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CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]


Sean

––––––––
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“FOR TOO LONG, MAGIC has been kept in small enclaves, in elite groups dedicated to marginalizing a large swath of humanity simply because they crave power,” Lewis Simpkins shouted. For good measure, he banged his fist against a bunting-covered podium.

“It's like he's living on Opposite World,” Royce muttered. “The fuck is he smoking?” Ever since his best friend, Orrin, and Orrin's boyfriend Drew had gone down to Houston, Royce had been high-strung, caught in some sort of death spiral watching the True and Pure Come Home rally held in Austin for the next week.

I grunted noncommittally. Usually, I could  tune out the television or whatever games Birdie and Royce liked to play at top volume most evenings, but at the moment, I was ready to stab Royce with my beloved blue highlighter if he didn't shut the hell up for ten minutes.

Simpkins, one of the loudest voices of the True and Pure leadership, was going on and on about how the elite few were determined to oppress and deprive the rest of the population. The new thing was calling us all elitist terrorists or something, implying we were somehow withholding magic from the non-magicals. We deserve it more than those gross magic types went unsaid but heavily implied in the True and Pure talking points. He swung between magic being evil and a bane to petulantly demanding we share our shiny toys with the rest of the world.

How he imagined we could, I had no idea. But, if given half the chance, I would be more than happy to give him a dose of my ability. Sensing death wasn't exactly a super-fun happy power, and dosing myself with my potions and tinctures to keep it under control was wearing on me the longer I had to do it.

Royce shifted on the squeaky fake-leather sofa again, accidentally brushing his foot across the sheets of paper I had spread out on the floor. One of the tiny branches of my extensive tree of lost magical lines flew across the room, caught in an eddy from the air conditioning  

“Shit, sorry.” He moved to help me, sitting back when I hissed at him like an enraged cat, waving him down. “Er, did you just—”

“Hiss, yes. I couldn't think of the words, so...” I trailed off, retrieving the branch—chimerism.

“Chimera... like the creature?” Royce asked, studying the page. “These people could shapeshift or something?”

“Huh? No... That's almost impossible outside of limited instances which,” I pointed to one of the even tinier branches, “I'm working on next. No, Chimerism is like... like having a mixed assortment of chocolate in front of you. Instead of saying oh, my favorite is the caramel so you can take away the rest, you say yes, I love all of these and will have the set, thank  you. It’s a mishmash of powers, so rare as to be considered purely mythological. And further, I think it could be more common than we realize, just under-tested. Well, if we even had a test for it. I, um... I named this one myself,” I added in a rush. “It's not been discussed much outside of folktales and mythology, but I believe I've found enough evidence analyzing some of the ancient lineages to indicate it might still exist in some latent bits of the gene that could be activated if—”

Royce was staring at me, slightly agog.

“Where did I lose you?” I sighed.

“The ability to create matter,” he said slowly. “So basically play god?”

“Not really. I mean, maybe if you see god as someone who's just really good at hylegenesis?” I sat back on my heels, staring down at the array of papers. To the untrained eye, they resembled a sprawling, webby cloud of lines and my chicken-scratch writing. But it was groundbreaking (yes, I did say so myself). Once I had it all collated and the why and how parts codified...

It was going to uproot the systems of magic as people held them.

“Oh my god,” Royce snarled, reacting to the TV, not me. I didn't bother to glance up this time. It was easier and far more interesting to sink back into my research. At least as much as I could while Royce snapped and growled over Simpkins.

For half an hour, I tuned out both Royce and the rally, only to be dragged up from my mapping by the shrill ring of Royce's phone. “Seriously, who leaves their ringer on anymore?” I muttered, feeling the first prickle of a headache right behind my eyes.

Almost time to call it a night—a migraine barreling down on me would only lead to mistakes I'd need to fix later on the tree—so I began packing it in, sorting papers carefully into their folders after using my phone to take pictures of the layout. I was almost done when I caught Royce's muttered, “Are you sure it wasn't...”

The panic lacing his tone made me snap my head up. He was pale, doing his best to seem calm, whether for me or whoever he was talking to—or even himself—I wasn't sure. A moment later, he said, “Yeah, he's right here. Hold on.”

“What? No. Just—” The phone was shoved into my hand. “What the hell is going on? Who am I being forced to talk to?”

“It's Orrin,” Royce’s best friend answered. “Royce is freaking out, isn't he? We told him it wasn't Birdie, but he's gonna worry till Birdie checks in.”

“Please go back to the first part of the thought and let me in on it because I feel like you've just thrown me into the middle of this conversation.”

