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      Winnie's backed into a corner ... and she comes out fighting.

      

      The world’s magic continues to fail, but the middlings want their charmed items and Sable more than ever. They can feel the future coming—a future when the magic will be gone forever.

      

      Dust storms continue to pummel the cities up and down the eastern coast of the United Americas. The outer limits are a barren wasteland as magic continues to suck the natural world dry. 

      

      It’s been a year and a half since Winnie took over as the head Sable trader for Baltimore and New Amsterdam. With the Philly boss joining her, the East Coast is hers. Winnie finally has a chance to unite the entire nation.

      

      But when news of Director Kane’s new Project X comes her way, Winnie must quickly escalate her plans, or else risk the lives of millions.
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      Winnie Durham jumped out of the car as soon as it pulled to a stop on the deserted road just outside Philadelphia. She looped the scarf up over her face to protect herself from the swirling dust around her.

      Looking back, the land behind was populated by occasional dead trees marring the highway. The wasteland stretched as far as the eye could see. Turning, she moved to the edge of the small rise beside the abandoned highway, creeping to the top so she could see over it to the ruins of an old amusement park about a quarter mile in the distance.

      An ancient sign was still perched on the tall double poles: The Pike.

      The park was surrounded by an old rusted chain-link fence. It was tall, topping at least eight feet, with barbed wire strung along the top in thick, twisted triple strands. Winnie scanned the deserted park and saw no signs of any guards. No one in sight.

      She turned and slid back down the bank to the highway below. Her descent raised a small cloud of dust behind her — caught in the ever-present winds that swept the Barrens, then whisked away to join the swirling dust.

      It never stopped.

      Winnie climbed back into the car and closed the door to keep out the dust. Pulling her scarf down from her face and head, she shook her long brunette hair free, running her hands through the gentle curls to loosen it in the back where the scarf held it down. She eyed her friends with a smile.

      “It’s just where the map said it would be, and the place looks deserted.”

      Danny looked over from behind the steering wheel. He had the map spread out before him, propped against the wheel. He stabbed a finger at the map. “The exit leading to the parking area is just ahead. Should we park here, or move closer and take a chance that it’s not as deserted as it looks?”

      Tris chimed in from the back, sandwiched between her friend Cait and the newest addition to their group, Cricket.

      “Given what we’re here to do, I think we should get the vehicle as close as possible before we leave it. Once the dust storms kick up — like they always do later in the day — we’ll have a hard time getting everything back to the car.”

      Winnie nodded.

      “Agreed. Danny, head for the exit and the parking lot. We’ll make another check from there for any guards before we go inside.”

      Danny folded the map, not even trying to find its original shape. He handed it to Winnie then gunned the engine, sending the car hurtling down the barren highway. Since the Barrens had claimed this part of the land years before, this section of Philadelphia suburbs had been inhabited only by the hardiest of creatures and the few people hoping to avoid detection from city authorities.

      Winnie flipped the visor down and checked her friends in the back seat using the vanity mirror. Tris was looking at her smartphone, surely going over their plan again, nervously running a hand through her mousy brown hair. Taller, and sitting with a confident air that never seemed to leave her, Cait’s short-cropped blonde hair was only part of her contrast with Tris. The former soldier had pulled a knife from somewhere in her clothes and was checking the point with a fingertip before returning it to its hidden sheath.

      Cricket sat opposite Cait on the other side of Tris. He was a short, thin man, filing his fingernails with an emery board. Impeccably dressed in what he would probably call his casual outfit, the New Amsterdam charm runner was wearing a pair of black slacks, a crisp button-down shirt, a black leather jacket, and a baseball cap with the New Amsterdam Dodgers logo. Since the alliance, he’d attached himself to the team. The New Amsterdam chanter boss, Cleaver Yorke, had sent Cricket to “keep an eye on her.” In the year and a half since joining them, he’d become an indispensable part of their team. He must have sensed her watching. He glanced up from his fingers and winked at Winnie before returning to his grooming.

      She flipped up the visor, watching their progress as Danny reached the exit. The green highway sign still stood, half-buried in a bank of blown dust and dirt: The Pike, Visitor Parking.

