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      The sun shone overhead as I stood outside the front entrance to the Boston Public Library a little before one o’clock. I checked my phone for what felt like the millionth time since I’d arrived. Normally I wasn’t the type to frequent the public library, but a good friend and fellow FBI agent had made me promise to show her the sights. There was only so many duck tours a woman could stand though. Perri Fraiser, my best friend from the academy, had been detailed to a taskforce in Boston two months ago and she was due to head back to D.C.

      “I am so sorry!” Perri’s voice carried on the breeze as she hurried toward me on the sidewalk in a light windbreaker.

      It was in the mid-fifties today. Not exactly what I’d consider to be normal New England weather for mid-November, but I shivered at the sight of her. I tugged my jacket a little closer around my body before she pulled me into an awkward hug.

      “You would think with living in a city I’d be used to the unreliability of public transportation,” she said as we started for the library entrance.

      “It’s fine. I’m just glad we’re ticking some things off your Boston sightseeing list before you head back to D.C.”

      “I actually wanted to talk to you about that,” she said as we wound our way through the interior of the library and into the tea room for our scheduled tea time.

      “You’re actually staying,” I replied hopefully.

      “Not exactly. I put in for a transfer up here, to Agent Herrera’s team full-time, but right now there are no openings. So, I just have to be patient.”

      Two months ago, magic had drawn Perri and I back together. She’d been undercover working to take down a human trafficking ring. The same ring that had murdered Agent Jacquie DeWitt’s brother years earlier. Perri and I hadn’t actually gotten to work together since then though. She’d been busy prepping for the grand jury indictment of the case. Our involvement hadn’t exactly been on the books thanks to our lead coming from Jacquie’s teenage niece, Neveah. She’d had a vision of her father that had led us to uncover the connection to Herrera’s trafficking ring case. Until a few months ago, she’d only ever predicted the future.

      “Well, I’d love for you to make your visit permanent,” I said when we were ushered inside to our table. There were already little tea cakes laid out on the table along with delicate porcelain cups and matching saucers.

      “There’s still so much to learn here,” she said, tugging off her windbreaker and slinging it over the back of her chair.

      She’d become privy to my own secret during the case. The list of people who knew I had magic, but didn’t have powers themselves, had rapidly expanded in the last few months. I’d always been taught that we needed to keep our abilities confidential. It was just safer that way. Though I knew I could trust Perri to safeguard my secret.

      “Not sure how much I can tell you. Or show you.”

      “I’ve seen what you can do, but I know that’s not even the tip of the iceberg. You said there’s a governing body that oversees educating people about magic. I’d love to meet them.”

      “Yeah, they’re not big on outsiders … especially people without power. It defeats the whole secrecy thing.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      “Besides, magic isn’t just here in Boston. It’s everywhere. I bet you’ll run into some magical syndicate the minute you get back to D.C. We need allies elsewhere, too.”

      A waiter came by and set a large teapot on the table between us before departing. Perri and I stared at the tea service for a minute before she reached out and poured herself a cup. I followed suit, but didn’t drink. I wasn’t a big tea person. Coffee was my preferred method of caffeine consumption.

      “You guys working on anything interesting?” Perri’s question caught me off guard.

      “Uh, not really. Things have been pretty quiet actually.” I picked up the teacup and held it gingerly between my hands. “What about you? How goes the grand jury prep?”

      “Good. Herrera and the State’s Attorney are confident they’ll return an indictment, and we can move to trial.” She took another sip of tea and reached for one of the little sandwiches on the tray between us. “So, how are things with Duncan?”

      I set the teacup on the table before I dropped it. A rush of adrenaline crashed over me and I picked up on the scent of chamomile as my magic reacted to the question. My right hand flickered from a solid state to a translucent one before disappearing up to the wrist.

      Across the table, Perri’s eyes widened. “Shit, sorry. Forget I asked.”

