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      Spittle sprayed from the man’s mouth as Ellyne pounded her fist into his jaw. She thought she saw a tooth fly out. The sound and sensation of impact were two experiences she knew too well and, while she may not have reveled in the experience, were much like old friends she simply bumped into often.

      “Did your mother raise you wrong, were you born in a barn, or are you simply a terrible person who makes the worst decisions?” she asked.

      Groaning quietly, the man said nothing, still reeling from her punch. His mop-like black hair hung over his eyes and, though she couldn’t see them, Ellyne imagined they held the look of shock. He touched his tongue and inspected the blood on his finger briefly before wiping it on his blue jacket and balling his hands into fists.

      “You’re gonna die,” he growled through gritted teeth.

      Thoughtfully, Ellyne replied, “Someday, yes.” She looked around, noting two particularly seedy individuals rising from their chairs. The bald one wore a “Transgressors” T-shirt that was at least one size too small. The shirt would probably have fit him if he worked out a few times.

      The other man was a tall, wiry sort donned in a green sleeveless shirt and a black kimler, or what many people called a “man skirt.” Try as he might—and he was trying ridiculously hard— he wasn’t pulling off the look. It didn’t help the mean scowl he attempted to muster beneath his patchy stubble. How old was this kid?

      “Three on one?” She sized up the competition and saw no weapons—probably their best decision of the night. She held her palms out in front of her. “Listen, guys, I honestly didn’t mean to nearly break his jaw. And, to be fair, I did ask him nicely to remove his hand from my thigh. So, really, it’s his fault.”

      None of the three men made a move, seemingly surprised at the sudden confrontation, and exchanged uneasy glances with one another.

      “How about we call it even and just forget it ever happened?”

      The rest of the bar patrons had pretty much ceased whatever they were doing so they could focus on the fight at hand. Most of them seemed like well-meaning folk with no desire to get in the middle of an altercation between four troublemakers.

      But they certainly didn’t want to miss a good ass-kicking, no matter who was involved. Even Victor, the bartender, appeared riveted to the scene, clutching a glass in one hand and a beer bottle in the other. The only noise, other than Ellyne speaking, came from the numerous video screens set on various channels ranging from sports to the local news. Apparently, there was a brawl at one of the games, and there was a dangerous, wanted mage on the run from the Ilserate.

      “No,” the spindly one said, “we can’t forget. Our memories ain’t good for that.”

      “Wait . . . so you could forget, or you won’t? I’m confused. Because, if you say—”

      “You know what I mean!”

      “Are you sure you know what you’re getting into? You seem confused.”

      Even if she did, in fact, understand what the boy was trying to say, it didn’t matter because she wasn’t listening. Her attention was focused on the area around her—the tables, the chairs, bottles, briefcases, and even loose change. Everything could be useful in some way. Not only was it fun to troll the bad guys, but it was a good stalling tactic while she figured everything out. Fortunately, it never took her long.

      Her kick was accurate and swift, striking the wiry one in the chest and knocking him over a table. Several glasses shattered on the ground as the patrons jumped from their seats, dodging various spilled liquids. Unfortunately, she was able to determine the man was wearing nothing underneath his kimler.

      The distraction gave an opening for an attack and the bald man swung his meaty fist. Ellyne’s vision clouded as pain shot through her face. She steadied herself and rubbed her jaw as her sight quickly cleared.

      “I hope you enjoyed that,” she said with a smirk slowly appearing on her face.

      “Oh, I did, lady.”

      “That’s the only one you get.”

      Predictably, he followed up with the same punch. Ellyne grabbed a nearby chair and held it before her. The man’s fist slipped in between the slats on the back, becoming entangled. Seizing the opportunity, she twisted the chair and stepped to the side, both swinging the man forward and, if her guess was correct, snapping his right arm. He slammed into a table, scattering more patrons as the wood splintered violently.

      The wiry one was up again, standing next to mop head and sizing her up. Ellyne’s jaw hurt, but it was nothing a few shots of squama juice couldn’t cure. She ignored the urge to rub it. There was no sense giving these thugs the satisfaction.

      They both attacked at once, yelling various insults at her. She grabbed a handful of coins from a nearby table and tossed them at the two men who, surprisingly, cowered at the harmless impact. The distraction proved useful, and she saw her chance.

      “You’re new at this, aren’t you?” Ellyne laughed, jumping into the fray, dodging attacks and countering with her own. She may have been outnumbered, but her skill was incomparable, and it wasn’t long before she got the upper hand.

      In mere moments, the fight was over, and all three adversaries were left groaning on the ground. One of them clutched his hand, having broken several fingers and another favored his arm. She gave herself a brief look, largely to see if any their blood had spattered on her jacket or trousers.

      When Ellyne was satisfied, she picked up a wallet and sifted through it until she found what she needed, then discarded it on top of its groaning owner. She deftly made her way through the wreckage over to the counter to settle the bill.

      “Well, that looked like fun, Ellyne.”

      “Yes, Victor.” She sat on a stool and inspected the pay card. “A thousand laughs.”

      Victor’s eyes settled on the card Ellyne held between her fingers as she, too, appeared to be scrutinizing it.

      “A gold pay card, eh?” he asked, the wonder in his voice painfully obvious.