      Danny turned off the highway and headed up a ramp leading to the amusement park, now just visible in the distance. It had been a hard year. The riots had worsened, along with the tremors and storms that triggered so many problems with getting food and other resources into the cities from the factory farms out west. While non-magical middlings were still blaming chanters for universal problems, most of the demonstrations and riots were now directed at the government. And that was why they had to finish this job — continue what she’d started over a year before.

      It was time for the Philly bosses to join them.

      Danny turned off the road into the large, empty lot on the park’s south side. Winnie said an incantation and switched her vision to the magical spectrum, scanning the park again as they approached.

      She didn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean there weren’t safeguards in place. That was what the team was for — she’d come to rely on each of their unique talents.

      “You want me to park by the entrance gates or somewhere else?” Danny asked.

      Winnie scanned the perimeter, spotted what she was looking for, and pointed. “There. Park next to the employee entrance at the far end of the lot. Right, Cricket?”

      “Yes, Ma’am. That’s where my Uncle Rudy says we’ll find the soft spot. He used to work security here about thirty years ago, back in The Pike’s glory years. People even came down here from New Amsterdam to check out the rides and shows.”

      “You heard him, Danny. Let’s park and have a look around.”

      “What if Uncle Rudy’s info doesn’t pan out?” Cait asked. She and Cricket didn’t always get along. Mostly because she still saw him as an intruder in the gang, remembering when he was working against them on Cleaver Yorke’s behalf. She still suspected that Cricket was working for Yorke rather than them.

      Winnie turned and looked at Cait.

      “If this lead doesn’t pan out, we’ll find another way inside. You brought the tools, right?”

      Cait nodded.

      “Then we’ll get in there. Cricket hasn’t led us wrong yet, so have faith.”

      Danny parked next to the nondescript employee entrance and they all got out. He popped the trunk and Cait grabbed a heavy canvas bag that clinked with the sound of metal on metal. The others all helped Danny unload a collapsible cart which he unfolded and set up to push on four wheels. Cait set the heavy bag atop it, then Cricket followed with another set of empty canvas bags.

      Winnie walked to the small entry point and scanned for magical protections. Seeing nothing, she turned to Tris. “It looks like a conventional lock and security system. Can you get past it?”

      “No sweat.” Tris smiled, then took a tiny screwdriver from her fanny pack and began to remove the cover from a small electrical panel next to the gate. Once opened, Tris closed her eyes and manipulated the air in front of the mass of wires. Winnie could see the magical flows, but couldn’t make sense of her complex weave. After a moment, Tris stood.

      “The security system is down, but still reporting an all-clear to the monitoring service. Tell Cait she can cut the lock.”

      “No need,” Winnie said even as Cait pulled a pair of bolt cutters from the tool bag.

      Cait paused. Winnie pointed to the lock and flicked her fingers upward twice. The rusted padlock popped open with a click.

      “Show-off,” Cait said, dropping the bolt cutters into the bag.

      “Why leave a sign of our passage if we don’t have to?” Winnie asked. “Come on, we’ve only got so much daylight left and still don’t know exactly where we’re headed. Cricket can lead the way. You came here as a kid, right?”

      “Yep. Come on, follow me, kids. Stay together and no one get lost.”

      They entered the park, eyeing the abandoned rides on either side.

      “The Pike was best of the best in its time,” Cricket said as they walked. “Each of these rides ran on magic and offered fun and excitement that no other middling park possibly could. People saved for years, just to come for a day.”

      “Then everything went to crap,” Cait said. “With Director Kane and his implementation of the new DMC rules.”

      “You might say that, kid,” Cricket agreed. “But in all fairness to him, there were signs that the magic was failing even back then. Several rides had spectacular collapses that caused serious injuries to the passengers. My uncle said it became harder and harder for the maintenance crews to keep up with the breakdowns. If Kane hadn’t shut parks like this down, they would’ve had to close on their own.”

      Cricket stopped talking, pausing his tour to gather his bearings. He pointed at a small building with faded paint and signs displaying many kinds of candy and treats.

      “I thought my uncle said the control center was here, but all I see is this concession stand.”

      “Figures,” Cait said with a derisive snort.

      “Hey, my uncle knew what he was talking about, Blondie.”

      Cait bristled at the nickname Cricket always used to worm under her skin.