      I inhaled slowly through my nose and exhaled through my mouth, willing my magic to calm the fuck down. A moment later, my hand had returned to normal. My power hadn’t revolted against me like that in a while. Then again, magic to some extent was tied to emotions. The stronger the emotion, the easier magic flowed.

      Agent Duncan was one of the members of my team. And we’d sort of dated for a few months over the summer. I’d broken things off during the trafficking case, because I wasn’t ready for that sort of commitment. At least that’s what I’d told him and myself at the time.

      “Kayla?” Perri’s voice carried the unspoken question, ‘What’s wrong?’

      “Things are fine.” I managed through a tight-lipped smile. I even snatched up the teacup and downed the contents in one big gulp. Not very ladylike or appropriate for high tea.

      “You do know I can tell when someone’s lying, right?”

      “He’s not the problem,” I finally muttered, setting the cup down in its saucer with a clink. “He’s perfectly nice and cordial. Sure, I see the pining looks when he’s not quick enough to hide them, but I mean we don’t have any issues working together.”

      “So, it’s Kevin?”

      Before joining the FBI, I’d spent a lot of the last two years visiting Kevin Ellery in prison. His magic had turned against him, and he’d been forced to kill for a bastard named Taggart. The asshole hid behind a badge and gun for too long before the good guys had actually prevailed. But when Kevin had been released,  he’d dropped me like a hot potato.

      “Yes.”

      “Has he reached out?”

      Perri didn’t know the entire story about what happened with Kevin, only that we’d been together—at least I thought we had—while he was in prison and that he broke it off to find himself. I’d tried to give him the space he needed to work through his trauma. But how long was a girl supposed to wait?

      “No. I’ve seen him around Authority Headquarters a few times, but it’s not like he’s texted or anything.”

      “I don’t want to sound like a bitch, but I think he’s giving you pretty clear signals he’s not interested in getting back together.”

      I let out a groan. “I know. I think I’ve known that for a while now. I also know that I probably worked things up to be more than they were in my head. Ugh, it just feels so stupid.”

      “You are not stupid. You thought there was something there and you got a little ahead of yourself.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately and I don’t know … maybe I was more into Kevin, because he wasn’t really available. It’s not like we were hooking up while he was in prison.”

      “And now you’ve got this other very attractive guy who is definitely into you and wants to be with you, that can be scary,” Perri concluded.

      “Hunting down bad guys and kicking ass should not be the easy part of my life,” I whined.

      “Life isn’t supposed to be easy. I think you should call Kevin, meet up, and just once and for all put things to bed. So, you can make a clean, final break, and then decide if Duncan is worth a second chance.”

      I reached across the small table and grabbed my friend’s hand. “This is why I need you to stick around. I’m clearly a hot mess when you’re not here.”

      “You will be fine. Like you said, you kick ass and take down bad guys for a living.” She leaned over the teapot and added in a hushed tone, “And you’ve got some pretty cool magic too.”

      I smiled as she waved her hands around in exaggerated gestures. I didn’t have the heart to ruin her enthusiasm with the fact that you didn’t actually see most magic being done. It wasn’t meant to be flashy or obvious. Still, her over exaggeration was enough to lighten the mood and let me enjoy our time together.

      Before long, the staff were ushering us out so they could set up for the final teatime at three o’clock. We made our way out of the library, and I could hear the bell at Old South Church chime across Boylston Street. The air had chilled a bit during the time we’d been inside and I caught Perri tugging on her windbreaker. I fell into step beside her, summoning just a little power.

      Make it warmer.

      Chamomile flared in my nose as a pocket of warm air enveloped the pair of us. Perri let out a soft gasp as she looked at me.

      “Thanks.”

      “No reason you have to be cold if I can do something about it,” I said with a shrug.

      We meandered away from the library in the general direction of the Prudential Center. There were a lot of people out and about given that it was a Friday afternoon. Surprising since we weren’t even that close to the Thanksgiving holiday. As we walked, I resolved to do what Perri suggested and get my love life in order. Maybe then my magic wouldn’t react like I was under assault whenever either Kevin or Duncan’s names came up in conversation.