      “It does seem a bit odd,” she mused, turning the card over in her hand. It appeared legitimate. “Where would common rabble like that,” she motioned to the wiry man “get a gold pay card?”

      “The most obvious answer,” Victor began, “is probably—”

      “Stolen,” Ellyne suggested. “I can’t imagine he would have a high enough balance to acquire a gold pay card. But I guess I’ve seen weirder.”

      “Yep, stolen,” he agreed.

      Around the room, she saw funds changing hands as people scanned one another’s pay cards. They pointed to various things and nodded. Even those who apparently lost their hard-earned tiks appeared jovial.

      Ellyne pointed to the three men who still hadn’t gotten off the floor. “They’re really sorry about the mess.” She held the pay card up so Victor could scan it, then he punched in a few numbers. She saw him hesitate, then punch in a few more, and she laughed. She didn’t blame him for skimming a little extra off the top.

      When he was done, she tossed the card over her shoulder. “Didn’t I ask you to stop letting patrons place wagers?”

      “I did, Ellyne, I promise! But you know . . . old habits die hard. And, besides, it’s good for business. Half these fools come in here just for the daily events.”

      “I don’t get in fights that often . . .  do I? Weekly, maybe, but daily?”

      Victor nodded, wearing the biggest shit-eating grin on his face. “At least one a week, little lady. My bar’s become an entertainment venue. Oh, wait. Hold still.” He used his thumb to wipe something, presumably blood, off her jacket. “Wouldn’t want to ruin your style.”

      “Of course. This is my favorite jacket, after all.”

      “It’s your only jacket.”

      “Black leather suits me, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, very much so. It matches your trousers and boots. Why ruin the look with the white tank top? Why not just complete the black ensemble?”

      Ellyne laughed. She let Victor get away with far more than anyone else. Sometimes, she felt Victor was her only friend, but she also figured he’d ignore her if she wasn’t a regular in his establishment. “I have other clothes, Victor, but these are my fightin’ clothes!”

      Victor laughed and filled a glass with squama juice and ice, setting it in front of her. “Darlin’ . . . all your clothes are fightin’ clothes.”

      She sneered playfully at him and quickly downed the drink. Victor refilled it the moment she set it back down on the bar. “Good afternoon!” he shouted to three people who just walked in. He greeted them as they stepped up to the bar, leaving Ellyne alone. She listened to the news on one of the screens above her.

      “. . . experts say flocia use is at an all-time high and this may cause problems. A Kithrak spokesperson has said they may have to increase their fees in order to meet such a high demand. That would mean more time spent in a T-Helm for most people.”

      “Of course, they will,” she grumbled, staring into her drink. It was an alluring brown color and she liked the way the ice swirled when she poked the cubes with her finger. “Hey, Victor, are you hearing this?”

      Victor finished up with his new customers and strolled back toward Ellyne. “Hearing what? Oh, the whole flocia crisis?”

      “Yeah, flocia crisis number five hundred and one. There’s a new crisis every week. Wasn’t there too much last month? Now there may not be enough?”

      “Sounds about right. I have no idea how that whole system works.”

      “I don’t think the Kithrak even know how the whole system works.”

      “Maybe. But we really do use a lot of magic. I mean, pretty much everything runs on magic these days—vehicles, the Metro, these digital screens—everything.”

      “Do you remember before? When everything didn’t?”

      “I try not to.”

      “Why don’t the Kithrak simply open up the source—what’s it called?”

      “The Teranyne?”

      “Yeah, that. Why don’t they just open it up and let it regulate itself?”

      “Ellyne, do you not pay attention?” Victor snapped his fingers inches from her face. She wanted to break them out of sheer irritation. “You know as well as I do, if magic flow was left unchecked, it would destroy everything. The Kithrak have the power and knowledge to control it and prevent it from washing over us in a flood of fire and . . . well, pain and stuff.”

      “I guess.” She tore at a cocktail napkin, creating tiny bits of fluffy confetti. “I mean, that’s what we’re told, but sometimes I wonder if the old ways were better.”

      “The Legacy Age? Better? Have you forgotten the pollution? The finite resources? The overwhelming poverty?”

      “And have you forgotten the Flocia Wars?”

      “Ellyne, what’s your point?”

      “My point is . . .” She turned around and drew her revolver in one smooth motion, pointing it at the three men who now stood unsteadily before her. All three held their wands outstretched, pointed at her. She fired a shot, shattering the wand in the mop-haired man’s hand. “Don’t even think about it, skab. Next time, it won’t be your wand I destroy.”

      All three backed away slowly, speechless, until they got halfway across the room. They turned and almost collided with the door before opening it and scurrying out.

      More money changed hands around the bar.

      She inspected her golden firearm before slipping it back into the holster at her hip and situating her jacket over it.

      “You still have nightmares?”

      She stared down into her drink. “Most nights, yeah.”

      “Ellyne, that conflict was twenty years ago.”

      “Feels like it was yesterday. It was a horror—all of it. I mean, what’s humanity to do when people suddenly discover magical powers and then some alien race shows up shortly after?”

      “It’s a lot to consider.”

      “That’s a gross understatement. People freak out. They lose whatever shred of rational thought they had to begin with, and they go full bananas.” She fell silent for a moment, reliving everything in one flash of insight. “We lost so much.”

      “But look what we gained! And the price we pay is small—so small! Five minutes a day in a Taranom T-Helm thing. That’s insignificant, in my opinion.”