      Winnie stepped between them, hands raised. “Don’t start, you two. Spread out and look around. Remember things aren’t always what they seem.”

      The five of them circled the low building. Winnie and a trio of chanters searched the wooden walls and flaking paint for signs of magical protections. It was twenty minutes before Danny chimed in with an observation that the chanters missed.

      “I don’t know what you’re looking for, but I think this might be it.” He pointed at a narrow door set in the wall next to a series of boarded-up food windows.

      “Why,” Winnie asked as she walked over to him.

      “Look at the keyhole for the deadbolt. The brass has fresh scratches around it as if someone had recently used it. See.”

      Winnie and the others leaned forward to look and saw the brighter scratches of freshly exposed metal, just as Danny had said.

      Winnie clapped Danny on the back. “Score a point for the middling.”

      Again, she muttered a few words and waved her fingers in front of the lock. It popped open with a click then she pushed at the door. It stuck to the frame briefly but when she applied pressure, it popped open then swung back to reveal a slender staircase leading down.

      They were in.
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      Cait led them down the dark staircase, followed by Cricket, Tris, Winnie, and Danny. He tried to pull the cart after them but it wouldn’t fit through the doorway, or down the stairs, so Danny shouldered the heavy tool bag and handed Winnie the pile of empties to carry as they followed Cait down.

      When she reached the bottom, Winnie saw the others milling around a large empty basement with a few scattered pieces of broken furniture and an old rusted water heater in the corner. She walked around, her fingertips brushing the dusty walls.

      “Well this is a dead end,” Cait said, stating the obvious.

      But Winnie wasn’t sure.

      “Maybe,” she said, then continued to walk the perimeter.

      She could sense something. Their information wasn’t wrong. She was sure of it. Stopping at the water heater after the third pass, Winnie turned and faced the rusted hunk of metal.

      She closed her eyes and raised her hands like a conductor collecting the orchestra. Then she gently swayed, moving her arms in fluid arcs. She could sense the chanters gasp as the magical flows around the water heater revealed themselves, unraveling like ribbons rolling off a spool.

      Winnie opened her eyes and saw that the water heater had slid to one side to reveal a previously undetected doorway. She gave a weary but triumphant laugh and dropped her arms.

      “There you go. Just where we thought it would be. We just didn’t know where to look.”

      Danny moved forward into the newly revealed room, glanced around, then turned to look at Winnie and the others. “It looks like it’s all here. Everything Colten and the Philly bosses have been hiding away.”

      Cait and Tris joined him, sorting through the boxes, crates, and bags. Winnie watched her friends unzip two different duffles to reveal piles of bundled cash in neat bank wrappers. Cricket and Danny opened a crate and revealed a stash of military-grade explosives with Sable detonators. Winnie nodded in satisfaction — they’d found exactly what they were looking for.

      Winnie turned to Cricket. “Go back upstairs with Danny and call in the truck. It looks like we’ll be needing more than the cart after all. We’ll get this sorted while we wait for them to show.”

      “Got it, boss.” The dapper chanter from New Amsterdam waved to Danny then they headed back upstairs.

      Cait was sorting through the military crates. She gave a low whistle.

      “Wow, Winnie. Some of this stuff is brand new while some of it dates back to the European evacuation twenty years ago. Colten and the Philly crew must have had quite the connection back in the day, or they found someone’s stash. A lot of this stuff was decommissioned by the Army years ago as too dangerous for even military applications.”

      “Good to know, Cait,” Winnie replied. “Pull those items aside as you find them. We’ll mark them for dismantling and destruction by the proper authorities later.”

      “You’d trust the government to do that?” Tris asked.

      “We don’t have the resources to do it,” Cait said. “If we were to turn it over to the Army anonymously, they’ll take care of it for us.”

      “Or they turn the entire lot over to Kane then he uses them against the chanters in the Enclaves,” Tris said.

      Winnie worried about her friend. She’d taken to hanging out with the Chanter rebellion’s more militant factions in recent months. Some sections in each of the Enclaves had become more like armed camps. People who lived there were advocating armed resistance. Winnie supported some of what they wanted, but their methods were as controversial as Director Kane’s, and they acted more like terrorists than freedom fighters.