      “Come on, let’s go this way.” Perri tugged on my arm, turning us toward a street that would take us into the higher-end Newbury Street area.

      We darted to the other side of the street, the walk signal had under ten seconds left to cross . I didn’t spend much time in this area of town. Well, not recently anyway. Back when I’d been on the wrong side of the law, the people I’d hung out with paid visits to stores like these under cover of invisibility. We were halfway down the block when my stomach lurched. Something felt off.

      “Why are we stopping?” Perri didn’t sound overly concerned.

      “There’s something wrong. I need to drop the bubble,” I answered. The moment I’d spoken, the bubble faded and the cooler air smacked me in the face.

      It was enough to recalibrate my senses. There was something magical in the air. I wasn’t as sensitive to other practitioners’ abilities as some people I’ve known, but whatever lay ahead of us on the street was in the air enough for even the most untrained practitioner to notice.

      “Wrong how?”

      “There’s magic. I don’t know where it’s coming from, but there’s a lot of power and it feels like it’s not friendly.”

      “I didn’t think magic was good or evil,” she reminded me.

      “It’s not. But whoever is working this magic, their ill intent is practically screaming at me.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      I wanted to tell her that we didn’t do anything. But she would never agree to bail on me. “We need to approach with caution.”

      My hand moved on instinct to my belt, expecting to find my holster and service weapon. Only it was empty since today was my day off. I swallowed back nerves as we walked slowly up the sidewalk. Pedestrians didn’t seem to sense what was amiss. That would make it harder to get people out of the way if something went sideways.

      I glanced at the storefronts of both sides of the street. Most were clothing stores with a few high-end boutiques and salons squeezed in between. My shoulders ached with tension as I pushed through the magic surrounding the area. I prayed whatever this spell was meant to do, wasn’t concealing something darker.

      I held a hand up to stop Perri’s forward momentum. There was no reason we should be going in blind. Magic crawled just beneath my skin, itching to get out. I turned my right hand palm up and cupped it, letting the magic pool there. I mimed tossing it out into the air. Show me what’s hiding.

      There was a faint shimmer in the air before us, but nothing else changed. I wasn’t wrong about whatever magic was gathering in the area. It practically pressed in against every molecule of my body. Was I strong enough to fight whatever this is? After all, I wasn’t the Savior. I was just an ordinary witch, trying to do her best to keep the world safe.

      “Kayla, I get that you think something is going on here, but everything looks normal to me,” Perri said, disrupting my concentration.

      “I’m telling you I can feel the magic here.”

      “Wait. Didn’t you say it’s everywhere, all the time?”

      “Not like this. Normally, it’s just kind of in the background … ambient noise you don’t even notice anymore once you’re used to it. This feels concentrated, like someone purposely gathered it here. And like I said, the intent to do harm is practically smacking me in the face.”

      “Tell me how I can help.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied truthfully.

      “Is it coming from somewhere specific?” she prodded.

      I closed my eyes, trying to feel the magic with my own. Through enhanced senses I could almost feel the magic coiling in the air in front of me. I trailed a hand along the length of it, blindly following where it led. I ignored the angry horn blasts from drivers as I darted into traffic. I didn’t bother to check whether Perri was behind me.

      The dark magic solidified in front of me, and I opened my eyes to find myself standing across the street in front of a two-story building with a massage parlor sign in the lower window and another sign for what looked to be a doctor’s office on the upper floor.

      From the outside, both businesses looked unassuming, just another set of high-end establishments on the street. But the magic was definitely emanating from within one of them. If I could get a closer look at the spell, maybe I could dismantle it. I wasn’t an expert, but all magic’s basically like an unseen tapestry. Once you tugged on the right threads, you could undo most spells.

      “Kayla!”