Orrin sighed. Drew's voice rumbled in the background, undercut by a baby's giggle. They were with Drew's sister and niece, then, working on getting the pair of them relocated to keep them safe from the sister’s ex. “You got them moved?”

“Mostly. There was, ah, a bit of a problem with the house Birdie secured.” He hesitated. When he spoke again, the quality of the sound had changed. No background noise, and his voice was lower. He was hiding, trying not to be overheard. “There was a dead man in the house already. A rogue. We called 911, but we didn't stay, just in case...” He trailed off.

I glanced at Royce, who was staring at me intently, as if he could manifest his own magical powers by sheer will and hear the conversation. Or maybe read my mind.

“But it wasn't Birdie,” I stated flatly. It wasn't a question. I knew it wasn't him. I knew. When he'd left two days before, he hadn't had so much as a hint of death on him. Returning Royce's gaze steadily, I repeated myself. “It's not Birdie. Birdie is fine.”

Royce seemed to relax, hearing me say it, but he would be wound tight as a spring until he heard from Birdie directly.

“Look, I know this is a lot to ask,” Orrin began.

“Then don't.”

“Ha. This is a huge favor, but I—we—trust you. We managed to get the girls set up at this rental we put through one of Birdie's fake identities, but it's super temporary. It's a bit further out than we'd planned, but Mom is going to stay with them for another few weeks, until we can get them to one of the legit safe houses. But in the meantime...”

“No.”

“We can't ask Royce,” he said urgently. “Please, Sean. Royce doesn't have magic. Sending him into some of these places would be like throwing bloody meat to a starving dog. Not all rogues are okay with nonmagicals. Some of them are fucking bitter as hell, and who can blame them.”

I closed my eyes. He was right, but that didn't mean I liked it. “Fuck.”

“All you have to do is check the safehouses up in our neck of the woods. We'll hit the ones between Galveston and home. By the time we reconvene at Royce and Birdie's place, Birdie will be back in touch.” He hesitated, then said even more quietly, “The guy at the safehouse, we're pretty sure he died like the others in the news.”

I thought of the files Birdie kept on all the rogues he knew of, the ones who reached out to him for help, the ones who accepted the hand he offered. Several had turned up in safe houses, dead by apparent overdose. After the news reported the fifth one in less than a week, with morbid glee and the scare-chyron Magical and on Drugs: A New Epidemic for Parents to Fight, the True and Pure goons had taken it up as one of their new focus points. Birdie had blown several gaskets, insisting it was impossible. He announced he was going to check on 'his little flock' and fucked off into the night.

Well, late afternoon.

And he had been checking in, both professionally with Drew and Orrin, and more personally with Royce.

Until the third day of his walkabout, when he hadn't so much as texted.

“Shit, fine,” I groaned softly. “I don't have to talk to anyone, right? I'm not Birdie. I'm not you. I don't do gregarious stranger well.”

“Gregarious? I beg your pardon, but I'm congenial, not gregarious!”

“I stand corrected,” I mutter dryly. “Tell me what I need to do here. I have work I need to finish.”

“I'll send you an email of the locations we think should be checked. Start in the morning—no use going tonight—and check in hourly with Royce. It'll give him something to do.”

I sighed.

“That's my boy.” Orrin sounded a shade less tense than he had a few minutes before. “Sorry to take you away from your work, Sean, but we really appreciate the help.”

I grunted. “And you're sure this rental is safe for the girls?”

Orrin hummed positively. “That asshole Hayden's going to have a hard time tracking them here, if he's even still looking.”

“Stop hunting for his magical daughter, the only thing to prove he's lying about not having ties to the magic community and thus endanger his state senate career, which is entirely built on anti-magic sentiment?”

“I know, I know. I'm a pie-eyed optimist. Okay, sending the list now. I recommend going in a spiral. Start in and work out. More efficient that way.”

“Efficient? Why, Mr. Grimm, are you trying to seduce me?”

Orrin's bark of laughter and chuckled goodbye did put a tiny smile on my face as I handed Royce back his phone. “I'm heading out in the morning. Just for a day trip.”

He nodded. “Do you, um... Should I come with you?”

I shook my head. “I know you're worried about him. But you stay here and I'll check in.”

He nodded slowly. “Okay. Sure. That's... that'll work.”

We fell into silence again, not exactly companionable, as I finished putting my tree away and he stared at the now-muted rally coverage, Hayden had taken the stage, smiling his lying,  perfect smile at the slavering audience.