      “Why don’t you focus on bagging the loose stacks of cash and piling all of the money over in that corner.” Winnie tried to distract Tris with an alternative task, avoid her volatility. “We’ll want to make sure the money comes in the car with us.”

      Tris grumbled something under her breath but then set to work. Cait caught Winnie’s eye and the two of them traded a worried look. Winnie shrugged, helping the former soldier sort through the crates while they waited for the truck and additional help. Ever since childhood there had always been times when Tris would get sucked down one obsessive path or another. They used to laugh about it when the obsession was some science or magic project. Now, her nature had taken a more serious turn.

      By the time the truck arrived, they had three distinct piles: the smaller pile of money, all zipped in bags either found in the room or brought down with them; two separate stacks of crates in the room that would need to be loaded into the truck — one contained the weapons and Sable tech Cait considered safe; and a smaller but much more threatening stack of older weapons that seemed dangerous even for military applications. Winnie wanted to make sure they kept track of that stack most of all.

      “Cait, make sure you keep a running tally of the decommissioned stuff so we know that they’re all accounted for later on,” Winnie ordered.

      “Already on it.” Cait was following each crate up to the truck. They were stacking those in last so they could be unloaded in a separate location before the full load found its final destination.

      Winnie watched until the final crate was taken to the waiting truck, then she grabbed the last two bags of money with Tris and left the hidden room.

      She turned, dropped her bag, and faced the now-empty storage room.

      Again, she closed her eyes, searching her memory for just the right configuration that would return the outer room to its prior condition.

      Raising her arms, she called to the flows and with a delicate touch, coaxed each magical strand back to its former position. She could have strengthened the magical protection with her own abilities, but she merely wanted to liberate the stash without leaving a trace of their passage. Let the Philly boys figure this heist out for themselves.

      Winnie picked up the last bag before heading out right behind Tris. Part one of their heist had gone according to plan from start to finish. She thought about how well their newly integrated crew worked since she’d had Cleaver give her his oath of allegiance over a year before. Each job had been easier than the last as the gang learned to trust Winnie’s lead and follow her orders without question.

      She walked back out of the concession stand and onto the gravel grounds. She looked around. Cleaver’s men had brought a couple more carts and hand trucks. They were wheeling the final crates across to the employee gate where she saw the panel truck parked beside their car.

      Winnie waited for the last of them to leave before shutting the door behind them and walking back to the car. She deposited the final bag of cash in the trunk next to the others.

      “Do we have a tally of the cash?” she asked.

      Danny shook his head. “Tris and I both tried to estimate what each bag could hold, but we didn’t have time to count all of it. Bills are bundled in different denominations from 20s to 100s, so each bag is different. Still I think it’s safe to say it’s more than a million here.” He smiled. “Not too bad a haul for one day’s work.”

      “No, not bad at all,” Winnie agreed, then turned to Cait. “All the crates accounted for and tallied?”

      “Yep. The more dangerous pile is stacked so that we can unload it first. Have you thought about how you want to handle that?”

      “I have,” Winnie said. “Cricket, do we have a safe house we’re willing to part with? Maybe one that the Red Legs might already suspect?”

      “I think so, boss.” He took off his cap and scratched his head. “There’s one back in Baltimore, and another one or two we could use here in Philly.”

      “Use one of the ones up here then. That will help with the rest of our plans. Going all the way to Baltimore then bringing the rest of it back up here makes getting pulled over by the Red Legs twice as likely.”

      “Agreed.” Cricket nodded. “I’ll make a few calls and get an address for you soon.”

      “Make it quick. I want this all done by tonight. Before our meet up. It wouldn’t do to keep Colten Sico waiting for us.”

      The crew laughed, including Cleaver’s additional men.

      Winnie felt good. The operation had gone off without a hitch.

      It was time to put the rest of her play in place.

      Time to take over Philly.
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      Cricket came through as usual and they were able to offload Cait’s cache of dangerous crates. Tris continued to argue all the way to the abandoned safe house and throughout the unloading. Winnie finally had enough and pulled her angry friend aside while the crates were unloaded and stashed inside a row home on the outskirts of Philly. It was dark — neighbors knew better than to pay too much attention to what happened outside at night.

      “Tris, you need to trust me.”

