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Fire Sorcerer
The Sentinels Book 1
Copyright © 2016 by David J. Normoyle
My name is Rune, and if I’ve learned one thing, it’s not to play with fire. Magical or otherwise.
The first time I used my power, I wound up burning down a mansion. The second time, an inter-dimensional elemental possessed my friend Jo. Now, with a sorcerer and a gang of werebeasts helping the elemental which is consuming Jo’s soul, I’ll have to use my magic once more.
Third time’s the charm, right?
~

Sign up to the author’s mailing list to get a prequel to Fire Sorcerer, plus prequels to two other series: http://davidjnormoyle.com/sent-readers-list/




Chapter 1
Monday 20:35
The unasked questions hung over our dinner like a bad smell.
We hadn’t bothered to pull out the table, instead spreading two pizza boxes between us. I lay sprawled across the floor, and Alex sat cross-legged opposite, shooting me occasional glares. Jo sat perched on the corner of her bed a few yards away. We took turns selecting cold pizza slices. The Texas barbecue pizza was warmer than the pepperoni one, and the smell of barbecue sauce wafted through the room.
“How about a board game after dinner?” Jo suggested. Fourteen, with perpetually tangled gray-brown hair, she disliked conflict, and the tension between Alex and me had made her noticeably uncomfortable.
Alex was a year older than his sister and had recently started overusing hair gel. He snorted. “So you can beat us again?”
I smiled at that. She did beat us embarrassingly often. We didn’t have a full set of any one game, forcing us to mix and match and improvise. Alex and I would argue over the rules, and Jo would just figure out strategies to take advantage of whichever rules we finally decided on.
“What about if we play some soccer?” I nodded toward the yellow indoor soccer ball in the corner. “Just the three of us. Jo in goals, and Alex and I can go one on one.”
“Great idea, Rune.” Jo stood and moved toward the window. “I’ll close the shutters.”
The single large attic room was our living room, kitchen, indoor soccer arena, bedroom, games room, and artist studio—a non-adult zone where fun always took priority over worry about breakages.
“It’s too late.” Alex chewed on a mouthful of pizza, his shoulders hunched over. “There’ll be complaints.”
I knew that Alex couldn’t give a fig about complaints. He clearly didn’t want the atmosphere to thaw, preferring to stay angry.
Jo’s hand paused at the window shutter, then she sighed and went to her bed and threw herself on it. She clicked open her laptop.
I went over to my side of the room. “I’ve got some improvements on my motherboards to do.”
“Yeah, go work on your art.” Alex put as much derision into the word art as he could.
I ignored his attempt to start a fight and plugged in the soldering iron. We lived on the attic floor of an old building, number 102 Fenster Street, affectionately known as Ten-two. The ownership of the building was unclear, and enterprising squatters had taken over the running of it. Alex, Jo and I had lived there for ten months, good months—the best of my short life, at least. I was the breadwinner and technically the parent, but decisions usually evolved out of arguments between Alex and me.
When we’d first moved in, the place had barely been habitable. The roof needed to be fixed. Then we’d battled quarrelsome rodents who felt they’d resided long enough to earn squatter’s rights. Eventually, we turned the space into something uniquely our own. In the process we’d created one of the strangest rooms one could imagine.
Alex, Jo and I had wildly different tastes, and we’d quickly given up on the idea of comprise regarding decoration, instead dividing the room into sections.
The front of the room was dominated by two large sloped windows, and below them we’d built small shelving for food and other common items.
The back was given to me. A small desk sat at the foot of my bed, and on the walls hung a jigsaw of modified computer motherboards.
A peek into the artwork of our future robot overlords, Jo had once declared. Alex called it trash glued to a wall, but he couldn’t talk. His wall, on the opposite side of the door, was decorated with neon slogans and bar names, clearly all stolen. I insisted that the signs be switched off.
Jo’s bed was to the left of the door. Above her bed hung posters of inspirational figures from history along with some of their quotations, which had been lovingly formed out of letters cut out of old magazines. It was impossible not to love a teen girl whose idols were Mahatma Gandhi, Theodore Roosevelt, and Steve Jobs rather than the latest pop boy band.
I took an old motherboard from under my bed, put it on the desk, sat down and got to work. I blew the dust off, then touched the nib of the soldering iron to the bottom of the uglier components and pulled them off. In their place I added a few resistors and capacitors. I held it up to the light, then studied the other motherboards above my desk before deciding I needed to cut off the top left corner.
A yawn struggled its way up my throat, telling me to save that work for another night. “Ready for lights out?” I asked.
Alex’s reply was to switch on his bedside lamp. He was reading Atlas Shrugged. More evidence, if any was needed, that there was something wrong with the boy. I didn’t read much, but if I did, it would be proper books like Harry Potter or Hunger Games, not philosophical garbage.
“Go ahead.” Jo put her laptop aside.
I clicked off the lights, undressed and climbed under the covers.
“Fat tights, Rune,” Jo said.
Jo came up with a new phrase each night, never failing to put a smile on my lips with her choice. “Fat tights, Jo.”
“Fat tights, Alex,” Jo said.
Silence.
“Fat tights, Alex,” Jo repeated, a pleading note in her voice.
Alex sighed. “Fat tights, Jo.”
I expelled a breath. I wasn’t sure why it should be so important for Alex to reply, but it was. Alex and I made most of the noise around the place, but Jo was the glue that kept us together.
I turned onto my side toward the wall, tucked the blanket under my arm and closed my eyes.
Usually once a yawn tells me I’m tired, I can nod off the moment my head hits the pillow, but this time sleep wouldn’t come. I tossed back and forth, grumbling to myself. Even now, with Alex reading quietly on the other side of the room, I could feel the tension between us. Beelzebub.