      I turned to look at my friend. Her mouth hung open, but her words were swallowed by a sudden whoosh of hot air and a boom behind me. I slammed hard into the ground as heat cascaded down my back and everything around me turned to black.
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      Everything ached as the world slowly came back to me. A painful ringing in my ears hit me first. I tried to clamp my hands over my head to shut out the sound, but it only intensified it. My arms were slow to respond to my brain’s command to move. Thick smoke filled the air around me. I tasted grit and ash on my tongue.

      Someone approached me through the smoke and grime. My heart hammered against bruised ribs in a panic until Perri’s face materialized above me. She wrapped both of her hands around my right arm and hoisted me to my feet.

      “Are … okay?” I only caught some of her words.

      I took a moment to let my equilibrium settle. As my vision cleared, I noticed the chaos around us. Civilians were running from the scene, and I could now make out the wail of incoming emergency rescue crews.

      Perri kept hold of me and when she asked, “Are you okay?” The second time all of the words processed from my ears to my brain.

      “What happened?” It felt like I was shouting as I pivoted slowly to see the building engulfed in flames. My neck ached and the back of my head throbbed. I pressed a hand to the base of my skull. By some miracle it came away just grimy. No blood.

      “I saw smoke coming out of the window before everything just exploded,” Perri finally responded.

      Had magic really done this?

      I tried to reach with my magic to see if the malicious intent still hung in the air. I strained to feel it. Somehow, even if someone had used magic to make a building explode, there should have been remnants of the magic still around. But I couldn’t sense anything fainter than if it had happened days or even a week ago.

      Glass from one of the upper floor windows shattered, raining sharp fragments to the sidewalk below. Perri and I scurried out of the way just in time to avoid further injury. I glanced up to see a man frantically trying to climb onto the tiny ledge that ran beneath the window.

      Oh, shit.

      “He’s going to jump!” someone shouted from behind me.

      “I’m going in there,” I told Perri, taking a step toward the building. I thought I’d put my feelings of comparing myself to Ezri aside. Yet as I stood there, staring at the burning building, I knew she would have gone in without a second thought for her own safety. It was the right thing to do, because she was a hero. I might not be the Savior, but damn it, I could be a hero, too.

      “Are you insane? You’re not indestructible,” she shouted.

      “Fire and paramedics aren’t here, and if that guy jumps, they’re going to have their hands full. If there’s anyone else inside, I have to try and get to them.”

      I moved closer to the building, waiting for the wind to pick up more smoke before summoning my power and willing myself invisible. It took longer than it should have. The magic that been so eager to track the spell not ten minutes earlier was now sluggish to respond to what I wanted.

      But finally it coalesced around me, shielding me from the flames and the unbreathable air. The first floor appeared to have taken the brunt of the damage with large chunks of walls blown away. A section of ceiling hung open, exposing pipes and other systems I couldn’t begin to identify. Water feebly sputtered from the sprinkler system. It did nothing against the flames leaping hungrily at the structure around me.

      By some miracle, the massage parlor was empty. I checked each room, my heart skipping a beat each time I set foot in one of the small rooms, praying I wouldn’t find anyone. I strained to hear what was happening beyond the building, but all I could make out was the crackle of the still-burning flames. I found the backstairs that led up to the second floor.

      I tested the first step cautiously.

      It held my weight. The second buckled as I moved and by the third, the wood splintered and fell away. There wasn’t much chance I’d be able to get up to anyone on the upper floor. That also meant fire crews would have to approach any rescue from the front of the building.

      I turned to retrace my steps to the front of the building when my magic sputtered around me. For a terrifying minute I was completely visible, susceptible to the heat and the smoke. I tried not to inhale as I groped for the exit. I knew if I took a breath, I’d devolve into coughing fits and I couldn’t afford that.

      “Fire department, call out!” a deep male voice boomed directly to my left.

      “Here,” I rasped, doing an awkward side shuffle in his direction until I felt a gloved hand on my shoulder.

      A second gloved hand took hold of my arm and guided me toward the fresh air. “Come on, Miss. Let’s get you checked out by the paramedics.”

      “There’s no way to get to the second floor,” I coughed as the firefighter—a woman I could just make out through her oxygen mask—turned to head back into the blaze.