Later, after I'd put everything away, I checked the details Orrin sent me. Several smaller homes Birdie had somehow managed to turn into safe houses, and one giant place out in Wichita Falls. Based on the Google street view image, the Addams Family house had some stiff competition in the creepy exterior department. Setting my alarm for the very disrespectful hour of five a.m., I got into bed and wondered, briefly, if there was some way I could parlay this into a research trip.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Carmine 

––––––––
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“LAST NIGHT WAS FUCKING brutal,” I groaned, stretching back so I could rest my head on the back of my chair. “But on the plus side, at least we got the info about Travers's buddy Simpkins, and we can finally bring that to light.” As far as these things go not a big get, but Thom Simpkins had been up to some sketchy shit with college kids. Namely starting a weapons trafficking ring, or trying to. I'd accidentally leaked (ahem) enough evidence to friendly media sources, putting any idea of obfuscating or soft-shoeing his way out of accusations firmly out of reach.

“Do you know you sound exactly like a scripted police drama?”  Lisa muttered. As my supervisor at Magical Is Natural (terrible name, great mission statement), she had her own office with a door that was never closed, which meant I had a perfect shot at her desk from my cubicle.

“Fuck off,” I laughed, throwing a wadded up sticky note her way.

“Seriously. I'm half expecting produced by Dick Wolf to pop up under your face next time you wax rhapsodic about how we're doing good work and helping to bring down the bad guys.” She threw the wadded note back at me. “And your turn for coffee duty this week. Don't get that shitty store brand that tastes like vinegar and burned rubber. Spend a little. Get the good stuff that doesn't take a layer of skin off my tongue.”

“Have you thought maybe it's not the coffee but putting in half a pound of that artificial sweetener crap into decaf? Which,” I ignored her extended middle finger, “isn't actually coffee. It's water cosplaying coffee.”

“Fuck off. Get dark roast this time,” she called, heading for the copy room.

“I'll get whatever the hell I feel like.” I knew damn well I'd be picking up a bag of the fancy coffee-shop brand dark roast on my way home to bring into work tomorrow. Pulling up my desktop, I worked my way down through the security layers until I got to my actual daily calendar, not the one we all kept on the surface for anyone sticking their nose into what 'those magical rights nut-jobs' got up to. To be fair, most of the people in Magical Is Natural really did work on the up and up, and that surface calendar was legit.

For them.

For a small bunch of us, it was window-dressing. We had an extra layer to our work with the magical rights group. Namely, making it damn near impossible for anti-magicals to worm their way out of charges and true accusations made against them.

I opened up the spreadsheet titled Totally Not Something Sketchy (the name was Nina's doing) and smiled to myself at the notes for today's field trip. Visiting the home of one of Senator Hayden's besties, to find out about the senator's ties to some weird deaths popping up in the rogue community.

Nothing solid yet, but given Hayden's ties to True and Pure, as well as a rumored connection to the magical community via his ex-fiancée, he was definitely pinging some radars. A few of the rogues I'd spoken with over the past few months had passed on rumors. Hayden was working with some scary people, scarier than the talking heads True and Pure used for their rallies and such. And a few of the rogues had mentioned Hayden being tied up with the whole shitshow at the HEEL lab earlier in the year, but it was just a vague sort, that one. One rogue said Hayden's brother had worked there, one that Hayden had commissioned that serum they'd been working on... Not enough to really investigate a tie to the lab, but enough to make me wonder...

And the man we were investigating, Travers, was one of Hayden's closest associates. He was all kinds of dirty, running with some real shitheels before True and Pure elevated him to some vague leadership position and put his face on the fliers, gruff and rocking the ‘All American Quarterback Gone to Seed’ vibe.

“Hey, Nina, you coming with me on the sightseeing trip today?” I tossed the wadded-up note over the cubicle wall, aiming for where my investigative partner usually sat. “Looks like it'll be a walk. Drive up to Wichita Falls and do a look-see, come back... We can stop at McKinney's on the way back if you promise not to get barbecue sauce on my seats.”

No response. Not even a volleyed return of the paper.

That morning, I’d been running late, skittering in through the side entrance, so I hadn’t had a chance to greet her. Amanda and I had run recon overnight, wrapping up around three in the morning. Amanda, the responsible adult I could only pretend to be nine times out of ten, had actually gone home and slept.