I threw off my blanket, put my pants back on and got up. “Ask your damn questions.” I clicked the main lights back on.
“Huh?” Alex placed his book face down on the bed.
“Come on. You want to ask me something. I can feel it.” I suspected I knew what it would be about, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to lie too much.
Alex rolled off his bed and into a standing position. “What’s the point if you won’t ever tell us anything new?”
“How many times do I have to say it? I don’t know anything.”
Alex snorted. “Right.”
“Hear him out, Alex,” Jo said. “Rune said he’d answer questions.”
“Fine,” Alex said. “Let’s start out by talking about what Red White and True has been saying.”
“Red White and Who?” I asked, genuinely confused.
“Come on, everyone’s talking about it,” Alex said. “Don’t pretend you haven’t heard anything.”
“I haven’t. Is it to do with something supernatural?” I made a point of tuning out anything to do with magic. I knew enough to stay away from that.
“It’s a Twitter handle,” Jo said. “At RedWhiteandTrue55.”
“And?”
“Whoever is behind the account has made allegations that both the Whites and Reds are run by supernaturals, by shades,” Alex said.
The Whites and the Reds were the two big criminal gangs in Lusteer, and I could see why the reveals of that Twitter handle would get Alex riled up. Ten months ago, Alex and Jo’s father, John Collier, had written an article called “Crime Gangs Making Use of Supernatural Enforcers”. John and his wife had died in a fire just before the article was published.
“People on Twitter are usually full of it, what’s the big deal?” I asked.
“He knows things that make people think he’s an insider in one of the gangs. Probably the Reds.”
“Sounds like whoever owns that Twitter handle is opening himself up for a world of danger.”
“He’s anonymous,” Alex said. “Not even Jo could hack the account to figure out who he is.”
Jo was tucked against the corner of her bed with her pillow behind her back.
“If Jo can’t, then no one can.” I smiled across at her, and got a weak smile in return. I worked with computers for my job, and I was better than 99.9% of the population, yet compared to her, I was still learning chopsticks and she was Mozart. “Wait a minute, why was Jo trying to hack this account? I thought we agreed to be sensible.”
Alex strode across the room to stand in front of me. “We agreed to delete our father’s article about shades. Do you think I can just forget? Forgive the person who caused Dad and Mom to burn alive?” He clenched his fists by his sides.
I should have stayed tossing and turning in my bed. Better to endure the tension than having to look at Alex’s pain-filled face and hear Jo’s muttering as she rocked gently back and forth.
“We know who did it and he’s in jail,” I said. “Sammy Williams was sent to your parents’ house that night. He was arrested.”
“Yeah. What happened to his trial?”
I shrugged. “I’m sure it will happen.”
“Do you know what RedWhiteandTrue said about him?”
The note of accusation in his voice made me feel defensive. “How would I know? I never heard of that Twitter handle until you mentioned it a few moments ago.”
“So you would be surprised to hear he was a shade?”
I opened my mouth to reply, and nothing came out. I realized I should act surprised, but the moment’s hesitation meant it wouldn’t be believable. So I said nothing.
Alex was watching me closely. “I knew it.” He glared at Jo. “Didn’t I tell you he knew more than he was telling us?” He walked closer and pounded a fist down on my desk. The motherboard I had been working on hopped, and several components rolled onto the floor.
“Hey!” I shouted.
“Do you know how frustrating it is to be trying to investigate your parents’ murder, hit brick wall after brick wall and know that there’s an eye witness living with you who is hiding information?” Alex shouted. “Do you?”
Normally when Alex and I argued, I shouted back as loud as him. This time I replied softly, “I don’t know what that’s like.” I had my own pain but it couldn’t match Alex’s and Jo’s. They had seen their house burn down in front of their eyes with their parents inside.
“Then why don’t you tell the truth?”
That I couldn’t do. I had to tell him something though. “I saw a beast that night. I wasn’t sure it was Williams.” I shrugged. “How do you reveal something like that without seeming crazy?”
The night of the fire had been just before I’d found out about Ten-two. At the time, I’d been homeless and using a treehouse on the Collier grounds for shelter.
“So you told no one?” Alex asked. “Not the cop who was first on the scene? What was his name again?”
Clearly Alex knew the cop’s name and was fishing, trying to catch me out again. “Duffy,” I said. “Connor Duffy. Why?”
“The Twitter handle has something to say about him too.”
“He’s well known to be bent as a pile of right angles. What does this RedWhiteandTrue have to say about him?”
“Just that,” Alex said. “He’s apparently on the payroll of the gangs and has been for years.”
Duffy was one of the few who knew what really happened that night. I didn’t want Alex asking him too many questions. “He’s a dangerous man, I’ve been told.”
“What did it look like?” Jo asked.
“What did what look like?” I asked.
“The beast?” she asked.
“It was dark.”
“Can’t you answer anything straight?” Alex’s voice rose.
“I’m getting to it, give me a second. It’s a memory I usually shy away from. The beast had a large snout, thick chest and long arms and legs. Hair and torn scraps of clothing covered its body. It could move fast. Too fast.”
Jo shivered. “What are we dealing with?”
“According to the Twitter handle, shades are coming more into the open,” Alex said. “Most people want to pretend they don’t exist, but that will soon be impossible. Some shades are shifters, others can do magic.”
Magic. It was my turn to shiver. “I don’t want anything to do with all that. If you were wise, you two would do the same.”
“I don’t want your damn wisdom,” Alex said. “I want to know what happened that night. A wolf shifter, a bent cop, the fire. There’s more to the story, I know it. And you were up in the treehouse, watching it all.”
“I told you what I know. Fat tights.” I went to the door, threw it open and stormed out. In the hallway, I paused to calm down, then descended the two flights of stairs to ground level.