      Five minutes? It seemed like just yesterday it was only thirty seconds. When had it gotten so long?

      “Maybe. It feels like a con.” She brushed a few blond strands of hair away from her face.

      “You think everything’s a con,” Victor laughed, pulling a glass from underneath the bar.

      “That’s because everything is a con.”

      She let the rest of her juice slide smoothly past her lips and down her throat, nodded to Victor and headed for the front door as several customers clapped and cheered. Ellyne turned around and bowed deeply, exaggerating every movement. Louder cheers and howls erupted from the crowd.

      Grinning as she stepped out the door, a flaxen-haired dog nearly knocked her over as it galloped down the sidewalk and turned a corner, trailing its leash behind it. She heard several people swear at the animal from nearby.

      The street was busy for a Tuesday afternoon—busier than she preferred it to be. Didn’t anyone work anymore?

      “Sheesh,” she remarked under her breath. “You’d think everyone was on permanent vacation.”

      Ellyne chuckled, the fact that she didn’t hold a job was an irony not lost on her. Working was for suckers, and she had no desire to be one of the mindless masses, always scurrying from one place to another. Working was what people did to earn money to pay for her . . . services.

      And goons like those three in Victor’s bar were always the perfect targets for her skills. Not only did she skim some money from those bozos, but if anyone needed hired muscle, that little show back there was the perfect advertisement for her skills.

      That wasn’t all she could do, though. She was capable of so much more. Of course, everyone’s needs varied. Those screwheads didn’t deserve to die for their idiocy, though there was a time somewhere in her past, she would have ended their lives and never given it a second thought.

      The city was littered with screens, each panel broadcasting something different—whether it was the news, an advertisement, or general information about something mundane like traffic flow. It seemed a majority of them were broadcasting more news about the escapee. Ellyne had no time for such things . . . unless someone presented her with financial compensation to care.

      Karnascus was basically a living city. Monitored and controlled by an artificial intelligence, it could essentially operate itself. The AI, known as JASN, kept everything from traffic to streetlights running smoothly. Of course, this was all possible because of flocia.

      The Metro breezed past, fifteen feet above the street. Hovering above the rail using magic, it made virtually no sound. The only indication anyone had of its presence was the wind it produced. Ellyne recalled the first days of the Metro after the Ilserate government converted it from mechanical to flocia. There were many accidents and deaths caused by its lack of noise so it was elevated to avoid unfortunate collisions with pedestrians.

      Ellyne turned left and casually strolled down the sidewalk, dodging people who were obviously in a terrible hurry to get to wherever it was they were going—probably somewhere useless. Many walked, but some rode on hoversticks and yet others used magic to simply float to wherever they were headed. There were some sights she simply never got used to.

      She passed an Instaportal as someone stepped inside and vanished. Anyone who had tiks burning a hole in their pocket used this method of travel. Teleportation was the quickest and safest way to get anywhere, but it was also the priciest and, years ago, it was far less reliable. But there hadn’t been an accident in at least, what, a couple of years? The only thing she was sure of was nobody could pay her enough tiks to use one.

      There was no coming back from an Instaportal malfunction. In fact, many magical mishaps could cause serious injury or death. And no amount of magic could cure death. Sure, she’d heard stories of Kithrak mages who were rumored to command so much power they could bring a person back to life, but she didn’t put stock in tall tales. In fact, she suspected those rumors were probably started by the Kithrak themselves, in an effort to display just how powerful they were.

      Still, she wondered how much they’d charge for such a service. How long would someone have to spend in a T-Helm for that payment?

      “Sure, they’ll bring you back to life, then you spend the rest of it paying them back,” she mumbled to herself. “I think I’d rather stay dead than be in debt to those bastards.”

      Times certainly were simpler before the Kithrak showed up twenty years ago. The sudden appearance of an alien race was enough to cause panic across the entire planet, but their arrival in Karnascus nearly tore the city—and humanity—apart.

      The arrival of aliens would have been more than enough chaos for Ellyne’s liking, but they also brought with them flocia—magic in its raw form. And once panicking humans figured out how to tap into it, things got a whole lot worse.

      Ellyne remembered the Flocia Wars vividly and all too often. She instinctively rubbed her left shoulder, unable to feel the scar under her jacket and shirt, but she knew it was there. The ache still flared up from time to time, and she still had the bullet—a keepsake and a reminder of the past . . . and the hope of revenge.

      “Hey! Watch it!”

      Ellyne nearly knocked a man off his hoverstick. She wasn’t sure if it was her lack of attention or his bad driving that caused the near collision but, whatever the cause, she felt like pushing him off anyway.

      The man sneered at her as he passed, then gazed at the data pad he held in one hand while clutching a cup of something in the other. Ellyne sighed, feeling momentarily lost. She hadn’t had a job in weeks and, even though she wasn’t hurting for coin, the boredom often got to her. One could be entertained by bar fights and booze for only so long.

      Of the screens around her, three were advertisements and the other showed information relating to building demolition. It never surprised Ellyne just how little useful data there was to glean from any of the public screens. Sure, at first, they had been integral resources with a purpose. It had only taken a couple of years for them to devolve into commercialism, propaganda, and vapid pop songs on repeat.

