside her, hands shaking as he patted her down. He found nothing save a burner cellphone, which ended up in his pocket. No ID and nothing that gave a clue about what sort of information she had for him. Hardly a shocking discovery. Prudent people didn’t write down the sorts of things they planned to discuss at this meeting.

      He straightened as two pairs of figures dressed in black trousers and loose tunics emerged from either end of the alleyway. Matching keffiyeh hid their faces, leaving only dark, glittering eyes visible. The straight, sharp daggers they held out and ready made their intent clear. It seemed her killers hadn’t fled the area after all.

      Anatoly considered his options. Fighting wasn’t his strong suit, but any wizard strong enough to join the Circle could handle four ordinary men. If he could capture one of them, perhaps the killer could provide the information Anatoly needed.

      He focused and gathered ether. A paralysis spell lanced out at the strangers. The moment his spell reached them, it fizzled.

      The men charged.

      Shocked, but only for an instant, Anatoly sent power into his legs. In one swift motion, he leapt, landing with a dull thud on the roof of a three-story apartment building to his right.

      Something crunched and a moment later he fell through the rotten roof. Shards of wood bounced off his personal shield, doing him no harm. The dining room table he crashed through, on the other hand, ended up in many pieces.

      He clambered to his feet. No one hid in the apartment, thank heaven for small favors. The door burst open and three of the killers slipped inside. Heaven, it seemed, had done all it cared to.

      Anatoly’s mind raced as he faced off with the men. They spread out, approaching from left, right and center. He backed up, having no desire to end up sandwiched between them.

      He lashed out with a telekinetic blast, hoping to catch them off guard. As with his paralysis spell earlier, this one fizzled, confirming that his only hope lay in escaping.

      The window behind him beckoned.

      Anatoly turned and leapt, shattering glass and splintering wood. He hit the ground hard, but his still-strengthened legs handled the three-story drop without issue. He looked up to find three dark figures glaring down at him.

      They didn’t immediately follow, which indicated he wasn’t facing wizards. Of course that begged the question of how they managed to negate his spells.

      He could figure that out later. Right now, he needed to put more distance between himself and his stalkers. If he could find somewhere busy they’d have to call off their pursuit.

      Hopefully.

      He sprinted down the alley, weaving between piles of trash and other debris. His mind raced, trying to figure out his next move.

      The distraction proved costly when the fourth killer emerged from hiding and thrust his dagger at Anatoly.

      A lifetime of training in Sambo saved his life. He turned just enough to avoid a vital wound, but the blade still gouged a deep cut in his side, ignoring the powerful magical barrier that constantly surrounded Anatoly.

      An instinctive counterblow staggered the killer and broke his grip on the dagger.

      Anatoly staunched his wound in passing and ran on, hand pressed to the cut, and the dagger clutched to his side out of sight. Blood leaked through his fingers and his legs wobbled. He needed to get somewhere safe quickly so he could apply healing magic before he bled out.

      He staggered on, determined to escape.

      Risking a glance back, he found his trail clear of assassins. Not that they’d have any trouble finding him given the blood trail.

      Three blocks later his nose drew him to a koshari place called The Crunchy Bowl. Lunchtime had arrived so the restaurant should be busy. He ducked inside, stumbled over to an empty booth, and sat before he fainted. As soon as his butt hit the hard seat he summoned healing energy. The pain receded at once and he blew out a sigh.

      While he doubted he could fully heal the wound, he could stop the bleeding.

      A dark-skinned girl about thirteen wearing a thin white cotton dress came over and asked, “Can I get you a bowl, sir?”

      Before he could answer, she gasped and stared at his bloody side.

      “It looks worse than it is,” he lied. “A large bowl with spicy chili sauce would be lovely. And a beer if you have some.”

      The girl ran away to get his order.

      He returned to his healing, working at it until she returned to set a steaming bowl of rice and lentils covered with sauce and fried onions in front of him along with a bottle of beer.

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded, seeming unable to speak. He’d probably scarred the poor thing for life. Then again, if she lived in this part of Cairo, maybe not. In any case, he set to eating, eager to restore his strength. Much as he hoped the killers had given up, he didn’t believe it for a moment.

      Anatoly finished the final swallow of his beer and sighed. His magic had healed the worst of the wound, though he feared it would remain tender for a couple more days or maybe weeks. Given the alternative, he had no intention of complaining.

      A few tables away, he noticed the nervous serving girl watching him with wary eyes. He offered a smile, hoping that, despite coming from a balding, middle-aged man, it would come across as friendly rather than creepy.