      “Kayla?” J.T.’s voice snapped me back to reality.

      “What are the odds?” That was enough to send me into a coughing fit.

      He ushered me to a gurney by a waiting ambulance and slid an oxygen mask over my nose and mouth. “Try to breathe normally.”

      Beneath the soot and ash caking my tongue and nose, I could almost pick up the hint of honey as he worked his literal healing magic on me. It helped. The coughing fit subsided, and the world stopped tilting off its axis.

      “Thanks,” I said, starting to tug off the mask.

      He slid it firmly back in place. “You know, after Ezri died, I’d thought I was done with my friends acting recklessly just because they had magic to fall back on,” he said.

      I glanced over to see Perri nearby, phone pressed to her ear. “I don’t need you ganging up on me, too.”

      He looked to where I pointed and gave a sad smile. “Well, maybe you should listen to your friend next time.” After a moment J.T. added, “I’d ask what you were thinking, but I already know. You needed to help.”

      “Something weird was going on right before the explosion. There was dark magic in the air. Someone, maybe a group of someones, had put out a lot of power and it led me to the building.”

      A slurry of grime ran across the sidewalk as some of the firefighters who’d remained outside opened hoses, knocking down the flames from the outside. They’d also managed to rescue the man trapped on the second floor.

      “At least it doesn’t look like anyone died,” I said before falling back into a coughing fit.

      “Come on, let’s get you to Boston Medical Center and have you checked out,” J.T. said.

      “I don’t need a hospital,” I protested between coughs.

      “You don’t have a choice,” Perri said, approaching the gurney. “I just talked to Agent Cartwright and she said you need to be cleared by a doctor before you can come back.”

      A flash of annoyance washed over me, making me woozy. What right did she have to go over my head and call my boss? But the rational part of me knew my friend was just looking out for me.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll go,” I said, taking shallow breaths.

      “Second explosion this week,” I heard one of the firefighters comment as the stream of water from the hose lost pressure now that they’d put out the flames.

      I filed that away in my mind as J.T. and his partner loaded me into the back of an ambulance. Perri joined us, the doors closed, and the emergency vehicle drove down Newbury Street and through the city, sirens wailing.
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      I hated hospitals. I think I’d spent a lot of time hiding from the world that to be seen by so many people was unnerving. Besides, I never understood how someone was supposed to get rest in a place like this when you had nurses and doctors prodding you every hour to make sure you weren’t dead.

      They kicked Perri out once they’d settled me in a bay in the Emergency Room. I thought I heard a nurse insist Perri needed to be examined, too. J.T. lingered even as his partner gathered up the gurney and headed back to the ambulance bay.

      “Hey, J.T.,” I called, finding it easier to talk now that I didn’t have an oxygen mask in the way. “Did I hear a firefighter say they’d seen another explosion like this one?”

      “I think so, but I wasn’t on shift when it happened. From what I heard, no one was seriously injured.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Across the city close to the Waterfront.”

      “Like out near the Aquarium?”

      “Somewhere out that way, yeah. But like I said, I wasn’t on shift.” He stepped into the area they’d curtained off for me. “What kind of magic did you feel in the air?”

      “It was malevolent. But I didn’t know what it was there to do, only that it wasn’t good. I’ve never encountered anything like that before. And then, something else happened while I was in the building.”

      He leaned in. “What?”

      “My magic glitched. Like even though I hadn’t changed my intent, it just stopped working.”

      “Is it back to normal now?”

      I raised a hand, wiggled my fingers, and watched as they disappeared one at a time. “Seems to be.”

      “Well, I’m not as sensitive to magic as other people, but I didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary.”

      “That’s the thing … once the building exploded, neither did I.”

      “Sorry to pull you away partner, but we’ve got another call,” J.T.’s partner said, interrupting the conversation.

      “If I hear anything, I’ll pass it along,” he told me before following his colleague out into the main hub of the Emergency Room.
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