      As she got closer, she could read the screen better. Crews were demolishing a damaged building on Sunset today. Sunset was only two blocks away. For a moment, Ellyne thought about investigating. A building implosion was better entertainment than she got most days, but she thought better of it.

      Just as she turned to leave, the screen flickered. It was quick enough to make Ellyne wonder if she’d actually seen it, but then it happened once more.

      “Caution! Traffic Ahead!”

      She did a double take, staring at the sign which showed its original demolition message. She muttered under her breath, “If you mean a congested sidewalk, then you’re not wrong. Looks like JASN needs to fix this screen.”

      The sun’s last rays bathed the city in a golden glow and the air was still hot, but Ellyne shrugged it off as she pushed her way through the throng of bodies on the sidewalk. She always found it amusing that, in a time of such high magic, people still walked. Usually, that was because they lacked the magical talent or device to travel any other way. Or they simply didn’t want to pay the toll to do so. She herself enjoyed walking and, since she had nowhere particular to be, there was no reason to travel otherwise.

      The information on a nearby sign flickered and, this time, Ellyne was sure she saw it change.

      “Unexpected delays.”

      “Proceed with caution.”

      Those were traffic warnings, but this wasn’t a traffic-focused screen. So why would a sidewalk screen broadcast traffic warnings?

      She tapped a man on the shoulder and pointed to the screen. “Did you see that? On the screen?”

      “See what? Look, I’m in a hurry, miss.”

      The encounter was brief, and the man walked faster, obviously hoping to avoid another dialogue with her. Ellyne sighed and turned the corner into an empty alley, eventually emerging onto another crowded sidewalk. She turned right and slipped into her apartment building.

      Her space was on the top floor of the building—the fourth floor. Living high above the din of the streets below was liberating, but the four flights of stairs often made her wish she lived closer to ground level.

      As always, she exited the stairwell on the first floor, walked to the end of the hallway, and scaled the fire escape outside. She never used the front door anymore—not since the first time she caught three thugs hiding in her apartment, waiting for her. She never found out who they were working for but, then, she hadn’t actually asked them. Upon reaching the fourth story, she leapt to her rusted balcony and peeked in her window.

      From her vantage point, she saw nothing out of place in her bedroom. She didn’t keep a tidy apartment, believing it to be a waste of time, but she knew very well the proper place for every object, and she would have known if something had been moved. Her hairbrush, for example, was always in the same place on her dresser, pointing the same direction. The handle hung precariously off the side of the dresser and would have been disturbed upon opening the bedroom door.

      The brush wasn’t the only object set out this way, but it was the first one she inspected every time. Her little triggers aside, the room largely looked as if it had already been ransacked. Most children probably kept their bedrooms cleaner than she did. This was an assumption, as she didn’t actually know any children. The window made no noise as she slowly pushed it up and slid inside.

      This was all her standard procedure, of course. This level of caution quickly got old, but it had saved her life on multiple occasions. She pissed off a lot of people and word traveled fast. Eventually, a few of them found their way here, hoping to ambush her. It was impossible to remain hidden from everyone forever, so caution was paramount.

      Not counting the bathroom, her apartment had only two rooms—the bedroom and a hybrid living room/kitchen. If anyone was in her apartment, they would be in the next room. Nobody had yet chosen to hide in her bathroom.

      Ellyne pushed open the door and brazenly burst into the living room, expecting it to be empty as it almost always was.

      She didn’t know who was more shocked—her or the girl on the couch.
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      The kid screamed and leapt from the sofa; her hands outstretched in front of her. Ellyne knew full well this was not a gesture of surrender but rather, it was the way a lot of mages placed their hands for the most opportune spellcasting. Consequently, her revolver was in her hand and pointed at the intruder.

      A moment of tense silence followed where their breathing was the only sound in the room. Ellyne pulled back the gun’s hammer with her thumb and clicked it into place—usually just for effect, but always a satisfying sound.

      “You’ve got five seconds to—”

      “Okay, uh, just wait a second,” the girl stammered nervously. Her hands shook, but Ellyne knew what a mage—even a nervous mage—could do. “My name is Nicole Saranuin, and I came here to find you.” She slowly brushed strands of black hair out of her face. “I didn’t actually expect to, you know.”

      “Know what?”

      “Meet you. I mean, I was told you lived here, and I really hoped I would get to meet you, but I wasn’t sure but here we both are and I can’t believe I actually found you this is incredible!”

      The girl rambled so quickly that her words ran together in one confusing sentence. Still, while her mouth rambled a mile a minute, her green eyes held worry and fear. No, this intruder wasn’t a danger.

      She was scared.

      Ellyne sighed and rolled her eyes. Most people would have already had a bullet in them by now, but she didn’t feel particularly threatened. Relaxing slightly, but still pointing her gun at the girl for good measure, she said, “Slow the hell down. I can barely understand what you’re saying.”

      Nicole took a deep breath and exhaled. “Can I sit down?”

      “No.”

      “Very well.” She lowered her hands to her sides, fidgeting and tugging on her red, knee-length skirts. Ellyne chuckled when she realized the girl’s garb resembled that of an urban fairy tale princess. She looked horribly out of place and, on the streets, would certainly stick out in a crowd.

      She took another deep breath, exhaling slowly. “I’m sorry to just break into your apartment like this. To be fair, you have no magical wards to keep out intruders. I mean, you’re basically inviting thieves, so it’s really your fault.”