      “This is a mistake, Winnie. It’s wrong for two reasons. First, you’re naive to believe that the military will retain control of these weapons long enough to destroy them. Kane will want to use them against us at some point in the future. Second, why shouldn’t we take the initiative and use the weapons for our own gains. It’s time we took the fight to the Red Legs.”

      Winnie shook her head and gathered her thoughts. She didn’t want to alienate Tris, but was increasingly alarmed by her friend’s militant leanings.

      “Tris, you’ve seen what using that kind of harmful magic can do to the world. You’ve had to repair damage to the magical matrix supporting our cities. That happened because of our overuse of magic. The ends don’t justify the means here. It just isn’t worth it.”

      Winnie tried to hold her friend’s gaze, hoping that her words would sink in. But Tris turned away as the final crates on Cait’s list were taken inside. She looked back at Winnie, her eyes full of sorrow.

      “I hope I’m wrong, Winnie. I really do. But I strongly believe that this will turn against us all. You can’t fight a war halfway. We’re battling for the lives of every chanter in the world. If we don’t use the weapons at our disposal, they’ll be turned against us in the end.”

      Tris walked to the car, climbed in the back seat, and closed the door. Winnie shivered, wondering what would happen if Tris were right.

      Cait and Cricket approached, breaking her train of thought.

      “Everything’s loaded,” Cait said. “What’s next?”

      “We have Cricket drop an anonymous call at the armory about the weapons here.” Winnie looked over toward Tris. “Hopefully the army will have enough sense to take them into custody without alerting the Red Legs.”

      Winnie checked the time on her way to the truck. It was going to be close but she thought they could probably make their meeting in time. They had to make the most of this opportunity.

      “Load up,” she said.

      Cait and Cricket started calling to the men, ordering them back into the truck before they joined her by the car. Danny was waiting, ready to drive them to the next stop on their list. He hooked a thumb toward Tris, sitting in the back.

      “What’s up with her?”

      “She and I have a slight disagreement.” Winnie opened her door and changed the subject. “You know where you’re going?”

      “I do,” Danny said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “This is the big one, Winnie. You nervous?”

      She laughed. “I’ve been a nervous wreck all day, Danny. Even though everything’s gone fine so far, a thousand things could still go wrong.”

      “Don’t worry, boss. We’ve got your back.” Cricket clapped her on the shoulder from his spot in the back seat.

      “Good to know, Cricket, and stop calling me ‘Boss’ like I’m some old guy you work for. I have a name. Use it.”

      “Not gonna happen, kiddo,” Cricket chuckled. “I’m old school. And besides, it sets the tone for the guys in the gang. They need to see me giving you proper respect so they know to act right and not go against you.”

      Winnie winced. Cricket added that last bit for Tris, and she surely caught the reference.

      Danny drove.

      They were onto their big move.

      Soon, they’d be confronting Colten Sico himself.
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      The deserted warehouse where Colten chose to hold the meeting was off the main highway to Philadelphia from Baltimore. It was dangerous to meet on his turf this way but Winnie had to offer a show of faith. Despite its proximity to Baltimore and Winnie’s home region, Colten Sico had resisted her previous efforts at enticement. This was her final play to convince Colten to join her, before she resigned herself to a takeover by force.

      After the car and truck pulled up in the alley outside the warehouse, Winnie got out and looked around.

      No sign of anyone didn’t mean that they weren’t being watched.

      “Grab the bags from the trunk and one of the smaller crates from the back of the truck,” Winnie instructed her crew. “Once we have everything, we’ll go in.”

      She kept a watchful eye on the rooflines while everyone gathered the bags and crate. She recognized Garraldi from the New Amsterdam crew on the truck hefting the small olive crate. Cricket, Danny, Cait, and Tris each had a large duffle full of money. She gave one last check, then motioned for the others to follow her.

      She knocked on the door. There was no immediate answer so, after waiting a minute or so, Winnie made a fist and pounded three times on the wooden door. Again, she waited. This time she heard a voice on the other side, then the door opened wide enough for her to see the face on the other side. The bearded man looked at the crew behind her, then stepped back to let them all through.

      The door opened into the warehouse interior. Winnie saw three black sedans parked in the middle of the open space. She kept walking without checking to make sure her crew was behind her. Of course they were following — she didn’t doubt any of them or their loyalty.