      It must’ve worked since she hesitantly approached. “Was it good, sir?”

      “Very good, thank you.” He held up the empty beer bottle. “Would it be possible to get a second?”

      “Of course.” She took the bottle and hurried away.

      Anatoly dug a ten-Euro bill out of his wallet. That would easily cover ten times what the meal cost, but he planned to occupy the table for a little while and didn’t want any trouble about it.

      When the girl returned, he held out the bill. “I’m just going to rest here for a bit, okay?”

      Wide-eyed, she took the money. “Yes, sir. Take all the time you need.”

      After a final look at his bloody shirt, she darted back toward the kitchen. A subtle glance around the dining room confirmed that only the girl seemed remotely interested in his situation. People in this part of the city quickly learned to mind their own business, a worldview he wholeheartedly approved of.

      He took a sip of his beer and shifted his gaze to the dagger lying on the bench beside him. Nothing about the design struck him as remarkable: straight blade, round bronze pommel, slightly upswept guard. A stream of ether passed through it with no trouble. Whatever had disrupted his magic didn’t originate from the dagger. He found that both reassuring and concerning since it meant he had no idea what had, in fact, rendered his magic useless.

      Now he needed to confirm if his black-clad friends remained in the area. Assuming his magic could locate them at all. Given their resistance, he didn’t have especially high confidence.

      One way to find out for sure.

      He closed his eyes and sent his vision soaring through the ceiling. All sorts of people moved around outside, but none of them looked like the killers. When he’d checked ten blocks in every direction he let the spell fade. Either they’d given up or he couldn’t see them with magic. Much as he hoped for the former, he feared the latter had better odds.

      He could do nothing about it in any case. Time to report in and see what the boss had to say. Anatoly cast a sound barrier around his booth, got out his phone, and hit her contact number.

      Three rings later she said, “What news?”

      “Nothing good. My lead is dead, murdered before she could talk to me. I damn near joined her. The men who killed her used daggers and had some way to negate my magic.” He gave her a full rundown on what happened. “Anyway, this is bigger than I can handle on my own.”

      “Are you secure now?” she asked.

      “As secure as I can be under the circumstances. What do you want me to do?”

      “Stay there and give me the address. I’ll have Daisuke join you within the hour. Also, take a picture of the dagger and send it to me. Crystal can research it and I’ll see what I can find regarding magic-suppressing abilities. Do you have any other leads?”

      “No, only this broker claimed to have intel on Ahmed. Everyone else I spoke to didn’t recognize his name or the Spirit Eaters. The orb is an even bigger mystery. I tracked down the former owner and he said he didn’t even know it had magical properties, though he was delighted that he sold it before someone decided to kill him and claim the item. The first bit struck me as unlikely, but my spell indicated he didn’t lie.”

      “Okay, good work. Hang tight and stay safe.” The boss hung up.

      Anatoly took the pictures she wanted and attached them to a text message. With nothing better to do until Daisuke arrived, he settled in to enjoy his beer.
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      Vendors shouted and the smell of roasting lamb and cinnamon filled the air as Daisuke worked his way through the crowded Istanbul bazaar. Hundreds of people filled the area and you could find anything imaginable for sale. He hadn’t visited the city in years, but everything still matched his memories.

      He kept a brisk pace. Ten minutes remained until his rendezvous with the boss’s contact. Assuming he didn’t run into a cult, major demon, or some other catastrophe, this should be a quick job.

      “Then we can get baklava,” Ruq said from his place on Daisuke’s shoulder.

      Daisuke certainly wouldn’t argue with that plan. He was about to make a right-hand turn when his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and frowned. What could the boss want? He’d left Zurich like five minutes ago after a full briefing. No way did she forget something.

      He tapped the button. “What’s up, boss?”

      “Anatoly’s in trouble in Cairo. He needs reinforcements, now.”

      Daisuke sidestepped an old man pushing a cart piled high with melons. “I’m six blocks out from the meeting. You want me to ditch it?”

      “I’ll handle Ali. You need to get to Cairo. But first come back to base.”

      Daisuke’s frown deepened but he knew better than to argue when she used that tone. “Alright, I’m on my way.”

      She disconnected and he stared at his phone. What in the world happened? Anatoly was supposed to be collecting intel on Ahmed and the orb, not doing anything super dangerous.

      “What about our baklava?” Ruq asked.

      “I’m sure they sell it in Cairo, not that I’m confident we’ll have time to go dessert shopping.”

      He spotted an alcove and ducked into it. A moment later Daisuke entered the shadow paths. Seconds after that he emerged in the pitch-black closet which served as the Circle’s teleportation chamber. The slowly darkening runes provided just enough light for him to find the doorknob and push it open.