      “I’m not interested in your assessment of my home security,” Ellyne sneered.

      “I’m just saying, if you—”

      “This is the part where I get bored and tell you to leave or put a bullet in you. Why are you here?”

      “Oh . . . right. I mean, I’m sorry. I have nowhere else to go and no one else to turn to.”

      “But why are you here?”

      “Anyway, as I said, my name is Nicole and I need your help.” She glanced around nervously and shifted her weight before finally looking back at the couch.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “So . . . can we talk?” Nicole asked, starting to sit down.

      “We are talking. And don’t get comfortable. You’re not staying,” Ellyne growled while subtly flourishing her weapon.

      “Without you pointing your gun at me, I mean. I don’t wish to hurt you—hey is that the gun? I mean the gun?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your revolver!” Nicole motioned to the shiny, golden pistol currently pointed at her. “Is that the weapon you used in the Flocia Wars? I mean, I was sort of skeptical if it was even real—or that you were even real—but there it is and here you are! It’s gorgeous!”

      Ellyne growled, then sighed. She holstered her weapon, now one hundred percent certain of one thing: the black-haired pipsqueak wasn’t going to harm her past merely talking her to death. She ran her fingers through her short blonde hair, trying to think of where this should go next.

      “I read all about them—the wars, I mean. Most people who go through school have. It’s all part of the standard curriculum. Naturally, you’re mentioned a lot. But more like a legend than something real.”

      “If you’re trying to flatter me—”

      “Oh, no! I wouldn’t—” She sighed and looked thoughtful for a moment. “I mean, yeah, I sort of am. I’m sorry, I’m really nervous because you’re you and I’m—”

      “I’ve changed my mind.” Ellyne gestured to the battered, threadbare black suede couch as she sat on the vintage steamer trunk that served as coffee table nearby. “Please have a seat if it’ll help you calm down so this can end quicker.”

      Truthfully, she should’ve escorted this girl out of her apartment. Anyone else would have already been dead or fled in fear. The difference between her and everyone else who had previously broken in was, by now, the intruder would have tried to kill her without being so chatty.

      And Ellyne was a slight bit curious. It certainly wasn’t the worst thing that could’ve happened, but it was up there on her list.

      “I mean, you are Ellyne Thandaral, aren’t you?” She sat on the couch, awkwardly repositioning herself several times. “The Ellyne Thandaral—the Golden Gunslinger?”

      “That’s all in the past, kid. That person isn’t around anymore. I’d prefer the past remains just that—the past. Also, my name’s not eh-leene. It’s pronounced El-leen-ya.”

      Disappointment painted Nicole’s round face.

      “I’m not a hero, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-five years old.”

      “Still a kid.”

      “Even if I were a child, I’m mature for my age. I imagine you were much the same.”

      She stifled a laugh. How did this girl think she could compare them? Ellyne saw no similarities. “Okay, now that we’ve had our little chat, it’s time for you to go.”

      “Go? No, wait—I’m sorry if I offended you. I really am. Please don’t make me leave! I have nowhere safe to go. I need your help.”

      Ellyne grabbed Nicole’s arm and dragged her to the front door. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.” Nicole struggled in her grip, but Ellyne was much stronger. “Now, I think it’s time you were going.”

      She opened the door and was about to drag Nicole out into the hallway when a blast of force threw her against the wall outside her apartment. She yelped and spots filled her vision as she struggled to remain standing. Shock, disbelief, and terror overcame her for a brief moment. Her right hand instinctively went to draw her revolver, but she resisted the urge. She had to remain calm. If this Nicole had the upper hand, Ellyne had to keep a cool head.

      “Oh shit,” Nicole gasped. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to do that! Well, I did mean to do that, but I didn’t mean to hit you that hard. I just wanted you to back off. Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay!”

      “I’m fine.” Ellyne’s back screamed in agony as she stumbled back into the apartment,  massaging the back of her head and shutting the door behind them.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!” she growled, trying not to look frail as she collapsed on the couch. “I’m sure I’m fine. I’m not particularly jovial at the moment, though.” She adjusted a rather worn-out throw pillow under her head and tried to process what just happened.

      This girl probably could’ve killed her—without so much as a thought. She hadn’t, so Ellyne wasn’t concerned with that. No, it was the power the girl used.

      Additionally, there had been no warning—no words, incantations, or silly hand motions that mages used to cast their magic. Likewise, she hadn’t used a wand or any other similar enchanted magic device. Ellyne made it a point to be well-educated about the dangers magic posed and what just happened fit none of the molds. Either this girl was lucky, or she was . . . something else entirely.

      Nicole stood awkwardly while Ellyne worked to regain her senses. “If you’d allow me, I could—”

      “No!” The urge to draw her pistol returned. “I don’t want your help, especially if it involves your filthy magic. Just give me another minute or two and then we can talk about how you need to leave me alone.”

      “Can I sit on the couch?”

      “No, you cannot.” Ellyne rubbed her temples to hopefully minimize the throbbing in her head. She wondered if the wall outside suffered any damage. More importantly, she wondered if the landlord would find out and charge her to fix it. That wasn’t in her budget this month . . . or any month. There were better things to spend her money on . . . like squama juice.

      “Oh, hey, your screen just turned on.”

      “What?”

      “Your screen—it just turned on by itself.”

