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  Chapter One

Lee


No one would notice when Lee slipped out of this world. She curled her fingers and took a breath of cool night air, the smell of rain on asphalt filling her senses. Pedestrians dodged around the edges of the bus stop shelter she stood beneath, walking with umbrellas held upright and hunched shoulders to guard against the drizzle. 
10:46 p.m.
Lee tucked the phone into her pocket and hummed softly to calm herself. Tonight had to go off without a hitch. She didn’t have any reason to believe it would go wrong, except for the anxiety building in her chest.
A bus hissed to a stop on the glistening street, and the people who waited under the bus shelter filed up the steps. Lee stayed behind, and the driver stared at her. She waved him on.
As the bus pulled away, tingling started in Lee’s fingers and toes. The Liminal Realm had closed in on the now-quiet bus stop, calling her to step through the curtain of space and time and transport herself somewhere else, anywhere else.
Lee eased into it. Her skin itched, turning ashen, and changed to intangible shadow. A red aura glowed around her hands. The traffic light reflections on the road blurred.
She took a single step forward. Earth’s fabric of time and space tugged at her skin, sending pins and needles across it, but she took another step and the sensation lessened. Speed was of the essence tonight. Fortunately, there were no crowds or glaring daylight to thicken the air and make Liminal travel more difficult, and she only needed to travel a couple of blocks.
Lee stepped between the cars that crawled on the road at a sluggish pace. She surpassed the speed of traffic in the other realm as she jogged down the wet sidewalk. Nothing else moved around her, the sounds like muffled static. She rounded the block and headed north until she stepped onto the graveyard-like campus for St. Louis University.
In an alternative reality, one where she wasn’t Liminal, but a normal young woman with normal aspirations and interests, she’d be studying art there right now. Studying, maybe even partying, finding a guy to settle down with, selling her art…
But that reality didn’t exist. It never would. Lee shoved the sadness away and let the beautiful thoughts exit her mind the way they had come. She had already mourned that life. Now she would settle for a chance to have a future at all. Any future. 
In the Liminal Realm, she walked past a campus security guard without pause. The man might have felt a breeze, or heard a single footstep, but by the time he turned around, Lee would be long gone.
Being essentially invisible came in handy as a thief.
She walked the paths between the tall brick buildings with confidence and came to a stop in front of her destination.
The Samuel Cupples’ Mansion. A brick monstrosity with Romanesque architecture dating back over a hundred years. To anyone else, it would look like a museum, dark after hours, nothing remarkable about the exterior. But to Lee, a dozen pinpoints of silver light shone out from the inner walls. One of them was her mark, the brightest, shining from beneath a window on the second floor.
Lee walked up to the ornate wooden door on the front porch. Safe in the dark alcove, she shook her hands and felt intuitively for the access point back to Earth’s realm. For this next part, she had to be physical. She wasn’t a ghost that could go through doors and walls, and there weren’t any ley points inside the house.
Stepping out of the Liminal Realm made her break out in a light sweat, and her hands trembled. Lee adjusted the slouchy beanie on her head, tugged on her jacket, and pulled a worn black leather case from her pocket. She traced the ‘S’ scratched sloppily into the leather surface, then flipped the case open. The metal lock picks gleamed back at her.
“You should wear a less recognizable hat. What if someone noticed you loitering around here? It’s the first thing they’d see.”
Lee jumped. Risa walked up the steps behind her, dressed like she was ready for a steampunk convention, down to the goggles on her head.
Lee snorted, trying to cover up how startled she’d been. “You’re one to talk.”
“Hey, eccentric is my brand. People don’t remember what I’m doing when they see me. There’s a fine line between an invisible style like mine and a blaring alarm like that hat.”
Lee fingered the pick in her hand, the anxiety she felt earlier creeping back. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
“Neither are you. Look, I’ll cut straight to it. Sam said you were doing something tonight and you might need help.”
“Of course he did.” Lee rubbed a hand on her cargo pants. Sam, the crew’s tech guy, had tracked her movements to an obsessive point lately. Had Silas put him up to it? Or did he have his own reasons for tracking her?
Risa ignored Lee and kept talking. “He didn’t have many details, but he found your searches for this place on the computer and guessed this was where you were headed when you snuck out after dinner. What kind of trouble are you getting yourself into, kid?”
Lee’s eyes narrowed. She hadn’t been a kid for quite a few years now, but the nickname stuck. “I don’t need help.”
“Well, I’m here. And judging by the aura of this house, you’re going to need me. Just because you’re a Traveler doesn’t mean you can deal with ghosts.” Risa crossed her arms and adopted a stubborn expression that Lee knew meant she wasn’t budging.
Risa raised her eyebrows. “You going to pick that lock or not?”
Lee turned to the lock and inserted the first pick. She was stuck with the tag-along, it seemed.
With some maneuvering, the lock clicked open. The museum had modernized the locks. What they hadn’t done was maintain a reliable security system. Something about paranormal activity setting it off and causing too many false alarms. So they had the regular bolts and locks in place, and kept some of the valuable items in special alarmed cases, but otherwise it was a laughably easy target. And Lee knew for a fact that the item she sought wasn’t in any safe. She would stroll in and carry it out without anyone raising a fuss.
Lee slipped through the door and Risa followed. The door clicked shut, and Lee pocketed the leather pick case. Dim light from outside illuminated a large painting in a frame. The subject was a woman with pale clothes and a pale face, dark hair barely visible above her head. Her beakish, disapproving look seemed to be aimed specifically at the two thieves standing in her hallway.
The nape of Lee’s neck prickled. She wasn’t here to steal a painting. She pivoted away from the painting and speed-walked down the hall. More than ever, she wanted to get the item and get out of that creepy place.
“Not so fast. We don’t want to disturb the spirits of the house,” Risa stage-whispered from behind. Just like a Speaker to be worried about disturbing the dead with too much noise.
“The spirits don’t have to worry about getting caught,” Lee shot back. “We don’t have a Screener to cover our signature. And there aren’t any ley lines here, so if someone catches us, we’ll have to make it out on foot or risk getting trapped.”