      Colten stepped out of the lead car, levering his bulky frame out of the back seat while one of his men held the door. He was short, round, and red-faced. He walked to meet her, dozens of his men filing behind him.

      There was no time to be timid. Winnie waved over one shoulder, gesturing with a finger for her crew to come forward. They stacked the bags and crate on the floor between Winnie and Colten, then returned to their positions behind her.

      “I figured you’d be missing this,” she said. “So I’m bringing your property back to you. There’s more in the truck outside.”

      Colten gave Winnie a curious look and waved one of the men forward to check the pile. He opened the topmost bag, pursing his lips in a silent whistle as he reached inside and pulled out two bundles of cash.

      He returned the cash then took out a knife and used his blade to open the crate. Inside were the unmistakable shapes of grenades laid in rows. The henchman stepped to one side and cleared the view for Colten.

      The boss’s eyebrows climbed in surprise. He turned to Winnie, his expression stern. “Miss Durham, I have to say it’s a strange way to start a negotiation.”

      Winnie forced a laugh. “I needed to get your attention, seeing as you’ve refused all my previous offers to talk.”

      “You’re persistent. I’ll give you that.” Colten pointed to the pile. “I suppose you expect me to believe that you’re going to give all this back to me out of the kindness of your heart?”

      Winnie shrugged. “It was meant to show you some of the many holes in your defenses, not to steal from you, though it would be easy enough to do that if I wanted. We did pull some of the more dangerous military gear from the stash, and you’ll not be getting that back.”

      “So you get to keep the good stuff, is that it?”

      “No one gets to, Colten. Those weapons will be destroyed by the military like they should have been years ago.”

      “Alright, you’ve made your point,” said the Philly Sable boss. “You have a solid crew behind you. So what?”

      “It isn’t just my crew, Colten. You recognize Cricket from New Amsterdam. I also have agreements with Angelo ‘Iron Man’ Izzy from Chicago and Tyson Bizzell from Atlanta. Others are lining up behind me. So why aren’t you, Colten? You must have a reason.”

      “We have it relatively easy here in Philly. We get along with our Red Legs. We have an understanding. As long as they honor their side of the bargain, I plan on honoring mine. That means not taking sides in this conflict.”

      Tris stepped forward, pointing at the Philly boss, her finger shaking with anger. “You stand by while they round up your people and do nothing to stop them. You’re worse than they are. You’re betraying your own people!”

      Colten stared at Tris.

      Cait and Danny stepped up to pull her back into the small group standing behind Winnie.

      Colten turned to Winnie. “You seem to have some dissension in your ranks, my dear. Do you usually let your subordinates stand in your way?”

      “We’re a team, not an army. My people are entitled to their opinions. Anyway, she’s not wrong. You are betraying your people, and worse, you’re being betrayed right back.”

      Winnie held out her hand. Cricket pulled a thick manila folder from his jacket and handed it to her. She held it out to Colten, waiting until the boss stepped forward to take it.

      He did, then flipped up the end to look inside. “What’s all this?”

      “Proof that your ‘man on the inside’ with the Red Legs is planning to take you out in a raid in the very near future. I particularly like the part of his conversation with Director Kane where he says that you’ve served your purpose long enough.” Winnie gestured to the gear and money between them. “What good is all of this and your so-called agreement with the Red Legs if they plan on turning on you? You need to get in front of this. We can help you, provide you the additional support you’re going to need and the resources to stand up to the Red Legs in your city.”

      Colten was scanning some of the documents. His face had drained of color, turning pale as he read through the papers.

      “If you need more proof, there’s a data chip with a recording of the conversation with Kane in there, too.”

      “How did you get this?” Colten asked, looking up at Winnie.

      “You aren’t the only one with sources within the Red Legs. Mine are just more highly placed than yours.”

      The warehouse was graveyard-silent for several long minutes while Colten considered what Winnie had handed him.

      She watched and waited, knowing what was in there. The contents were damning, not just of Colten’s Red Legs contact, but of the Philly boss himself. It was her ace, the card she’d hoped to keep hidden because it had the potential to expose Red Legs Inspector Victor Holmes as her source inside the DMC. He’d taken a big chance recording this then gathering copies of the other docs she’d handed to Colten. An inquisitive person with the right resources might be able to piece together where they all came from.