      Ellyne squinted, steadying her vision until the two floaty screens merged into one. Sure enough, it was powering up. She didn’t remember the last time she’d actually turned the thing on. Last year? The year before? It came with the apartment and wasn’t something she normally used—much like the front door.

      “I thought I unplugged it,” she muttered, stumbling off the couch and propping herself up on the makeshift coffee table with a disdainful snort. She approached the screen and pushed the power button to turn it off, then returned to the couch. A throbbing headache was bubbling up from within her.

      “You could’ve just used the remote—”

      “I also could’ve just shot the damned thing—do you ever stop talking and asking questions?”

      “I’m sorry. I really don’t get to talk to people very often or really get out into the city. I’m sort of new at this.”

      “That I believe. And what about blasting people into walls? Are you new at that?”

      Nicole cast her eyes towards her red boots and fidgeted with her skirt some more. The guilt she had practically dripped off her. “No, not so much.”

      “That I also believe.” With a little relaxation, Ellyne managed to wrangle the headache down to a dull thud with some deep breaths and distraction techniques. She was used to such things. In the days before everything ran off magic, a couple pills would’ve done the deed, but now everything was spells and potions and bullshit she wanted to stay away from. She didn’t trust magic. There was always a price.

      She was also out of pain relievers.

      Not only did she distrust magic, but those who used it. This, of course, meant that pretty much everyone was suspect. People used it to varying degrees and those who couldn’t conjure spells naturally used devices—enchanted items, wands and the like. The three goons in Victor’s bar were prime examples of untalented. The untalented, often called skabs, either couldn’t learn magic or were too lazy to try. So, they used enchanted wands to focus whatever power they could muster, even if there wasn’t much to muster.

      It didn’t matter the reason; the rage and jealousy were always there. Ellyne, on the other hand, preferred to be as far away from flocia or magic or whatever the hell anyone wanted to call it.

      “It’s on again.”

      “What?”

      “Your screen—it turned itself on again. Is it broken? I’ve never heard of a screen—even a broken one—turning itself on. Usually, they just shut themselves down or, if they’re the fancier models, repair themselves by siphoning flocia from—”

      “Shh!” Ellyne put her hand over Nicole’s mouth. After a couple of seconds, the girl finally stopped her blathering, and she removed it.

      “What?” she silently mouthed.

      The screen hanging on the wall popped and sizzled, then sprang to life JASN’s symbol—an inverted green triangle inside a purple circle—appeared, then disappeared, leaving the screen black and empty.

      “You’re friends with The Keeper?”

      “What? No. Of course not. And keep your voice down.”

      JASN’s symbol appeared again, this time in the upper left corner of the screen, followed by text.

      Warning: Trespassers Will Be Shot On Sight.

      “What trespassers? He doesn’t mean me, does he? You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”

      “Settle your tiara, princess, I’m not going to shoot you. As long as you don’t throw me into any more walls.”

      Please, no soliciting.

      “Why is The Keeper broadcasting on a screen in your apartment?

      “Beats me, but it can’t be good.”

      The message blinked once as if for emphasis before it disappeared. Ellyne remained calm but her concern increased. What the hell was going on? Was JASN malfunctioning? If the city’s Keeper was having issues of some kind, that could throw Karnascus into utter chaos. JASN’s predecessor, JAKE had been exactly that—chaos. At least until he was decommissioned, and JASN was put into service.

      Nicole looked from the screen to Ellyne and back again, her confusion mixing with panic. “Does it always do this?”

      Ellyne understood her feelings but kept her exterior cool and collected. “No idea. I never use it.”

      “Well, why’s The Keeper broadcasting messages on it?”

      Ellyne sighed, knowing no amount of vague explanations would satisfy the curious girl. “I told you I don’t know. But the fact that it’s happening isn’t filling me with warm fuzzies right about now.”

      Keep your head and arms inside the building at all times.

      Ellyne looked out the window. The street below was deserted except for three dark figures entering the building as a metro train sped by, its unmistakable blinking lights quickly disappearing into the dusk.

      She immediately darted around the room, filling pockets with as much ammunition as she could find. “Time to go, kid” she said, hastily grabbing a dagger from an end table and tucking it into her jacket.

      The screen went dark and powered down.

      “Go? Go where?”

      “Anywhere but here, kid. No, not that way.” Nicole was about to open the door, but Ellyne shook her head and pointed to the window.

      Nicole stared at her, dumbfounded. “You . . . you want me to climb out the window?”

      “I don’t want you to do anything. What you do is your choice. But there are three individuals making their way up here at this very moment. In my experience, that’s not usually a good thing.”

      “I could teleport us out of here, no problem.”

      “That’s up to you. I have no issue with it except for the part where you mentioned the word ‘us’.” She had one foot on the narrow ledge outside the window. “I’ll be going this way. Whatever you decide, you’d best make it quick. They looked like they were in a hurry.”

      “Are you sure they’re after us?”

      “Don’t know, but I’m not waiting around to find out, and you shouldn’t either.”

      She ducked out the window and shimmied across the ledge to the fire escape. The rickety metal stairs rattled as she took them two at a time until she leapt down into the alley. Nicole was nowhere to be found, but that was her problem—Ellyne couldn’t wait around for her to catch up. Besides, the girl could probably take care of herself.