Lee’s spine crawled with a bug-like sensation. Lee wasn’t supposed to be on this job, and the longer they took, the more suspicious their crew leader would get. Silas didn’t like it when anyone did their own jobs. According to him, it took money from the crew and risked valuable resources. But this job was worth every risk. After this, she wouldn’t need the crew anymore.
“You can’t go Liminal here?” Risa’s voice wobbled.
“I can enter the Liminal realm. That doesn’t have much to do with ley lines. But if a ley line doesn’t exist, I can’t travel on it.”
“Makes sense,” Risa said.
Lee passed the first set of rooms, headed for the stairs at the center of the house. Going Liminal would be harder if any security showed up. Having other people around made the Liminal realm more distant and difficult to reach. If only she had a ley point she could use to jump to safety! Walking the Liminal realm was like having a secret passage to follow. Jumping ley lines was like having a magical elevator that could get her almost anywhere.
But this house had no ley line. She’d just have to not stick around long enough to get caught, like any normal burglar.
Lee glanced over her shoulder. Risa had halted at a room that might have been a kitchen once. Now, it was lined with locked glass cases filled with blueprint ceramics and other assorted dishes and cutlery.
“What about these items? I can’t believe there’s nothing in here,” Risa said.
“Nothing we want. Come on.” Lee put her hands in her pockets.
The ornate rugs padded their steps as the room opened up. A banister arched grandly above them. Lee took the stairs two at a time. No time to stop and admire the architecture.
“Lee!”
She ignored Risa’s hissed whisper, passing another painting of an austere woman with pale, curled hair. What was with all the cranky women? Why not draw someone with a smile for once?
Lee paused, staring into the dark first floor. The silence had closed in, and she felt watched, like she did in every church she had ever entered. Risa caught up to her, contraptions on her waist clinking. She held one in her hand, a brass and glass compass-like instrument that whirred when she held it up.
“Lee, what do you know about this house?”
Lee shrugged. “The tour guide said the owner had a couple of wives—one died young, and their child. He had another wife and kids that all lived. He hated dancing, apparently.” But none of that was relevant to their job.
Risa turned, brow creasing as she stared at the arms of her instrument. “I’m picking up a strong spirit presence,” she muttered.
“Aren’t you supposed to talk to them? Calm them and such?” Lee turned a corner and a doorway opened into a sitting room. She wanted a bedroom.
Risa hurried to catch up with Lee. “Did you bring an offering?” she hissed.
“Why would I do that?” Lee asked, walking further down the hall. She poked her head into the next room. A four-poster bed stood sentinel against the left wall.
“You knew the house was haunted, and you didn’t bring anything to appease the ghosts? Damn, kid. You’re lucky I’m here.” Risa pulled a palm-sized glass disc out of her pocket and set it on the floor outside.
Lee glanced at it. “What’s that?”
“A bauble. Ghosts love them. Did you find it yet?” Risa asked.
Lee scanned the room, passing over a glass case holding an angelic sculpture and a broad wooden chest until she found the dresser. She stepped into the room.
“This looks like the place,” Lee said.
“I do not have a good feeling about this,” Risa muttered, exchanging the first instrument for a second one with a handle and a protruding metal end. She waved it over her head, the metal arm making a low thrumming sound.
Lee breathed deeply, putting her fingers against her temples. She felt for the tingling curtain of the Liminal realm, leaving Risa frozen in the Earth realm. A silver light shot out from beneath the dresser, glowing through its wooden surface. Lee looked at Risa and saw her mouth open mid-word, still holding that instrument. Her hand reached slowly toward Lee, as if to stop her.
Lee pulled herself back to Earth and fell to her knees, groping beneath the dresser.
“—of here!” Risa hissed.
Lee cursed. She scrabbled against the wooden surface, searching for a panel, a false bottom. “Just…a moment.”
She gripped the lip that caught her fingers and shoved in two directions. It moved on the second, thrusting to the right. An item clunked to the floor, and Lee snatched it up. Now that she had the bracelet, she had all the luck she could need. The bracelet was a Way Mary, and it drew luck from the wearer’s surroundings, storing it to be used later. According to Lee’s intel, each bead could be filled and used one time. An item like that was rare and valuable. Valuable enough to be sold in exchange for information that would lead Lee to the cure for the magic that ate at her like cancer.
Risa tapped her shoulder, startling her.
“What?” Lee snapped, jamming the Way Mary into the front pocket of her jacket. Her fingers brushed a second bracelet that waited inside, a fake that would fool just about anyone at a glance. It would come in handy if Silas figured out what she’d been doing tonight. 
The lights flickered on. She glanced back at Risa, whose eyes widened in fright. The woman wasn’t standing anywhere near the light switch.
Lee stood, glancing around the room. The lights flickered again, turning off, then on, then off. Lee didn’t see anything, but the hair on her arms rose and a screech sounded from a radiator in the corner, long and low. It shouldn’t have been running, but it hissed and rattled like it was possessed.
“I don’t think it likes your offering,” Lee said. She grabbed Risa’s arm, shoving the item in her pocket with her other hand. “That light will draw attention. Let’s go.”
Risa stumbled after her, gabbling some Latin words. The room went dark as they left, and ahead of them another set of lamps started to strobe.
“Banish it, or whatever you do!” Lee shouted, ducking as several books flew up from a shelf on the first floor. A hailstorm of literature.
“Spirit, hear me!” Risa called, skidding to a halt. Lee stood with her, panting. Risa raised her arms, and her hair rose as if filled with static. The books fell to the floor. 
“Do you object to our presence or to our theft?” Risa swayed in place, eyes shut tight.
Nothing moved, but the lights stopped flickering.
“What is it saying?” Lee asked, speaking from the corner of her mouth. Something was out there, whatever she believed.
“Do you mean us harm?” Risa asked. The lights flipped off, plunging them into darkness again.
“Was that a yes or a no?” Lee asked.
“The spirit is giving us obscured passage from the house. It means us well,” Risa replied.
“Then why all the—” Lee was cut off by a thudding sound downstairs, and then the front door of the mansion slammed open. Flashlights sliced through the darkness of the hall.
A bold female voice cracked like a whip through the room. “Stop right there!”
Shit.