Ten months of happiness was about to be blown by that Twitter handle, whoever owned it. But more than that, Alex’s investigations could put us all in serious danger. And I had no idea how to convince him to stop.
If it had been my parents, would I stop searching for the truth?



Chapter 2
Monday 22:50
I walked into the living room where half a dozen pizza boxes were strewn about, most of them with several slices left uneaten. Pete was watching the first Harry Potter movie.
He turned when I entered, then returned his attention to the big screen TV. “Dude. Is this not the best movie ever?”
“That or Citizen Kane.” I hadn’t watched Citizen Kane, but knew it was a movie that old fogies thought was good.
“Haven’t seen it. That’s the movie where Hugh Jackman slays zillions of demons, right?”
“Something like that.” The star of Solomon Kane wasn’t even Jackman. I glanced around the room, noticing that someone I didn’t recognize was asleep in an armchair. I took a seat on the couch. “Where’s Tyler?”
Tyler and Pete were the ones who ran Ten-two, which in their case meant they smoked pot and watched movies while the place disintegrated around them.
“Tyler?” Pete looked around and seemed surprised Tyler wasn’t there. “He’s around somewhere.”
Some people had trouble telling Pete and Tyler apart as they both had long brown hair and straggly beards, continually smoked pot and loved conspiracy theories. But after several months living in Ten-two, I had stopped having that problem. Tyler was the one who always wore purple crocs, and Pete was the one who had whole conversations in movie quotations.
“Someone was looking for you.” Pete didn’t take his eyes off the screen.
“Who?” I had few friends, and even fewer people knew where I lived.
“Some guy on a motorcycle. Actually, it might have been a woman. He didn’t take off his helmet, and he had a soft voice.”
“When was this? What did you tell them?”
“Last week. You were at work so I told him you weren’t here.”
“So by telling them I wasn’t here, you confirmed that I live here?”
Pete shrugged. “You never said you were in hiding.”
“You don’t have to be in hiding not to want to be found.” I didn’t have any clue who it could be, but, to my mind, the less attention the better.
We lapsed into silence for a few moments. I wasn’t ready to go to bed yet. On screen, Hogwarts letters were flying around the living room at Number Four, Privet Drive. “The Dursleys get an undeserved rap,” I said. “They weren’t so bad.” The best way to have a conversation with Pete was to talk about a movie.
“Dude,” he said.
I wasn’t fluent in dude, but had learned to speak it a bit. This particular “dude” meant “don’t be ridiculous”.
“Putting him in the closet wasn’t the best parenting, I’ll admit,” I said. “But trying to keep him out of Hogwarts had merit. Think about it, an old dude wants to take eleven year olds to a creepy dangerous castle so he can make them try to defeat a monstrous villain. Surely the Dursleys aren’t the only parents who wouldn’t want that.”
“They weren’t Harry’s parents,” Pete said.
“It was up to them to take care of Harry. Mr. Dursley rowed his whole family to an island to try and save Harry from going to a school where Harry nearly gets killed a bajillion times. That’s dedicated parenting if you ask me.”
Being only seventeen, I should have been too young to have learned that parenting was a bitch. My pseudo-children were only a few years younger than me, and I tried to be as little like a real parent as possible, with soccer ball dents and stolen signs decorating the walls, but ultimately I was responsible for them. Ten months ago I had had no idea how much having to be responsible for others could change a person. Stomach acid burned new pathways through me every time I worried.
“You’re missing the point,” Pete said. “Good parenting will never involve restraining potential. Children have to grow up. Remember when Hagrid arrives and says, ‘You’re a wizard, Harry.’ Still gives me chills.”
I used to feel the same way. Until I found out what it meant. “It’s a children’s series. It’s dark at times, but the magic is fundamentally fun. I bet that in real life, if magic exists, it’s better to stay well away from it.” I knew that for a fact.
“Real life, dude. Who said anything about real life.” He shivered. “Real life is all about responsibility and boredom. Listen to someone who knows. Stay away from that shit.”
“If only I could,” I said. “How do you manage? Teach me your secrets, oh wise one.”
“The key is to stay young.”
“Doesn’t the beard get in the way when you are applying the Oil of Olay?”
“Not look young. Be young. What do they teach you guys in school these days?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“The trick is to keep the number of responsibilities to a minimum. The more responsibilities one has, the older one gets. It’s simple math.”
It was hard to argue with that. Taking care of Alex and Jo was likely to age me twenty years, if it hadn’t already. “What responsibilities do you have?”
“Exactly, dude.” He raised his thumb and pointed his forefinger at me like it was a gun, made a clicking sound with the side of his mouth, and winked. “Exactly.”
“Your full name wouldn’t be Peter Pan, would it?”
He winked again, then pointed at the screen. “Hagrid’s arriving with the birthday cake. He’s about to say the line.”
I stood and made for the door, not wanting to watch any more. “Poor Harry. Little does he know what he’s in for.”
“Dude.”



Chapter 3
Tuesday 07:50
“You’re a wizard, Rune,” Hagrid said.
“You were supposed to come when I was eleven,” I complained.
“I couldn’t come earlier,” Hagrid said. “I was busy.”
“Busy for six years? With what?”
Hagrid’s eyes glowed red. “I was burning things.” He raised his hands and flames shot out from them. He spun around, fire spouting from his whirling arms until the roof and walls were on fire.
“No!” I shouted as the flames came for me. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. This isn’t—”
I shot forward into a sitting position, my blanket sliding to the floor.
Jo sat on her bed, watching me with an expression of concern. “Nightmare?”
I nodded. “Hopefully, Hagrid will stick to my dreams and not actually come to collect me.”
“Hagrid?”
“Forget about it.” I glanced across at Alex’s side of the room, where the bed was made. “Is he already gone?”
Jo nodded.