      She looked up at her window, hoping to see Nicole squeezing out onto the ledge. “Dammit, kid, c’mon.”

      “Why are we waiting around?”

      Ellyne spun around to face Nicole, who had a huge grin on her face. She opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it and, instead, hurried off into the dark alley without a word. She was too busy trying to puzzle out what was going on. Nicole followed, thankfully remaining quiet.

      Ordinarily, someone tracked her down to get revenge for someone she’d killed or even merely pissed off. But she hadn’t run a job in weeks, so it didn’t quite add up. Why would someone be looking for her now?

      The Ilserate traditionally left her alone—she was essentially a war hero to many people. But she would’ve been naïve to assume the government wasn’t at least keeping tabs on her. It could always be the Ilserate.

      The Techno Guild had never moved against her. In fact, they were aggressively trying to recruit her. She would’ve been a perfect Technician.

      But the Teranyne Order . . .  they were always a wild card. Those zealots worshiped magic like a god. They would probably eat flocia if they could. And they weren’t harmless. Their order was always suspect when something like this happened. But even they hadn’t acted against her for months.

      No, none of those were probably the answer, but there was always one individual she could inevitably trace everything back to whenever something like this happened.

      “Marik,” she muttered. “He must still be afraid of me after all these years. Good. He should be.” She ran her tongue over her bottom right molar, felt the smooth ever-cold metal, and smiled. They would meet again and, when that happened, she would pay him the same respect he’d given her. She would knock out one of his teeth and leave him lying on the ground, bleeding. But Ellyne would finish the job—something Marik failed to do.

      “So, where are we going? And who’s Marik?”

      “Somewhere safe.” Ellyne had nearly forgotten Nicole was behind her, becoming lost in her own thoughts of revenge. She turned down a nearby street and into another alley, sticking to the shadows when she could. “And don’t worry about Marik.”

      “Where is everyone? The streets are so empty.”

      Ellyne peered around a corner into the desolate avenue. “Have you never been out at night?”

      “I mean, yeah, I have . . . actually, no. No I really haven’t.”

      They scurried across the open street and into another alley where Ellyne paused. “Most people stay home and use their T-Helms at night. As I understand it, the effort and the flocia replenishment are exhausting.”

      Something wasn’t adding up. How did she not know anything about the day-to-day functioning of the city? “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “Don’t you do the same?”

      Nicole’s face twisted up, almost as if she was trying to hide something. “Oh, uh . . . yeah, sort of. It’s complicated.”

      “Of course it is. Why shouldn’t it be? Sorry I asked.” She pointed across the street. “We’re close. Just around the corner and across the street.”

      “Where? In that dump?” Nicole pointed to a building that looked like it would collapse if someone nearby sneezed.

      “Two doors down. That one’s unsafe. The city condemned it after I . . . well, after some things happened. Now’s our chance!”

      Ellyne darted across the street and up to the building’s door.

      “A bar?”

      “Victor’s is the safest place we can be. Plus, he’s foolish enough to trust me with a key to the joint.” Ellyne fished out a small, silver key and quickly unlocked the door, thankful for the fact that Victor didn’t magically ward the bar. He once joked about how he wished the place would burn down so he could claim the insurance money. Maybe the two were related.

      The lock clicked and the door swung open. Ellyne gestured for Nicole to enter but she hesitated, looking uncomfortable.

      “I’ve . . . never been in a bar before.”

      “And, what, you’re afraid alcohol bottles are going to attack you?” Ellyne laughed but Nicole remained awkward and quiet. “Look, it’s not the alcohol you need be concerned about, it’s the people. But the bar’s deserted so get your ass inside before someone sees us.”

      Nicole reluctantly ducked inside, and Ellyne locked the door behind them. The bar was dark, and all screens were off. If it were daytime, this would make the worst hideout, since everyone knew they could find her here.

      After a quick glance around, Ellyne finally processed what Nicole had said. “Wait a minute. You’ve never been in a bar? And you’re twenty-eight?”

      “Twenty-five. And, no, I’ve never been in a bar.” Nicole sneered as she sat at one of the tables, poking at a hole in the booth’s cheap vinyl. “There are lots of places I haven’t been.”

      “Get a drink?”

      “No thank you.”

      “No, I want you to get me a drink.”

      Nicole’s face displayed both confusion and contempt. “You don’t get to command me like—”

      “Relax, kid, it was a joke. But I am going to get a drink. You sure you don’t want one? Wait, you’ve probably never had one, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Suit yourself.” Ellyne strode behind the bar and poured a straight shot of squama juice, quickly downing it and pouring herself another. She made a mental note to settle up with Victor in the morning. Ellyne might be one to help herself to his beverages, but she wasn’t a thief.

      “So now what?”

      “Well, now we lay low and figure out just what the hell is going on. But we should probably make our way upstairs, away from street level and windows.” Ellyne opened a door, revealing a narrow staircase leading up. “Since I don’t know who those goons were, I don’t know what they want. And I don’t know how determined they are.”

      Nicole followed Ellyne’s lead and took the stairs to the second floor. They emerged into a large, fully furnished room. The curtains on all the windows were drawn and there was but one small screen hanging on the wall.

      “You say you don’t know who those people were or what they want?”

      “No clue. I didn’t get a look at their faces, but I don’t think I’ve stepped on anyone’s private parts lately. They could be working for someone who holds a ridiculously long grudge, I guess.”