  
  Chapter Two

Lee


Flashlights sliced through the darkness of the front hall, and Lee froze on the stairs. Most likely, these were campus security. They didn’t stand a chance against a Traveler and a Speaker. 
“Grab my arm and don’t let go,” Lee murmured to Risa. She would have killed to have her ear wire in so Sam could tell her the Intention of the security guards, or whether more help was on the way, but it wouldn’t do her any good to mourn it now.
Risa gripped Lee’s arm, squeezing like a boa constrictor. A ley line would have enabled Lee to travel a distance in the blink of an eye and escape, but there weren’t any here. Perhaps due to the conflicting energies of the ghosts? It didn’t make sense. But without a ley line, the only option was Liminal travel on their own two legs. If Lee was having a bad day, she wouldn’t be able to carry Risa out with her Liminally.
Lee mustered her energy, gritting her teeth as she tore through the fabric of space and time. She peeled it back layer by layer. Stepping forward was like moving through thick mud with the flashing lights and the shouting of the security guards. And she’d brought a whole extra person with her.
The familiar prickles danced over her skin like pinpoints of fire, and Lee slid her foot forward, then another. Her legs became shadow, then her waist and hands. Risa whimpered as she became immaterial. Lee’s head was last to vanish, as a beam of light swept over her.
She breathed a sigh of relief as the four guards on the first floor froze, caught in Earth’s sluggish time stream while Lee slid below and between the normal laws of physics. She moved achingly slow down the stairs, encumbered by Risa, who shuffled forward giving off tiny squeaks of fear. She probably felt the maelstrom between worlds whipping at her. To Lee, it was a pins and needles prickle. Shane was the only other person she’d taken into the Liminal Realm, and he’d said it felt like being clawed by a tiger.
Lee inched off the last step and moved across the floor at a crawling pace. The agents’ faces blurred and smeared as they moved in a different layer of time. A fifth form moved among them. She must have missed one.
“FBI!”
Lee turned without thinking. A man in a blue FBI uniform stood about ten feet away, face shadowed by the visor of his hat, but most notably he wasn’t blurred like the others. His outline was crisp, the part of his face that she could see—his chin—clearly defined. He moved toward her, then froze, staring at his hands.
“What the hell?” He muttered, proving that he was just as shocked as Lee to find himself inside the Liminal Realm with her.
Lee’s heart rate pulsed, and her breath caught. Where had the FBI come from? How had they found her? Lee’s entire body trembled with effort and adrenaline. She’d never been followed into the Liminal realm before. Unless…could he be Liminal, like her? 
Lee picked up her pace, straining as she hauled Risa along beside her. Sweat broke out on her brow. They still weren’t moving fast enough. The agent gained on them, only a few steps away.
A glistening white being materialized between the agent and Lee. A wall of smoke shifted and changed until it settled in the shape of a man. It had to be one of Risa’s ghosts.
The agent hollered and swiped at the being, distracted as it lunged and shrieked at him.
Beside Lee, Risa grinned. “Mr. Cupples is rather pleasant to talk to.”
“How’d you get him on our side?”
Risa tapped her chest. “It took a moment for him to learn how to communicate with me. Hence the hullabaloo earlier. Just a misunderstanding. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Lee booked it, barely moving at a full-paced walk, but pulling away from the FBI agent. She made it through the maze of frozen agents, breath hitching in her chest. She walked down the dark hall, stretching for the door hanging open ahead.
“Stop!” the agent called.
The word snagged at Lee, catching her somewhere near her navel. Her stomach flip-flopped as she pulled against the force that held her back, as if the single word somehow had power over her.
“Why aren’t we moving?” Risa whispered.
Lee grunted and braced herself, exerting every effort to move towards the doorway. “I—don’t—know.”
She stopped, panting. Risa’s hand still gripped Lee’s arm, and she tapped it, getting Risa’s attention. “We’re going to have to break for it. I wanted to put more space between the agents and us, but only one of them knows where we went. By the time they reorient themselves, we’ll be half a mile away. Split off, meet back at the house, okay?”
Risa nodded firmly, eyes widening a bit.
“Ready, one…two…three.” Lee dragged herself and Risa through the curtain between realms and emerged, gasping, skin burning, back to Earth. They sprinted through the front door and leapt off the porch of the old mansion.
Risa split right. Lee veered left. Shouting echoed behind Lee, a flashlight strobed on the lawn. She turned between buildings on the university campus. Another turn. Another. She stopped pumping her arms and legs, slowing to a walk. Her heart beat thrummed through her body, but she didn’t have time to panic. If she entered the Liminal realm this close to the museum without a Screener to scramble her signature, she might draw the attention of that agent who had somehow followed her into the Liminal realm. Only time would tell if the FBI had someone who could track her through the Liminal realm or if the recent incident was a fluke. For now, she had to get invisible in a more traditional way.
Lee dug into her front pocket for the Way Mary. Touching the other bracelet she had planted there, she took it out and analyzed them for a brief moment.
The fake meant to fool Silas in case she got caught was practically flawless, but it weighed slightly less and had the maker’s signature stamped on one of the stone beads. She moved the real Way Mary into her jeans front pocket for safe keeping, then swiped the orange beanie off her head and took off her jacket. She rolled the clothes into a ball and shoved them into a garbage can just off the sidewalk.