I'd been too full of energy, too excited about what we were doing and what the next steps were, and wound up going on an aimless drive around town until my phone alarm went off at six, the time I'd usually be getting up for work. Zipping home to take a disappointing, lukewarm shower thanks to the ancient plumbing in my building, I'd thrown on a clean outfit and... dragged ass, basically. Between my just a peek scroll through the social media for Humans First and Real Equality—two of the larger anti-magical rights groups on our radar at Magical Is Natural—and a this will just take a minute perusal of my sock puppet accounts on a few of the anti-magical, human purity sites and subreddits, I ended up being forty-five minutes late.

It would've been thirty if I hadn't suddenly remembered I hadn't eaten dinner the night before and stopped for a peanut-butter-and-jelly smoothie with an extra caffeine shot.

Come to think of it, the only people I’d seen so far were Collin, the intern with the creepy eyes, and a few glimpses of IT coming and going from Lisa’s office, no doubt fixing her regular printer mishap.

Nina had to be in the office, though.

I grabbed a chunky paperclip from the corner of my desk where office supplies went to die and lobbed it over the top of the cubicle’s divider to get her attention.

“Jarrods?”

“If you’re looking for Nina, she’s out sick.” Lisa rolled her eyes extravagantly. She did everything extravagantly, which made meetings both entertaining and interminable.

I leaned back far enough to peer into Lisa’s office. “I just saw Del. I thought he was dropping her off.” As I ducked into the bathroom down the hall, Del, her boyfriend had been getting onto the elevator, on on the phone and distracted. Otherwise, I would’ve bugged him about restarting our monthly D&D meetups with the assholes from Public Press-Dallas and Free Speech Weekly.

“He’s been bugging me since yesterday, asking if I’ve seen her. I told him to fuck off. This is a place of work, and if she’s not talking to him, then it’s his problem, not ours.”

“Wait, what?” I shoved away from my particleboard desk, nearly over-setting my cheap big-box-store rolling chair. “Del and Nina are fighting? I thought they were pretty solid!”

They’d been together for five years, two longer than I’d been working with Nina, and just worked. They weren’t cutesy-poopsy about everything, they weren’t always talking in therapist jargon, they had lives outside one... During their annual Friendsgiving and Solstichristmakwanzakah parties, we’d all pile into their condo. They were a well-oiled machine working together, being all...adult and shit.

Okay, I knew I was an adult and shit, but they were adultier adults. Roasting the hell out of each other one minute, then having a serious conversation about their retirement plans the next, all while sitting in their tidy living room with nary a beer bottle pyramid or Reservoir Dogs poster in sight.

In short, they were not the couple to have a high-school-style fight and drag Nina’s coworkers into it.

“Why would Del be looking for her if she’s out sick? She’d be at home with him,” I said.

Lisa shook her head, her curtain of lush, dark hair swinging in a shampoo ad-perfect sheet around her shoulders. “I know she put in for sick time yesterday via the server. Not my problem if she wants to burn off her handful of days off avoiding her partner.”

“Fuck.” It didn’t sit right. Too much was off about the situation, but I didn’t even begin to know how to snoop without pissing off one of my very few friends in the world. Someone like Simpkins, Travers, even Hayden—sure, I could happily run all over their privacy, then back up and do it again just to make sure I got 'em good. But Nina and Del? It made me feel gross just to think about.

“She’s probably at her mom’s or something,” Lisa offered. 

Nina hates her mom. “Yeah.”  

Arms folded, Lisa stared at me from behind her desk. No IKEA pieces for her—the head of our office got an actual wood desk, no degree in mechanical engineering and six years of Duolingo Swedish required to assemble. She was waiting for something, I realized, but I had no idea what.

“I guess I’ll see if Amanda wants to be my plus one.” More calmly this time, I pushed away from my desk, scanning the little cube farm. Besides Lisa, Berto from IT, and me, no one else was in the office. Six desks sat empty. Nina’s computer was still on but in sleep mode, a direct contradiction to the strict office policy about power saving. How long had it been on, I wondered, and why would she have walked out and left it sitting open to the world? Her password wouldn’t be difficult to figure out, not if I knew where to look for her clues. 

“Carmine.” Lisa was like a ghost when she wanted to be, popping out of corners and around the edges of cubicles in damn near silence.

“Shit! Sorry, I was wondering if Nina left the files about today’s sightseeing trip out or if she even had a chance before going home sick.”