      Irony. Ellyne had held her grudge against Marik for over ten years. To her defense, though, he did try to kill her. That wasn’t something she was going to quickly forget.

      “I might.”

      “Might what?” Ellyne asked.

      “I might know who they are.”
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      “Okay, spill.” Ellyne leaned forward on the couch, facing Nicole in her chair. The sooner she learned about the situation, the sooner she could get her life back to a more peaceful state. “Tell me what you know about whoever’s after us.”

      “Not us.”

      “No, they clearly were after us. I’ve had a lot of experience with this type of situation. People don’t usually bust into my apartment building in the middle of the night just to have coffee and cookies with someone else.”

      “No, I mean, they’re not after us. They came for me.”

      “Well, that’s a first. Okay, then, elaborate please.”

      “I’m . . .  I’m in trouble. I’m a wanted fugitive and those men came to your apartment tonight to apprehend me. I doubt they knew you would be involved.”

      “Shit.” Ellyne shook her head in disbelief. “You’re a criminal? Oh wait—are you the fugitive I saw on the screens today?”

      “No! I mean, maybe? I mean, no, I haven’t committed a crime . . . except my escape was probably a crime now that I think of it. But, before that, I did nothing.”

      Ellyne stifled a frustrated laugh. Every passing minute—every word Nicole uttered—complicated matters. But she recalled the true fear she’d seen in the girl’s eyes when she tried to make her leave the apartment. She said she needed Ellyne’s help and had nowhere to go. At least, that’s about what Ellyne thought she remembered. Honestly, it was tough to make sense of most things she said because of all the rambling and carrying on.

      “If you’re being hunted or pursued or whatever, maybe you should go to law enforcement for help. It sounds way safer than seeking out a washed-up war veteran.”

      “No, I can’t! The enforcers are controlled by the Ilserate . . . and the Ilserate is exactly who I’m trying to avoid!”

      “Wait. Hold on, there.” Ellyne jumped off the couch and peeked out two of the windows. Thankfully, the streets were still deserted and there was no sign of the pursuers. “You mean to tell me the people who are looking for you are working for the Ilserate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look, you’ve got to go. I don’t want any part of that.” She inspected the curtains to make sure they covered both windows entirely and then turned back to Nicole. “I’ve been working for years to keep the Ilserate off my back. I don’t need any more government altercations.”

      “So . . . the thing about that is, uh, it’s not just them,” Nicole added quietly, gazing down at her boots.

      “They’ve caused far too many problems for me in the past—wait, what did you say?”

      “It’s not just the government. The Techno Guild is also after me.”

      “The Technos, too? Good lord, girl, you’re in a shit heap of trouble.”

      Nicole nodded in agreement before adding, “And the Teranyne Order.”

      “Of course, they are. Might as well piss off the entire trifecta.” Ellyne laughed. She didn’t know what else to do. “What did you do to paint a target on your head for all three factions?”

      “I . . . it’s complicated. I’m not even entirely sure myself.”

      “I definitely didn’t sign up for this.” She plopped back down on the couch, feeling the squama juice’s minor effects start to take hold and wishing she’d guzzled a few more shots. “Never did I say to myself ‘Self, today you’re going to get caught up in a shit show and become a target for all three factions in Karnascus.’”

      Silence followed as Nicole fidgeted uneasily, gazing into her lap. Ellyne wrestled with her conscience. Her first instinct was to dump the girl and lay low until it blew over. Whatever this problem was, it was Nicole’s. Frankly, she couldn’t care less which faction apprehended her. Each one was on Ellyne’s shit list for multiple reasons and there was no lesser of three evils.

      I wonder if there’s any kind of reward for handing her over. That would solve the problem while simultaneously fixing some of my own. Maybe just drop her off with the first patrol that we come across.

      “I’m sorry,” she stammered, her quiet voice cracking slightly. Suddenly, Nicole looked every bit the diminutive girl Ellyne accused her of being. With her head bowed, she picked at something on her skirts, nervously moving her finger over it repeatedly. “It’s just . . . I’m scared.”

      “You should be. If the Ilserate, Technos, and Teranynes are all after you, you’re pretty much screwed.”

      “Which is why I came to find you.” Nicole sniffed. Was she crying? “I heard I could trust you.”

      Ellyne rolled her eyes. This was all getting rather ridiculous. “Okay, I’ll bite,” she said, already annoyed with herself for continuing the drama. But she didn’t know how to handle a crying Nicole and curiosity was one of her classier flaws. “What happened?”

      Nicole sniffed again and wiped her eyes dry before setting her gaze back on Ellyne. For a moment, a glimmer of hope passed across her face which further annoyed Ellyne. Simply asking questions didn’t indicate a desire to help. It was best that Nicole understood this.

      “I escaped from the Ilserate, and they want me back. They think I command immeasurable magical power. Everyone in the government who knows about me—which apparently isn’t many people—thinks I can command flocia better than anyone else and they don’t want to let that power go.”

      “So, then, do you?” Ellyne immediately recalled how easily Nicole unleashed a force to knock her into the wall—wordless and motionless.

      Nicole wiped away another tear from her cheek and then dried her hand on her clothes. She sniffed one more time and finally composed herself. It was Ellyne’s turn to feel awkward. What did most people
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