      The boss stood across the hall, arms crossed, a single sheet of paper in her hand. Her grey suit was perfectly crisp and her eyes glowed faintly golden. She seemed pretty calm, which he took as a good sign.

      “So, why am I here instead of Cairo?” he asked.

      “Are you firearms qualified?”

      Of all the things he imagined she might say, that hadn’t made his list. “Sure, I can shoot. But it’s been a couple years since I had to use a gun. I mean, black lightning is a hell of a lot more effective than lead. What’s going on?”

      The boss turned for the basement steps and motioned for him to follow. “Walk with me.”

      As they descended she said, “Anatoly ran into trouble in Cairo. Killers who are magic-resistant.”

      Daisuke nearly missed a step. “Come again?”

      “He said they were armed with daggers, and both a paralysis spell and a telekinetic blast were negated. His physical enhancement spell worked fine but they stabbed him right through his shield.”

      “Sounds like whatever they’re using has a limited range. That’s something anyway.”

      “Precisely.” The boss walked right past Crystal’s computer room then paused in front of another door Daisuke had never been through.

      Inside, weapons gleamed on tables and racks. Rifles, pistols, knives of all sorts, even a couple swords filled the place. The pungent tang of gun oil hung in the air. Not exactly the sort of thing you expected to find in the base of a group called the Circle of Sorcery.

      The boss waved him in. “Help yourself.”

      Right. Daisuke grabbed a semiautomatic pistol, three clips and a shoulder holster. He slid the items into their respective holsters and nodded to himself. If they had to stab him to negate his shield, this would certainly even the odds.

      The boss helped him don the holster, cinching it snug. She looked him over and frowned. “A bit conspicuous. One moment.”

      She grabbed a black sport coat, one of half a dozen on the only clothing rack in the room and held it out. “Try this.”

      He thrust his arms through the sleeves and shrugged it into place. “A little big, but it’ll work. Anything else?”

      The boss rattled off an address. “Anatoly’s waiting. He knows all our resources in the city. You two need to figure out what’s going on and the sooner the better.”

      “We’ll get it done, boss, don’t worry.” He took a step toward the door.

      She grasped his arm and pulled him toward her so her face was only inches from his. He caught a hint of tobacco smoke when he breathed in. For a second he dared hope for a kiss. Instead she said, “Be careful.”

      Swallowing his disappointment, he grinned. “You know me, boss.”

      “Yes, why do you think I’m so worried?” She released his arm and took a step back. “Off you go.”

      He marched back to the teleportation chamber. Dealing with magic-resistant enemies wasn’t going to be a walk in the park.

      “When are our jobs ever a walk in the park?” Ruq asked.

      “True, but then again, when did we ever have to deal with magicproof killers?”

      “As long as they’re not bulletproof, who cares?”

      Ruq had a point. Hopefully Daisuke’s aim was still good.

      Once he entered the chamber, a quick walk down the shadow paths brought him to an alley in the Cairo slums. The stench of rotting garbage remained as bad as he remembered. Just once he’d like to show up somewhere with nice gardens and a cute maid to greet him.

      He looked around and shook his head. Not a street sign to be found. Well, someone could tell him how to find the place. “Keep a lookout.”

      Ruq leapt off his shoulder and took to the air. If anyone tried to sneak up on Daisuke they’d be in for a surprise. He and his familiar followed the chatter to a nearby food stand selling kabobs.

      Daisuke approached and waved a one-Euro coin at the vendor. “Hey, I’m looking for The Crunchy Bowl. Know it?”

      The man’s eyes gleamed. “Ah, yes, Effendi. Not far.” He swiped the coin and gestured down a side street. “Take the next left, then right at the red door. Can’t miss it.”

      “Thanks.” Daisuke hurried away, eager to find his teammate.

      Ten minutes later, he spotted the place. It was nothing to get excited about. You could find restaurants like this on every corner in Cairo. He ducked inside and found Anatoly hunched in a rear booth, nursing a beer.

      Daisuke slid in across from him. “You look awful.”

      Anatoly let out a heavy sigh. “Getting stabbed will do that to you. I closed the wound, but I’m not going to be much use in a fight for a couple days. Not that I was much use against those men today.”

      “The boss filled me in. Any idea how they blocked your magic?”

      Anatoly shuddered. “Not a clue. I’ve never seen anything like it. My spells just... fizzled.”

      Daisuke shifted and pulled his jacket open so Anatoly could see his holster. “Yeah. If the bastards show up again, we’ll see if they’re bulletproof. Where’d you leave the information broker?”