“Leaving early for school again. I never knew Alex was so studious.”
Jo didn’t reply. Instead she pulled her laptop onto her lap but didn’t open it. I sensed she wanted to tell me something.
I swung my legs into a sitting position.
Jo shielded her eyes with her arm. “Rune, we’ve talked about this. Just because we live together doesn’t mean I have to see your white spindly legs.”
I pulled on my jeans and picked up my T-shirt, gave it a sniff, then threw it over toward Jo. “Still good?”
She caught it and threw it back. “I’m not smelling your shirt, Rune. I’m sure it’s perfectly rank, but when has that stopped you before? Isn’t that the same T-shirt you’ve worn for the last ten months?”
“You wound me. Just because most of my T-shirts are black.”
“There are other colors, you know?”
“It’s my style.” Black jeans, black T-shirt, black leather jacket.
She sighed. “A color isn’t a style.”
“You can talk. With your grungy sweaters and tattered jeans.”
“Grunge is a style.” She shook her head and clicked open the laptop.
I pulled on my T-shirt, then went to the corner and picked up the soccer ball. “Catch.” I threw it to her. She looked up from the computer in time to get two hands up and grab it.
She threw it back to me. “What are you doing?”
I grabbed it out of the air, spun around and threw it back at her with a behind-the-back toss.
Jo protected the laptop with her arms, but the ball went wide of her, rebounded off a bedpost and hit a shelf. A plate fell and smashed to smithereens on the floor.
Jo gave a long-suffering sigh. “Aren’t you supposed to be the grown-up here?”
I shrugged. “We are living the dream. A family without grown-ups to tell us what to do.” I went to get the brush and began to sweep up the pieces of plate.
“If this is a dream, we’ll need to wake up.”
“I’m afraid that process is already starting.”
Jo took the brush from me. “Leave this to me. Go to work.”
“I can’t go yet. You still haven’t told me.”
“Told you what?”
“I don’t know yet. I’m still waiting to find out.”
Jo paused her cleaning, but she didn’t look up. “Alex shouldn’t have pushed you so much last night. It’s not your fight.”
“If you two are fighting, then I’m in your corner.”
“You’ve already done more than we can ever repay,” Jo said. “Helping us escape the orphanage. Taking us in.”
Her gratitude made me feel terrible. Whatever I did for them would never be enough. “Just tell me,” I said. “There mightn’t be any grownups in it, but it’s still a family. If there’s a way I can help, you have to tell me.”
Jo resumed sweeping. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do.”
“Then no harm done in me knowing about it.”
She leaned the brush against the wall and tapped her fingers on the front of her leg. She clearly wanted to tell me, but Alex must have made her promise not to. Finally, she went over to my desk and picked up a pen and my notepad. “Ever see those shows where a detective is able to see what was written on earlier sheets of paper?” she asked.
I nodded. “A bit elaborate, isn’t it?”
She bent down and wrote something on the pad, then tore the sheet off and put the page in her pocket. “Humor me. If nothing goes wrong, it would be best if you aren’t seen. Now get to work before you are fired.”
I laughed. “Being at work is where I usually do the stuff that’s likely to get me fired.”
“Findley can’t be as bad as you’ve made out.”
I put the notepad in my pocket. “He’s worse. Words can’t do justice to the thing that is Findley.”



Chapter 4
Tuesday 08:45
If I had to choose between function or style, I’ll go style every day of the week. Maybe that made me shallow, but heck, everyone’s ultimately shallow in some way or another, and we might as well look good while sailing through this sea of making-things-up-as-we-go-along we call life.
Unfortunately, style is usually more expensive than function. Which left me riding a Vespa, an underpowered scooter, to work, and trying to pretend it didn’t make me look like a tool. Reaching the offices of Transkey Incorporated, I pulled in close to reception, kicked out the side stand and got off.
Being able to dodge through traffic, not needing to worry about parking, and being able to leave the scooter right next to reception meant functional points of the Vespa were ten. Of course, being close to the building meant that everyone looking out the window saw me arriving on it. Style points, zero.
I lifted the seat and put my helmet into the space underneath. I didn’t bother chaining it to anything. If anyone went to the trouble of robbing my old scooter, they were clearly much more desperate than me and needed it more.
Inside Transkey, the carpets and cubicle walls were gray, designed to deaden noise and reduce distraction. The thermostat was set slightly below room temperature, at a level scientifically proven to keep concentration at its highest. The partition walls were at chest height so when anything happened, heads tended to poke up to look around, meerkat-like.
I reached my desk without running into Findley, which was a nice start to the day. I sat down and switched on the computer monitor, then swung the office chair around in circles a few times. I had to pretend to be a grownup, but I wasn’t really one yet, so whenever no one was looking, I loved unleashing my inner child. I was unprepared for the responsibilities of parenting, and no one was prepared for the passive horrors of cubicle life.
I took the notepad from my pocket, retrieved a pencil from a drawer, then rubbed lightly across the whole page. A scribble gradually appeared that read: Three o’clock, Jeffries Parking Lot, 3rd level, Red 45.
I presumed that Alex and Jo were meeting someone there and that Jo was worried that it might be dangerous. What could it be about? The two of them should be in school at that time.
“What do we pay you for?”
I jerked, startled, then swiveled my chair around.
Findley leaned against the outside wall of my cubicle. He looked like a red-haired Danny Devito in a suit—which is as scary as it sounds.
“You pay me to show up and look pretty?” I asked.
“You aren’t a model. I sent you an email this morning, and you haven’t responded yet.” He glanced down at the notepad in front of me. “Have you even logged in? Are you drawing something?”
“It’s still not nine.” I tore the top sheet off the pad, scrunched it up and threw it in the bin. “What was the email about?”