Lisa’s brows snapped together, and her lips crimped into a scowl. “I never said she went home sick. I said she called out sick. And Amanda’s out, too.” Her expression twisted into angry annoyance. “This is why I told Michael we shouldn’t hire college students. No offense.” I didn’t think she actually gave a damn. “Sick days aren’t vacation time. And we’re on a shoestring here and—”

“And,” I cut her off, my stomach roiling with anger and a greasy, uneasy feeling. “And today’s the only day we’ll be able to see these particular sights.” I tried to make sure we weren’t overheard in case anyone decided to pop into the office. “I can’t go on my own  for this one. Daytime sightseeing and at a known highly secured location? I either need Amanda and her skills with those damn alarm systems to come along, or we need to reschedule this to the next time we know Travers will be out of pocket for several hours.” Every red flag I could think of was waving—Lisa insisting I break protocol,  Nina and Amanda's absences, Lisa's intensity... Danger, danger, Carmine Teague.  This parachute is really a bunch of pots and pans shoved into a backpack. You're fucked.

“And,” she smacked the back of her hand against my chest, “you gotta. Amanda’s fucked off, Nina’s sick,” I could hear the implied air quotes, “so that leaves you out of our little merry band of sightseers. Look,” she added in one of those false-sympathetic tones people tended to use with upset children and rude customers, “I know it's hard for you, not being able to rely on your magic.”

I winced. “Right for the sore spot already? Are you really that mad about the coffee?” I'd had to disclose my status as a dud on all my hiring paperwork. Every time I’d been poked and pricked and bled, I'd tested positive for the magic gene, but my powers were like a wet firework: a sad attempt at a fizzle, then bupkis. It was bad enough I couldn't even manifest something low level, but my stupid gene couldn't even decide which way to jump. I’d occasionally spurt out a hint of Knowing, sometimes a dash of Seeing. Once I had a little burst of pyrokinesis, but all that did was set my mother's kitchen towels on fire.

Lisa's laugh was too loud, too bright. “Don't be like that, Carmine. I—we—respect the hell out of you, embracing your magical roots even though you're not able to use your abilities. Now. Come home with your SIM card or on it, Spartan.” She gave me a little shove and turned to go back into her office. “Travers is due to be at that Sunday Dinner thing for the next ten hours. I’d get that ass in gear, if I were you. It’s a two-hour drive to Wichita Falls if traffic is on your side.”

It was only half past eight, but Travers’s part at the Sunday Dinner—Senator Hayden’s weekly rabble rousing rally for his anti-magical supporters and ‘like-minded citizens’—wasn’t going to last all day. As regional coordinator for the True and Pure organization, he’d welcome guests and hang around, smiling for the cameras while the whole ‘family picnic’ vibe got underway. Then he’d give his speech and fuck off back to wherever. Nina and Amanda and I had been tracking his movements. He’d most likely end up back at his McMansion on the outskirts of Wichita Falls. So factoring that in, I only had about five hours to play with. 

“Do I need to add that, if you get arrested, I don’t know you?” Lisa called out from her office.

I kicked myself into motion, grabbing my little go-bag from the locked drawer in my desk and stopping by Amanda’s cube for the extra burner phone she kept in the top drawer, under the scattering of Pop Rocks packets and tampons. I’d told her she should lock it away. She pointed out that, in three years, not one person had ever gone rummaging past her array of menstrual products to see what else she was hiding, and ‘god bless squickiness about body processes’ for keeping her secrets safe.

“I won’t get arrested,” I said when I noticed Lisa had come to linger in her office doorway. “But if Amanda or Nina call in or show up...”

“They won’t.” She rolled her eyes. “Go, get what we need, and remember—”

“This is all on me if I fuck up.” I reiterated our little splinter-group’s maxim. “I’ll text you with the details when I head back.”

***
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IN THE PARKING GARAGE, Del accosted me. “Please.” He lurched out from behind my car. His eyes were red and bruised, a heavy scruff on his cheeks and chin. Nothing like his usual fashionably tended five o’clock shadow look. He was haggard, wearing loose track pants and an old t-shirt carrying a definite whiff of unwashed body. “Please, tell me she’s staying with you or something.” 

When he first appeared, I jerked back, sure I was about to get mugged or worse. His desperate, pleading face and the way he shook, fingers clenching and unclenching under the harsh glare of the garage’s overhead lights, chased away those fears. Instead, the earlier ones about Nina kindled to a higher flame. “I haven’t seen her since Thursday. Lisa said she’d called in sick?”

He snorted, mouth twisting into something angry and awful. “That’s bullshit, and we both know it. Since when has Nina ever called in sick? She was fine Wednesday night. She got up Thursday morning and got ready for work. We... We, um.”

“Okay,” I muttered, and he nodded, face red. “I get it.”

“We said goodbye and made plans to meet at Mucky’s for drinks with some guys from my office after we both got off, and
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