      But it was worth the risk, especially after Tris’ outburst. Winnie hoped to bring Colten to their side without releasing the information, but her friend’s angry accusations had dashed that hope.

      With the Philly boss in the fold, the East Coast would be united. The Chicago boss had signed on early, and without any coercion. Winnie had the chance to unite the entire nation. Given how pressure from Red Legs was continuing to grow, it was only a matter of time before Kane moved forward with the next step in his insidious plan. Victor had no idea what that might be, despite his digging, but there was no doubt it would be something terrible. He could only tell Winnie that Director Kane had a new Project X that purportedly dwarfed the scope of that first one. That was enough to scare the crap out of Winnie. She had to be ready for the chanters — all the chanters — to finally fight back.

      So she waited for Colten, feigning patience while he considered this new information. She needed him more than he knew, and more than she was willing to let on.

      “All right.”

      Winnie cocked her head. “All right what?”

      “All right, I’m in, Miss Durham,” Colten said.

      “Call me Winnie. It’s time we worked together as friends and equals.” She held out her hand and took a step forward.

      Colten met her step and shook it. “Equals, eh? I guess as long as I acknowledge you’re the boss of bosses, right?”

      “There can be only one,” Winnie agreed. “But you’ll retain full control over Philly.”

      “Fair enough.” Colten turned to one of his men and gestured to the line of cars. “Go fetch the scotch from the back of my car. This deserves a toast.”

      Winnie took a step back and waited while the liquor was brought along with two crystal glasses. She took the one Colten offered her and held it out while he filled their glasses. It was vintage — actual scotch from Old Scotland, expensive and terribly rare.

      Winnie hoped it was a good sign as she clinked her glass against his, raised it, then downed the shot of fiery amber liquid.

      The deal was done and Philadelphia was hers.
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      Though Winnie tried to keep her elation for the day’s events in check, she couldn’t. It was the team’s best day in a while. Things weren’t good for chanters in the United Americas despite the middlings wanting their charmed items and Sable more than ever. People could feel the time coming when there wouldn’t be any more magic for anyone.

      Though she was mostly silent, the drive back to Baltimore was full of excited chatter. Getting Colten Sico and the Philly charm runners into Winnie’s outfit had been key to consolidating her power on the East Coast. It had been their overarching goal for the last several months. The lull in chanter roundups would end at any time. Victor said it wouldn’t be long. The government had to respond to the continued unrest and infrastructure failures it kept blaming on chanters and their improper use of magic. The majority-middling communities demanded answers and action.

      Danny looked over at Winnie, reaching out with a free hand to squeeze her own. “Want to share?”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I was just thinking about what we had to do next.”

      “And?”

      “It’s time to start preparing for the next step to counter Kane’s plans. You’ve seen what Victor’s shared. There’s a new, bigger Project X. We know what that means more than anyone. It spells death for hundreds, maybe thousands of chanters if we don’t figure out what it is and how we can stop it.”

      “I guess it was foolish to think we could sit back and relax after landing Philly,” Danny said.

      Cait chimed in from the back seat. “What do you mean? We have to keep pushing back against the Red Legs, make sure they know we control the Enclaves, and not them. It’s the only way to make them think twice about forcing chanters to do what they say.”

      Tris snorted a short, derisive laugh. “You mean bide our time while the enemy gets stronger and stronger until they finally overwhelm us.”

      “What’s crawled up your ass, Tris?” Cait asked. “I know you’ve gone all radical, but what’s up with the constant doom and gloom? That’s my job. You’re supposed to be the optimist.”

      “That was before I spent the better part of last year trying to hold together the Sable tech that keeps our city running. My colleagues and I are about finished. We can’t do much more. Failures will continue to worsen until we have another Boston or Miami or New Orleans. Those cities will never recover and their surge of refugees into neighboring cities is adding additional stress to the systems.”

      Winnie winced. Boston had been the first city to collapse after the magic began to fail, caving into a giant sinkhole under the city that no one knew about or predicted. Death and devastation had been absolute. Miami and New Orleans were consumed in tsunamis that
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