“We need you to set up an important cross-site meeting tomorrow. Set up the correct video conferencing. It’s for Harriet Ashley.”
His voice hushed as he said the name, like I should know who it was. “Harriet Who?”
“The new boss of Transkey. Didn’t you read the company memo email from last month?”
Dealing with Findley was exhausting enough without worrying about bosses further up the line. “It must have gotten stuck in my spam folder. I have a special filter for the words company and memo. Keeps my email streamlined to the important ones such as ‘Which Harry Potter Character Are You?’ Neville Longbottom, if you are interested.”
“This isn’t a time for joking. Harriet Ashley hasn’t spent much time in here since she took over, and we want to impress her with our capabilities. Nothing must go wrong.”
“Then why are you putting me on it?”
“Because that is what we pay you for. To take care of all our I.T.”
Anything with a modicum of technology involved, and Findley expected me to take care of it.
I sometimes fantasied about how happy I would be if Findley actually followed through on his subtle hints to fire me. But monthly paychecks were useful things with hungry orphans to feed. Essential even. And since all my qualifications were faked, no company which did proper due diligence would hire me.
“I’ll look into it.”
“I expect your full attention.”
“Of course you do.” He’d also expect my full attention to be on all my usual duties as well.
Findley moved away. I logged in, but I didn’t go straight to check my email. Instead I called up a browser and did a search on Twitter.
@RedWhiteandTrue55
Follows: 10, Followers: 24,378, Tweets 37
That was a lot of followers for thirty seven tweets. The back picture for the account was a picture of Christopher Reeve flying above Metropolis as Superman, the dodgy special effects evident even in the still picture. The profile picture was a stylized representation of the curl of hair that fell across Superman’s forehead. Whoever controlled the account had a serious Superman complex.
The account had sent its first tweet four months earlier.
The Reds are now run by a shade. Hugo Yarley take a bow. #shades #taking #over
That name didn’t mean anything to me. The Reds were traditionally run by the Machet family, so it was surprising to see another family in charge.
I looked down through further tweets. The handle was all business, no noise; every tweet revealed names of gang members and companies owned by both the Whites and Reds. I didn’t recognize any names until I came to the twentieth tweet.   Policeman Connor Duffy is an errand boy for the Reds. #police #corruption
That Duffy was working with the gangs wasn’t news. I was surprised to see him called an errand boy, though, since I’d figured him to be a major player in the crime world.
I continued through the tweets, scrolling past all the names I didn’t recognize. Then a tweet jumped out at me, and my mouse jerked, causing the screen to jump back to the early tweets. I slowly returned back to my original place, hoping I’d read it wrong.
I hadn’t. 
Now the Whites too are under new control. Is Harriet Ashley one of them? #shades #hidden #plainsight
I opened my email to make sure I had the name right. With Findley’s propensity for all-caps, the message header jumped out.
URGENT: Cross-site meeting requirement for Harriet Ashley, Transkey CEO. GIVE IT YOUR FULL ATTENTION
So according to this RedWhiteandTrue, the new CEO of Transkey was the leader of a crime gang and possibly a supernatural.
I flicked through the remaining tweets, coming at last to one which had been posted yesterday. The one which set Alex off.
Sammy Williams, arrested for burning down the Collier Mansion, is one of them. #shade No record of him in the justice system. #conspiracy
I was leaning back in my chair, still considering what I’d just learned when Geraldine from accounts appeared. “I moved my computer and now it won’t work,” she told me.
“Is it plugged in?”
“I think it must be. There’s a blue light on the monitor.”
“That means the monitor is plugged in. The computer also needs a plug.”
“Two plugs.” She looked at me like I had two heads.
I sighed. “Show me.” Giving my full attention to the Harriet Ashley meeting would have to wait.
Being the company I.T. guy was a cross between foiling hackers who’d been reading Pentagon missives before they hit puberty and teaching four year olds how to use crayons without turning the walls into modern art exhibits.



Chapter 5
Tuesday 13:25
“Where is he?” I peeked over the top of the cubicle wall to see a woman in a dark business suit striding down the corridor with Findley trailing behind her.
“You don’t need to meet him,” Findley said. “I’ll make sure he has everything ready.”
She turned around. “I’m told too often that something can be done by management, who later find it to be impossible. Who’s the person who will be setting this up?”
“This way.” Findley gestured in my direction and I ducked down.
When the two of them arrived in front of me, I pretended to be typing furiously.
“Rune?” Findley said.
“Yes?” I turned.
Findley turned to Ashley and nodded at me. “This is Rune Russell. He’s our I.T. guy.”
I nodded but didn’t get up.
“He doesn’t look like much, but he’s a wizard with computers,” Findley said.
“A wizard?” I asked. “I’ll have to bring that up in my next pay review. Is that a rank between senior engineer and staff engineer?” Findley had never given me a compliment in his life.
Findley chuckled nervously. “Rune, this is Harriet Ashley, who I was telling you about.”
Harriet was tall for a woman, late thirties, black hair, reasonably good looking.
“I’ve just been reading about you,” I told her. Even as I said it, I regretted it. Best not to bring up what I had learned about her.
“Yes.” Findley bounced forward nervously. “The two-page article about Harriet in the Lusteer Gazette was riveting.”
That was good. Findley gave me an out. I didn’t have to mention RedWhiteandTrue.
“I don’t read tabloid trash. I was actually looking at Twitter feeds.” I couldn’t just keep my head down and say nothing. Something inside me meant I had to let my big mouth throw me into the deep end.
“The Gazette is the premier newspaper in Lusteer,” Findley said to me, frowning. He then turned to Harriet. “Don’t mind him. Rune has strange ideas, but I’ll make sure everything goes smoothly.”
Harriet was ignoring Findley and staring straight at me. “Twitter is a black cave full of trolls.”