      “Not far from here.” He drained his beer, grabbed a dagger off the seat beside him, and slid out of the booth. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      They stepped out into the blazing afternoon sun. In this heat the body would deteriorate quickly. Hopefully it remained in good enough shape for him to extract something useful.

      Daisuke fell in beside Anatoly. “Can you tell me anything more about the killers?”

      Anatoly shook his head. “Not much to tell. They’re well-trained. The group moved like a military unit. I saw no guns, just the daggers. It’s like they knew they were going to be facing a wizard and bullets would be useless.”

      “Was the broker a wizard?”

      “Not as far as I know. We discussed nothing other than business; where, when, and how much. Lucky for the Circle’s coffers I didn’t make a down payment.”

      Daisuke grunted as they turned into the alley. A single body, her head nearly severed, lay on the ground. Didn’t look like any of the locals had messed with it yet. Not that it mattered for his purposes.

      He pulled his automatic, chambered a round, and handed it to Anatoly. “I’m going to see what I can find out.”

      Anatoly took the weapon with a curt nod, his gaze already sweeping the alley. He showed no sign of disapproval or distaste, just cold professionalism. In truth, it made a nice change of pace from Helena’s usual reaction to his magic.

      Now, let’s see what she had to say. Daisuke crouched and sent ether into the woman’s head. Lucky for him they’d cut her throat instead of blowing her brains out. Necromancy could do a lot of things, but even Daisuke couldn’t extract information from a ruined vessel. And speaking of ruined, decay had already set in. Sections of the brain had already rotted too much to access.

      Here we go. Her moment of death. That always left a powerful impression.

      A hand clamped over her mouth. Pain in her throat as the killer dragged his blade across. Fear. Confusion. Then... nothing. She never even got a look at them. Disappointing.

      He poked around some more, following her path to the alley backwards, ending at a dingy apartment above a clothing shop called Lilly’s Frocks.

      Last but not least, how did she know Ahmed? As soon as the question formed he found another powerful memory, one of her and the late leader of the Spirit Eaters lying in bed together in the apartment.

      They’d been lovers. Interesting. They must’ve parted on bad terms if she planned to sell him out to Anatoly. He kept looking but found no mention of the elemental orb. Not a complete waste, but less than he’d hoped for.

      Daisuke withdrew from the broker’s mind and stood.

      “Find anything?” Anatoly never looked away from the alley.

      “Her address. And an interesting tidbit about Ahmed.” Daisuke took his pistol back and checked the safety before holstering it beneath his jacket. “Seems our broker was intimately involved with him.”

      Anatoly arched a brow. “Why would she betray him?”

      “I see two possibilities. One, an ugly breakup. I saw no sign of that, but I couldn’t access all her memories so who knows. Or two, she knows he’s dead and it doesn’t matter what she tells us now. Option two is my guess. Come on. Her apartment’s about a mile from here. Maybe we’ll find some answers.”

      Anatoly grunted and the two men set out.

      They hadn’t gone far when Daisuke said, “The boss told me you know all the local contacts. Best call someone to pick up her body.”

      “I will once we’re a little further away. I have no interest in answering questions right now.”

      Daisuke seconded that. They had enough questions of their own without messing around with the local cops.
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      Angelique sighed as Daisuke retreated back upstairs. It was odd seeing him dressed in a sport coat, but it did serve its purpose of hiding the pistol he’d taken. She hoped he didn’t end up needing it.

      Magicproof killers, whatever next?

      She felt certain he’d be okay and that he’d find Anatoly in one piece. After all, Daisuke had dealt with an elder demon; ordinary humans, even if magic couldn’t touch them, didn’t begin to compare, right? If she told herself that enough times maybe she’d start believing it. She had a bad feeling about whatever it was they’d run into in Egypt.

      Putting Daisuke and the many dangers he faced out of her mind, Angelique crossed the hall and rapped on Crystal’s door before stepping into the dimly lit computer room. She glanced around at the humming, buzzing equipment and shook her head. Crystal’s collection of gizmos seemed more arcane to her than most of the magic items they dealt with.

      At her workstation, Crystal stared at the large central monitor. A satellite image of the desert with an ancient stone fortress in the middle filled the screen.

      “Is that Taba Castle?” Angelique asked.

      Crystal yelped and looked back at her. “Please don’t sneak up on me like that, boss.”

      “I knocked. So, Taba Castle?”

      “No, this is Fort Nuweiba, another ruin in the same region.” Crystal spun the wheel on her mouse, zooming in on the weathered
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