She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and tucked a casual hand in her back pocket, resisting the urge to scratch her still-burning skin. She took on a confident, bouncing stride. She’d have to circle back for her clothes—she liked that hat. The FBI agent had glimpsed her face, if not gotten a full view, but she didn’t have any fancier disguises with her to change that.
Her access to the Liminal realm was reduced in certain areas and stronger in others. She called areas with easy access ‘Liminal zones’. They had to have a particular sort of energy about them. Abandoned buildings, certain places after dark like schools and museums and parks, things like that. It took more out of her to attempt going Liminal in wide open places where anyone could walk up at any moment, like outdoors on a university campus.
The time of the day mattered, too. She had a higher chance of success entering the Liminal realm when everything was dark and quiet. She conserved her magical energy so when situations grew extreme, she could enter the Liminal realm just about anywhere without draining herself too much.
Anxiety over being caught cut through any relief she might have felt at the successful heist. She headed for the edge of campus to avoid security. It wasn’t far. She passed a few buildings, and gradually, her heart rate slowed. She jumped at every flash of light from cars on the road ahead, but the campus remained silent.
Lee crossed the busy road and entered a gas station, pretending to browse through the meal replacement bars and energy drinks. At the register, she dug through her pocket for some cash. She made a couple purchases, including a ball cap, and pulled it over her ponytail. Outside the gas station, she leaned against the wall and watched the dark buildings across the street.
There, a lone guard walked around a building near where she had stowed her stuff. He was too far away to tell if he was the agent who had gone into the Liminal Realm with her. How had that happened? Could she have accidentally pulled him in somehow? She’d always had to be touching someone before.
The thoughts pricked her mind, making her feel like she was wearing an itchy sweater. She finished her drink and pocketed the meal bar for later, adrenaline still buzzing too high to stay still any longer.
The FBI agent had disappeared. Lee crossed the street and entered the campus again to retrieve the jacket and hat, which she tucked under her arm.
A shuffling sound to her right brought her out of her thoughts and into the present. A narrow, short alley between a rundown laundromat and a closed convenience store drew her attention; it was the perfect place for someone to hide.
Lee flexed her hands and took a few steps. The shuffling followed, as if someone was trying to mask the sound of their steps in the sound of her own. Was this the same agent as before? The last thing she needed was a street showdown right now. Lee reached internally for the veil between realms. She broke into a run, passing into the circle of the green-tinged streetlight outside the laundromat. Her would-be assailant cussed as Lee phased into the Liminal Realm.
A dozen red threads spun out around her. Ley lines. The laundromat was a hotspot for them. They didn’t exist everywhere, but they gave her ability to go Liminal a long-range boost. To travel in the blink of an eye. Essentially instantaneous transportation. All she had to do was reach out and touch one…
Lee’s finger contacted a thread, which hummed excitedly beneath her touch. She extended herself along the ley line, her soul stretching until it was so taut it might snap. There was a spark and a sound like a fuse breaking, and she stood in the center of a children’s playground at what appeared to be a school. Lee breathed in deeply and braced for the pins and needles feeling as she went Liminal again, selecting another ley line that seemed familiar.
She startled a feral dog behind some dumpsters at a restaurant, then nearly woke a sleeping man in the silent wing of a hospital. A few miles at a time, Lee skipped across St. Louis, headed east in a convoluted zig-zag pattern, until she landed on a street corner, heart racing, breath coming fast and short, with the oddest sensation of her fingertips going numb.
Lee walked across the street toward a dingy brick house, shaking her hands to get rid of the numbness. A grey cat scurried out of her path. She adjusted the jacket under her arm, the grocery bag from the gas station crinkling in her other hand.
Walking up the broken sidewalk that led to the front porch, she rapped on the brown, peeling paint of the front door, using the pattern the crew had agreed on two weeks ago. Bolts clicked as they unlocked, and the door squeaked open.
“Hey, Sam,” Lee said, moving to enter.
Sam’s bulk blocked the way. His round, Polynesian face creased with suspicion. “Anyone follow you?”
Lee pursed her lips, ignoring the flutter of her nerves from the FBI agent following her into the Liminal realm earlier. She didn’t want Sam to see her anxiety.
“Do you think anyone could follow me? Let me in.” She ducked under his arm, squeezing through the narrow space between him and the door.
Sam shut the door, and they moved through the hall together. The way he loomed behind Lee with his massive frame filling the hallway gave her chills. He wasn’t his usual warm and jovial self. Sam was never this grim, unless he had a damn good reason. Which meant she had to be on guard for whatever scene waited for her in the common area.
Lee strode into the open living room with her chin cocked and a blank expression on her face.
Risa sat in an armchair, hands gripping the arms so hard her knuckles whitened. Sam entered behind Lee and scooted around the wall until he found a place to stand. They both fidgeted. No one moved.
Silas, the crew boss, stood in the middle of the room. He stared deadpan at Lee and raised his robotic arm. The mechanism in his forearm disassembled to reveal a gun, which pointed without hesitation straight between Lee’s eyes.