“If only trolls were the worst thing to be found in this world,” I said.
Findley stepped between me and Harriet. “Let’s go back to my office; I’ll deal with Rune after.”
“You go back to your office,” Harriet told Findley. “Let me talk with this person.”
Findley looked at me, then Harriet, then reluctantly started to leave. He gave me a final forlorn look, probably imagining all sorts of ways I would mess things up with the new CEO.
“What was your name again?” Harriet asked, leaning forward.
“Rune Russell.”
“Do I know you?”
“No reason why you should. I’m just the I.T. guy here in Transkey.”
“Then why antagonize me?”
The back of my chair hit the desk behind me. The cubicle had never felt so small.
“Would you believe I’m just that stupid?” My big mouth had gotten me into trouble as long as I could remember. I’d had an uncontrollable compulsion to chip away at authority figures ever since I was a five-year-old orphan. It didn’t matter whether they were foster parents, social workers, policemen, even the head of Gorlam’s.
Even the head of the Whites who might or might not be a shade.
“You should keep quiet about things you don’t understand.” She managed to put plenty of menace in the words without raising her voice. Quite the trick.
“Good advice.” Unfortunately, I was bad at following any type of advice.
“I’ll look into you, Rune Russell, and I'll know more about you next time we talk. About this meeting—I want to make sure it goes smoothly.”
“It shouldn’t be a problem. Video conferencing software is very good these days.”
“So it doesn’t matter that I will be in South America and the other party in the meeting will also be off-site?”
“You’ll be in South America?”
“Yes.”
“But you are here.”
“The meeting is tomorrow and planes can fly at night.”
“Okay. So the meeting is hosted in Transkey, but no one in this building will be part of it.” Weird.
“I have asked a neutral third party to also take part. If he agrees, he will be present in Transkey.”
“Neutral third party? Is this a meeting or a war parley?”
“The subject of the meeting is not your concern.”
“And who are you having this meeting with?”
“You should already have that information,” Harriet said. “It’s Hugo Yarley.”
The person who, according to RedWhiteandTrue, led the Reds. Maybe it made sense that Harriet was going to be out of the country. 
“Technically, there’s no problem,” I told her. “As long as all parties have a laptop and an internet connection, I can make it work. I’ll have to set up an hour before the meeting takes place with someone who knows their way around a computer. To make sure the laptop has all the correct software and settings.”
Harriet Ashley nodded. “Good. Make sure everything goes smoothly. Afterward, we’ll discuss who you are and what you know.”
She turned on her heel and returned to Findley’s office.
Great. Just what I wanted. To call attention to myself to a possible leader of the shades.
Ten months of successfully staying clear of the magical world was coming to an abrupt end.



Chapter 6
Tuesday 14:15
Jeffries was a multistory parking lot on the outskirts of Lusteer. The shopping center it was supposed to support had fallen through, making it a rather lonely and ugly sentinel, warning against poor planning. It wasn’t more than a decade old, but if it continued at the present rate of decline, it would look as derelict as Ten-two before much longer.
I had left Transkey early without telling anyone. For once, Findley would have something real to complain about.
I pressed a button to get a ticket and the barrier opened, then I began to loop up the ramps. The first level was relatively full, but only a few cars were parked on the second level.
Before I reached the third level, I realized something was wrong. I had decided to arrive forty-five minutes early, planning to get in position ahead of Alex and Jo, but, from the sound of blaring car alarms, I was arriving late. I twisted the throttle to full acceleration, but the scooter only ascended the ramp at barely above walking pace. Upon reaching the third level, I immediately searched for Red 45, but the area around there was empty. Farther away, two cars, their bumpers entwined, were using their alarms to shriek at each other.
I raced for the next up-ramp, and once I started ascending, I again cursed the Vespa as it slowed to a crawl. At the top, I blinked as I emerged into sunlight. The fourth level was on the rooftop.
At the other end of the parking lot, a battered black car scraped along the side of an outside barrier, sparks flying from its bodywork. A beast hovered behind the car, beating long wings. Despite being too far to make out the occupants clearly, I was certain they were Alex and Jo.
My heart thumped, but I couldn’t afford to hesitate. I aimed the scooter directly toward the beast and sped up.
The car swerved away from the wall, and the beast dived lower, its talons gouging the roof, tearing through the metal like it was soft fabric, and the car skidded against the concrete barrier once more. The windshield was gone, and through the front of the car I recognized Jo’s pale face as she clenched the steering wheel. In the passenger seat, Alex wore sunglasses and a hat. Hang on there, I mentally willed.
As the scooter sped past the car, I stood up on the floorboard, raised my arms and shouted, “Over here!”
It ignored me, flying over my head and diving at the car again. I regained my seat and lowered my foot to the ground as I pulled the Vespa in a hard turn.
The car was aiming for the down-ramp exit, but the beast crashed into the side of it, sending it spinning. The engine spluttered and cut off. The rear of the car broke through the barrier, and concrete debris hurtled into the sky. The car’s momentum slowed but not fast enough. The back of the car leaned downward, and both the rear and front wheels spun uselessly. Jo screamed. I gave the scooter full throttle, even though I knew I wouldn’t reach the car in time.
The car leaned back until it reached a tipping point, then swung forward again. The front of the car crashed back down on the tarmac. Jo climbed up over the steering wheel and clambered out through the broken windshield. The car began to topple back again, but Jo’s weight knocked it back onto its front wheels. Alex fumbled with his seat belt, then joined Jo on the hood.
The beast flapped its wings and slowly descended in front of the car. I charged the Vespa straight at it. It turned its beaked head toward me but didn’t seem concerned. Before reaching the beast, I twisted the Vespa to the side and rolled away from it across the tarmac.
With the harsh grating sound of tearing plastic, the scooter spun end over end. The beast rose into the air, letting the scooter pass beneath, then landing again.
I got to my feet and raced to stand in front of the hood of the car. “Stop!” I shouted. “Let’s talk about this.”
I wasn’t certain it could talk, but I had met a similar beast once before, though more wolf-like than eagle-like, and it had been able to transform into a human.
Grey and black feathers covered it, though strangely, purple robes wrapped around much of its body. The shape of its head and wings were that of a giant eagle, but it stood upright in a humanoid fashion. Its head height was similar to mine, though the folded wings spiked an extra yard above its head. Gray claws dug into the tarmac as it walked.
I wasn’t surprised when smoke drifted off the eagle’s feathers, thickening until a black cloud obscured the beast. I had seen a transformation like that before, though in reverse, when Sammy Williams had changed from a muscular man into a wolf-like creature.
When the haze cleared, the beast was gone, replaced by a thirty-something woman. Her head was shaved bald, and colorful tattoos spiraled across one arm. An initial flash of bare skin around her midriff was covered up as she pulled the purple robe tighter around her. The clothing left her shins and feet bare and hung shapelessly from her, but all considered, it was an ingenious piece of clothing.
“Isn’t this so much more pleasant?” I held out my hand. “My name is Rune.” That I had seen a beast transform before meant I was able to pretend I was calm, even as my insides quivered.
She looked distastefully at my hand. “And what do you want?”
“I’m just a friend of those in that car.” I glanced behind me. Alex had his arms around Jo’s shaking body. “You realize they are just children?”
“If they are old enough to cause trouble, they are old enough to suffer the consequences.”
“You have the wrong people.”
“I don’t.” The woman took a step closer to me. “Listen, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t particularly care. It’s them behind you I’ve come for.”
“You are willing to kill children?”
“If need be. I’d prefer to just bring them in to my boss so he can question them.”
“And your boss won’t kill them?”
“I have no idea what he plans to do.”
“And you don’t care?”
“It’s not my job to care.”
Tendrils of smoke wafted off her skin, and I saw she was about to transform back. “Wait. Surely there’s a way to solve this without violence.”
“I already advised them to come quietly. They tried to ram me with the car. Force them to surrender to me.”
“Can I get assurances that they won’t be hurt?” At a creaking noise, I turned to see the car topple backward and fall off the edge of the parking lot. Alex and Jo had jumped off the hood and were racing for the down-ramp.
The whole building shuddered as the car smashed against the ground. “Stop!” I shouted after the fleeing orphans, but they didn’t slow. Alex was leading the way, holding Jo’s hand. Why couldn’t they have waited?
The woman sighed. “They always run from me. Must be my bad breath.” Dark smoke swirled around her, and out of that darkness, the beast sprang into the air.
Alex and Jo were never going to escape from her. Not without help.
My heart raced, and heat rose up within me. I knew what that meant. I had sworn never to use magic again, but I couldn’t just let the beast take Alex and Jo.
I reached down deep inside me, focusing on the heat. Even though I had only done it once before, nearly a year ago, the magic leaped eagerly.
I thrust my arms forward, and a spout of flame shot from my hands.
The fire streaked just below the beast. It shrieked, tucking its claws close to its body, then it spun away to the left, twisting higher.
It turned and dived toward me. I raised my arms, and a sheet of fire formed above me. The beast soared higher, and flew above me, landing on the concrete barrier beyond where the car had broken though. As I released the flames, it transformed back into a woman.
“What are you?” she shouted at me.
“As far as you are concerned, I am death.” Idiot, I told myself. That’s the kind of stupid shit that comes from reading too many comics.
“He doesn’t like for us to fight amongst ourselves,” she said.
“I don’t want to fight either. Just leave us alone.”
“We will meet again.” She leaned back and allowed herself to fall off, disappearing from view. A moment later giant gray wings beat strongly as the beast rose high into the air, and I watched it fade into the far distance.
I felt no spark of satisfaction at seeing it flee. By having to use my magic, I was the one who had truly lost.



Chapter 7
Tuesday 14:40
I rushed over to Alex and Jo, threw one arm around each and hugged them close. “Are you both okay?”
“What in the name of all in that is holy was that?” Alex exclaimed when I released them.
I glanced over my shoulder to where it was still visible in the sky though only as a speck. “A werebeast.”
“Not that,” Alex said. “What you did with the fire.”
“Oh.” I didn’t want to get into my magic. I was just glad that I hadn’t created an uncontrollable fire afterward like I had last time. “I’m not sure. I guess it’s just necessity brought it out. I remember reading about an old farmer who jumped a six-foot fence when his bull chased him.”
“Did the farmer have fire shooting out of his ass when he made the jump, because otherwise this isn’t the same.”
“Alex, Rune just saved us,” Jo said.
“Doesn’t mean we have to swallow his bull story.”
“Let’s get out of here.” I ran over to where the Vespa lay on its side. I righted it and climbed on. Despite the crash, it started first time. I rode it over to the orphans. Jo climbed on behind, wrapping her arms around me. Alex scowled, then climbed behind Jo.
I directed the Vespa toward the down-ramp. In contrast with coming up, the scooter had no problem picking up speed going down, especially not with the extra weight on the back. Jo’s arms tightened around me as I almost went into the first wall. I leaned heavily on the brake from then on when descending through the levels.
On the final down-ramp, I started to feel queasy. My stomach churned. The Vespa wobbled back and forth just as I came to the barrier. I stopped and put my foot down.
“Rune, are you okay?” Jo asked.
“Yes.” My stomach lurched and I fought back the urge to puke. I fumbled in my pocket until I found the ticket. I hadn’t been in the parking lot long enough to require payment so the barrier opened immediately. I drove out of the parking lot, pulled the scooter to the side then stopped.