  
  Chapter Three

Adam


Agent Adam Finley lifted his binoculars to get a closer look at the woman wearing the orange hat over her indigo hair. She passed as just another person on the street, shoulders hunched against the chill of the damp afternoon, scowling at the sidewalk like it had done her wrong. 
The clicking sensation near his heart told him there was more to her. He’d learned to trust that feeling; it had led to apprehending some of the biggest names in thaumaturgic crime in the past five years. Now, he believed, he was looking at a rising star in the industry.

 Name: Leana Mitchell
Age: 24
Height: 5′4″
Weight: 143 lbs.

 Dropped out of high school at Roosevelt. No listed jobs, no college education, no family still living. The trail stopped cold. Until Adam had picked it back up two weeks ago and crashed the two-person party at the Cupples’ mansion.
The security guards being debriefed still didn’t remember what had happened, or how the targets had gotten away, but Adam had seen this woman go Liminal. Somehow she’d moved through his thaumaturgic block and dragged her friend out of that house like the hounds of hell chased her. Her Liminal ability was the strongest he’d seen; it had to be, otherwise he would have her in custody at headquarters right now.
He dropped the binoculars as the target ducked into the doorway of a local coffee shop. She was just getting coffee for now, but if he watched her long enough, she’d tip him off to whatever job her crew was planning next, and Adam intended to be there to arrest the Liminal.
The static of his radio crackled, startling him. He set the binoculars down.
“We’ve got a 4-1-1. Repeat, a 4-1-1.” A large-scale thaumaturgic event. Adam cursed. They would need back-up, but he didn’t want to lose this chance to discover where Leana Mitchell called home.
“Agent Finley, do you copy?”
Finley picked up the radio and pressed the talk button. “Copy, Agent Zarrow. What’s the nature of the attack?”
“Flamethrower at the half flounder on Keokuk. We’ve got the fire department, but we need you.”
We need you. Because he was apparently the most capable law enforcement officer in St. Louis with the ability to cut the power of a thaumaturgic on a rampage. Call it a blessing, call it a curse, it was his duty. Adam pulled the car out of park and turned on his white and green lights. The siren whirred with a different pitch than typical law enforcement, so people would know this was no ordinary cop. This was an agent with the Thaumaturgic Division of the FBI for managing and apprehending magical disruptions to society.
When he pulled up on a street adjacent to the half flounder house, there was smoke billowing from the building. The fire department was working overtime on the hoses, but every time they got a section managed, a new flare would go up. 
It was a shame. He’d often passed the quirky little building that looked like a house chopped in half, an architecture unique to the area from a century past. He had wondered if it would ever get restored, but watching the flames licking the edges now, he doubted it.
Adam jogged over to Zarrow. “You can’t get a lock on him?”
Zarrow shook his head. “He’s been cooking too long. The bullets are melting before they reach his skin.”
Adam eyed the building. A section of roof on the far side crumbled, sending a thicker column of smoke into the sky. “No people inside?”
“Just the flamethrower.”
“Tell the fire department to clear me a path.” Adam took off toward the building.
“Get a helmet on,” Zarrow yelled.
Adam gestured to a firefighter, who hesitated, then tossed him the helmet from his own head. Adam strapped it on.
“Get the firefighters to focus the hoses on the south side. I need to get within his radius.” Adam didn’t wait for an answer, but strode purposely for the doorway on the south side, away from the area that had collapsed. It seemed safest, with the least amount of smoke coming out.
His senses clicked inside his chest, ticking like a clock against his heart. Heat poured off the building, lessening when the high-pressured jets of water shot through the doorway and the nearby windows.
Adam stepped through the dripping doorframe. Inside, smoke wafted off of timbers, and tiny sparks sprang to life like seeds of fire. He walked through the burned-out hallway, skirting the trail of spontaneous flames that grew larger as he got closer to the elemental. The building was dark with the smoke, the only light coming from the fires. Smoke billowed through a doorway ahead. Crackling filled the air, and faint shouts from outside.
Adam turned a corner. In the middle of the room, a figure stood outlined in red with bright orange cracks flashing through the coal-black form. The form was definitely feminine. She raised a hand and a knee-high spout of flame shot out of the floor near Adam. 
He jumped, then brought his own hand up and clenched the fist, turning it upside down in a smooth motion.
The flamethrower lifted both of her hands. The fire remained small, crackling hungrily at Adam’s feet without spreading. She raised her arms again with more energy.
“I neutralized you,” Adam said. “Leave your elemental form and come without a fight.”
The figure cocked her head. Elementals, like this flamethrower, couldn’t talk in their thaumaturgic forms. She would have to shift into human form to tell him anything. 
To Adam’s surprise, the elemental didn’t shift forms or speak. She pointed wordlessly to a spot above his head. He looked up just in time to see the beam overhead give way. He dove to the ashy ground, shielding his head from the shower of sparks. When he glanced back up, a billowy column of smoke stood where the flamethrower had.
As soon as he was outside of the building, Adam jerked the helmet off, then handed it to the nearest firefighter and ran his hands through his hair. He put his hands on his hips and approached Zarrow.
“No one saw her leave?”
Zarrow laughed. “We saw her leave all right. Got a few shots off, but she vaporized. Did you know fire elementals could do that?”
Adam spat onto the pavement. “Only powerful elementals can do that. Experienced ones. But experienced ones don’t commit mindless arson; they’re hired. Tell the firefighters to go easy on the water. There may be evidence in that building of a larger crime that’s being covered up.”
Zarrow nodded and turned, shouting for the fire chief’s attention. Adam watched the building burn until an EMT reached him and requested to do an exam. Adam submitted, putting on a breathing mask for show, but when his cell phone started buzzing, he took it off and left the medical area.
“Finley, report.” The familiar bark of the director of operations in the Thaumaturgic Department came crackling through the line, and it almost made Adam smile. He would have smiled if the elemental hadn’t gotten away.
“Director Hatcher. Nice to hear your voice.”
“Cut the shit, Finley.”
Adam chuckled, then swallowed another urge to spit. He ran his hand through his hair again and turned to view the surrounding scene. “Building’s a loss. No casualties, but the subject got away.”
“Damnit, Finley. I thought you could stop them?”
“I can temporarily and within certain circumstances stop their magic, sir. Their bodies can move like anyone else’s. She dropped a flaming beam on my head and vaporized.”
Hatcher made an interested sound. “Vaporized, eh? So this wasn’t a bright burning idiot riding the arson high.”
“Someone hired her. Someone is setting these fires on purpose.” This was their sixth warehouse arson in two months. “I suspect some sort of illegal trafficking ring.”
“A lot of trouble to go through for a drug,” Hatcher said.
Zarrow ran up to Adam, wide-eyed and panting slightly. Adam held up a hand before he spoke. “If they’re getting paid enough to deal it, they’ll go to any length. What else do we have on this?”
“While you were off spying on your pretty, dying girls, I followed up with a few leads. I need you back here in half an hour to go over them.”
“The Liminals could be part of this, boss. I’ll make the connection, eventually.”
“If you can keep one of them alive long enough, maybe. Half an hour.” Director Hatcher’s line went dead.
Adam pocketed his phone and Zarrow launched into his report.
“We’ve been going around asking the onlookers if they saw anything prior to the fires, including the one who reported it. Miles Neal saw the flames when he got off for lunch. He works nearby. The place looked normal this morning when he came in to work.”
Adam shook his head. “That’s not much to go off of. We need to see if we can find any evidence of illicit activity inside. We won’t know if we’re looking at a prank gone wrong or a murder scene until we do. Get evidence in there. I’ve got a meeting with Hatcher, but if you find anything, call.”
Zarrow nodded. “Will do.”
Adam sped off in his car, making it to the department building in record time. He found Director Hatcher in his office.
“You wanted to brief me on the leads for the flamethrower case?” Adam leaned against the doorway.
“That can wait. We’ve got a council room filled with government officials, and they’re all asking to talk to you.” Hatcher stood, straightening a stack of papers and sticking them into a file folder that he tucked into a binder and then placed under his arm. “You’re coming with me.”
“Sir,” Adam said, alarm making his forehead breakout in sweat. “Am I in trouble?”
“You’re either in trouble, or you’re about to be,” Hatcher said, expression grim.
Adam followed him from the room, steeling himself for a meeting that could determine whether he walked out of the building still employed by the FBI.






  
  Chapter Four

Lee


“Well, well, well. The prodigal daughter returns.” The gun in Silas’s cybertronic arm cocked itself. 
Lee rolled her eyes. “This is unnecessary.”
“I heard you got made.” Silas’s robotic red eye targeted its sighting laser on Lee while the human one stared coldly at her. A slight whirring sound caused Lee’s muscles to tense reflexively.
Lee glared across the room at Risa, who shrugged. Boss needed to know. Lee understood, but she didn’t have to like it. She would never enjoy having to answer to Silas.
“Put the gun down, Silas. No one followed me. You know no one could ever keep up with my abilities,” Lee said. She tossed the grocery sack onto a nearby empty chair.
“With our Screener gone, someone will. Someday. Can’t be too careful.”
“When you point guns at your own crew members without cause, you’re being too careful,” Lee said.
“Mistakes are how people end up dead.” His metal arm didn’t flex, and his mechanical eye didn’t blink or give Lee any sign of what he might be thinking. Stupid cyborgs and their stupid, emotionless faces.
The fleshy side of Silas’s face twisted in a strange expression, and he lowered the weapon, joints and gears clicking as the gun flipped back into its holder inside his forearm and the skin reassembled.
Silas rarely talked about how he’d become half-man, half-machine, but everyone knew about the state-of-the-art medical procedures being offered to thaumaturgics now. Have your magic cut out of you through surgery, like a cancer that could simply be removed. Surgery was for the lucky ones. Even if Lee could afford the surgery, Liminality riddled her body too deeply for modern medical means to cure.
Lee tried not to look too closely at the mechanical workings, her empty stomach churning with mild nausea already. Instead, she unrolled her jacket, shaking it out and retrieving her beanie. The soft wool hat went back on her head, giving her a boost of confidence, as if the hat held some aspect of her essence that could help her stand up to the scrutiny of her crew boss.
Tomorrow she would contact the Speller who had promised her coordinates to the Ceteri, and she would get her cure. Then she could leave. She would find her own place and new people that didn’t constantly remind her of Shane and everything that could never be.
Silas had always made them out to be a family. The kind meant to look out for each other. If the Gadai was a family, it was a majorly dysfunctional one, and it had taken Lee far too long to build up the guts to leave. The lure of the security of being in a group had kept her there for far too long already.
“What did you find?” Silas crossed his arms. “After the risks you took, it had better be good.”
Lee had been caught, but she had outsmarted Silas this time. She just had to pull this next con off without a hitch, and she’d be in the home stretch, or as good as.
After tugging the jacket sleeves over her arms and straightening her collar as if nervous, Lee then reached into her pocket. She pulled out the fake bracelet, its milky green stones gleaming in the dim light.
Lee swung the bracelet around and clasped it in her palm. “Ever heard of a Way Mary?”
Silas scrunched up his face.
Sam’s quiet voice responded from the back of the room. “Waimari. It means Luck Finder.”
Silas grunted. “That Japanese, or what?” He held out his hand, and Lee reluctantly moved forward and handed over the bracelet. If she didn’t, he’d shoot her. He might have taken her in when she was just a skinny little street rat, but she didn’t have any delusions about him caring for her. He ran a thieving crew. It was a business, nothing personal about it.
Sam pointed at the Way Mary in Silas’s hand. “When activated, it’s got the ability to absorb luck from people nearby. It takes time to charge, and each bead is one use, but a piece like that could get you ten grand. Easy.”
Silas whistled, then looked sideways at Lee. “Ten grand is a lot of money to hoard to yourself when your crew is scrambling to make a dollar. You planning to leave the family, Lee?”
Lee’s chest went cold, her fingers numb and tingling as guilt pricked her heart. She licked her lips, looking at all three of the crew members facing her. Time to direct this attention away from herself and onto the real problem.
“We’re only scrambling because you take our money and do who-knows-what with it,” Lee blurted. “None of us have seen our share of a score since Shane died.”
“When Shane died, we lost our Screener. You know how much it costs to hire one of those to obscure a Liminal’s thaumaturgic traces?” Silas held up the Way Mary. “This will cover us for a while. Maybe we can finally get ahead, and I can start paying y’all again. You get paid after expenses.”
His mechanical eye glowed as he spoke. “If we’re going to keep this family of ours together, those expenses are higher. If you were to split and take your cash, you’d be buying food, paying utilities, and finding Screeners of your own or dealing with the cops knocking on your door. Instead, I handle all of that. To keep you safe. To keep you comfortable.”
Lee’s confidence wavered. Sam's and Risa’s gazes seemed accusatory. From their standpoint, this had to look like a betrayal. And since she’d brought Shane into it, Silas had used that to remind everyone that Lee was the reason they were short a Screener.
Silas thumbed his nose and leaned back, then gestured to the others. “Sam, Risa, you have anything to say about this?” He raised the Way Mary.
Sam shook his head. “No,” he muttered, shuffling his feet.
Risa’s stare bored holes into Lee’s skull. Was she mad? She’d followed Lee and agreed to do the Way Mary heist. Maybe she was just mad that Silas had somehow caught on and squeezed it out of her. Or maybe she thought Lee was selfish, too.
Risa looked to Silas. “I think you’ve said enough.”
“That’s what I like to hear. Now, Lee, don’t make me ground you. Stay here, don’t make trouble, don’t go out on your own.” Silas looked at Risa, who twirled a pocket watch chain around her fingers. “And Risa, don’t let her talk you into that again. We’ll chalk this up to restlessness and call it good.”
A compartment opened in Silas’s mechanical shoulder and he placed the Way Mary inside, sealing it with a definitive click. He sat down in his armchair, heaving a sigh.
It was the perfect opportunity to make them believe Silas had bested her. Lee took it, pivoting on her heel and fleeing into the kitchen. She kept one ear to the chatter in the other room, listening for anything that might be about her, but for now, the conversation had moved on.
Staring into the fridge at the sparse ingredients, Lee dug her other hand into her pocket, fingering the cool metal of the bracelet there. She allowed herself a small smile at the victory she’d already won in getting Silas to accept the fake Way Mary.
Reality squashed her celebration. When would Silas realize he had a fake? If he tried to sell it, she’d be screwed.
Lee yanked two slices of bread out of the package and slapped on pickles and cheese to make herself a sandwich. She went back for lunch meat, but they were out. Shane had preferred turkey to ham. He always kept the crew fridge stocked. He’d lean on the counter, hop up and talk too loud with his mouth full. Lee straightened and glanced at the empty counter, as if staring could make him appear.
Grief spiked through Lee, freezing her in the harsh light from the fridge.
Shane was gone. Dead in a heist gone wrong, all because Lee’s powers had glitched at the wrong moment. Cold spread through her from the inside out, and her hands trembled. Moments like this, she wished the Fade would take her sooner rather than later. At least then she’d have peace from these thoughts.






  
  Chapter Five

Lee


“Lee!” Risa’s voice pulled Lee back from the thoughts of Shane that had threatened to pull her under like quicksand. 
“Coming!” Lee shut the fridge, wiped her face dry, and steeled herself. She carried her plate back to the living area. Silas didn’t even glance her way. She flopped on the couch, chewing past the knot in her stomach.
“What about the drop Lee witnessed at the bank two months ago? The one rumored to have those rings imbued with strength?” Risa asked.
Silas grunted. “The Yeggry crew got it a couple of weeks back. Derrick was pimping it in the market yesterday.”
Lee took another bite, the sharp scent of dill pickles filling her nostrils. “There’s always the Jewel Box.”
“You always bring that up, and Silas always says no,” Sam complained as he wandered out of the room toward the kitchen.
Silas muttered to himself, then stopped short. “We need more manpower. This was a simple job, and they nearly caught Lee and Risa. Our next job needs to be smaller and better planned. Take more time casing it out, have escape routes that don’t rely on anything Liminal, since that’s not a guarantee.”
“We need to take more of the right risks, Silas, not fewer,” Lee argued, brushing off her hands and sitting up. “Our accounts and our fridge are nearly empty. Rent is due. We’ll get kicked out of here and put on the streets if we don’t pull more in.”
Silas wiped his non-robotic hand across his mouth and paced from the armchair where Risa sat to the window on the opposite wall. His mechanical arm whirred and shifted between several of its uses as he stared at it.“The Jewel Box is too risky. We’ll do the Children’s museum job.”
Sam walked back into the room, munching on a slice of cheese. He had a stack of them in one hand. “Why do they call it a museum? It’s more of a playground.”
“Didn’t they lock the museum down hard after the last theft?” Risa adjusted the tinted goggles on her head. “Rumor has it they hired a chimera. It lives in the basement.”
Silas snorted. “There’s no such thing as a true chimera. There’s a treasure trove hidden in those exhibits. We’ll hire ourselves a new Screener and give them a trial run. It’ll be a nice, predictable job.”
“Unless there is a chimera,” Sam said.
Lee laughed hollowly. “You’re going to hire someone? With what money? We’re broke. If we wait until we can afford a Screener, the museum will get cleaned out behind our backs.”
“A buddy owes me a favor. Time to cash in,” Silas said. The way his cyborg eye roved wildly in its socket made Lee’s eyes narrow in suspicion.
“If you can get us a Screener, why go for a dinky job that will get us nowhere? Shane would have done the Jewel Box,” Lee argued.
“Shane is dead!” Silas spat. A terrible silence filled the room, except for Silas’s angered breathing. “Not all of us are on death row like you, Lee. We don’t have lives we can throw away.”
Lee tensed her arm. Punching that smug metal jaw would hurt like hell, but it would be worth it if she could loosen a few of his bolts and send him to the shop.
Out of the corner of her eye, Lee noticed Risa making a slicing motion over her throat and mouthing, “Don’t.”
Lee shook out her arm. She didn’t feel like bruising her knuckles today. Besides, Silas was full of it. They needed her more than ever, with her ability to slip through time and space. But she had grown tired of taking Silas’s crap. She’d been taking it for six years. Now she had the real Way Mary hidden away in her jacket pocket, burning a hole in her common sense. If she couldn’t punch sense into the overblown cyborg, she would shake him up a little.
Lee straightened her shoulders. “If that’s how you feel about it, I don’t see a need for me to be here any longer.” Her skin prickled as she reached for the Liminal realm, and she vanished.
Under cover of the alternate time-stream in the Liminal realm, Lee walked toward the end of the hallway, watching Silas’s face slowly
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