“Alex, get off,” Jo said. “Rune’s injured.”
Alex and Jo climbed off. “Did the shifter wound you?” Alex asked.
“No.” The sick feeling faded. “I think I just felt dizzy.” I glanced across at a grassy area alongside the parking lot where the smashed up car lay upside down. Several people had gathered around it, though no police or emergency services had yet arrived.
“Where did you get the car?” I asked Alex.
“Borrowed.”
Alex wasn’t a huge respecter of ownership; even the decorations on the wall above his bed proclaimed that. “It doesn’t look to be in returnable condition,” I said.
“That wasn’t my fault,” he said. “I didn’t destroy it. The shifter did.”
“The owner might see things differently. Or the police. Care to explain exactly how this happened?”
“Not really,” Alex said.
The hat had fallen off Alex’s head but he still wore the sunglasses. I pulled them off his head and threw them away. “What kind of idiocy was this?”
“It wasn’t idiocy,” Alex said.
“It looks stupid now,” Jo said. “But we had it all planned out.”
“All what planned out?” I asked.
“We have to tell him,” Jo told Alex. “About justice warrior. The shifter may come for us again.”
“Justice warrior?”
“Rune expects us to tell him everything and he tells us nothing.” Alex sighed. “Fine. We set up a Twitter account to message RedWhiteandTrue. Called the account JusticeWarrior11. Via retweets, we became associated with the RedWhiteandTrue account but never directly communicated with it. Another Twitter handle, one that also seemed to be on our side, got in contact with us. They promised information about how our parents were killed.”
“Let me guess, they insisted on meeting in person,” I said. “I thought you two were smarter than this. I didn’t think I needed to teach you the basics of safety.”
“Stranger danger, is that what you think you needed to tell us, Rune?” Alex asked. “We aren’t children. We knew the risks.”
“We took precautions,” Jo said. “We set up a camera at the entrance to the parking lot, and we were watching on my laptop.” She glanced at the broken car. “I guess laptops aren’t built to survive four story falls.”
“No more than cars,” I said. “No more than people.”
“If more than one person entered, if it looked like a trap, we would have aborted the meeting,” Jo said.
“We couldn’t have known that she’d turn into a creature that would be able to defeat a car,” Alex said.
“You are investigating shades and never thought that one of them might come after you?” I asked.
“We can’t all shoot fire out of our hands. Risks must be taken. If we already knew the truth of that night...”
I sighed. Was Alex ever going to let up? “So you arranged to meet here at, what, two o’clock?” I looked at Jo. “That would mean that the meeting would be over at three o’clock.”
“If everything went well,” Jo said.
“If everything went well,” I repeated, glaring at Jo. She had deliberately given me a wrong time. She probably figured I’d come half an hour, three quarters of an hour early and, if things were going badly, I could help. Jo was the master of strategies when she played board games, and I guess she had seen this as a good back up plan.
“How did you turn up?” Alex had been watching our interaction. “Jo told you, didn’t she?”
“I certainly did not,” Jo replied quickly.
“I did a bit of detective work,” I told Alex, thinking of how I’d rubbed the pencil across the pad. “You aren’t the only one who can show initiative.”
“And of course you aren’t going to share...”
A stab of pain tore through me. I fell to one knee clutching my midriff.
“Rune.” Jo gripped my arm. “Are you okay, Rune?”
“Get away from me!” I roared. “Both of you, get away from me.” I grabbed at Jo’s hand and ripped it loose. “I’m dangerous.”
Jo and Alex both backed away. The pain faded as fast as it had arrived. “Are you two okay?”
They both nodded.
“Jo, are you sure you’re okay?” She had touched me just as the pain tore through me.
“I feel fine, Rune. What is it?”
“Probably nothing.” The magic hadn’t had the same consequences as the last time. A police car arrived on the scene, its siren sounding, giving me an idea.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said. I reached out my arm and flagged down a taxi. “Can I trust you two to make it back to Ten-two and wait there?”
“We can do that.” Jo climbed into the back of the taxi.
“What are you going to do?” Alex asked.
I took some money from my wallet and stuffed it into Alex’s hand. “Just get Jo back to Ten-two. I’ll be there shortly.”
Alex nodded, then climbed in behind Jo. I watched the taxi drive away, then climbed onto the Vespa and directed it into traffic.
The flying beast and her boss clearly weren’t done with the two orphans. I’d need to figure out what was going on if I was to protect them.
Although I was swimming in unknown waters, I knew someone who was immersed in both the magical and the criminal worlds.



Chapter 8
Tuesday 15:25
Bibi’s Doughnuts was located in a small outlet center with a Chinese takeaway and a liquor store on either side of it. I parked the Vespa and walked across the small parking lot. As I grabbed the door of the handle, I stumbled. A wave of weakness ran through my body, and my legs almost gave way. I used the door handle to hold myself upright until the weakness passed.
Connor Duffy, at a back corner cubicle, watched me enter. I glanced around, surprised that the place was empty except for him and a disinterested server behind the counter. I slid in opposite Duffy.
“Last time I was here, I found myself with five guns pointed at me.”
Duffy picked up his coffee and took a sip, then put his cup back down. He was a big man, barrel-chested with thick powerful arms and legs. In his early forties, with prematurely graying hair, he was a cop who had long ago decided to straddle both sides of the fence, becoming an influential man in the process. Though, considering he was recently proclaimed as an errand boy and was no longer surrounded by minions, perhaps his power base had eroded away.
“Are you going to get to the point?” Duffy asked. “Or are you just going to stare at me?”
“I had an interesting encounter this afternoon.”
“Is that what you call getting to the point? Let me help you—based on the way you nearly fainted coming through the door, I’d guess you were close to Jeffries Parking Lot today.”
“I didn’t nearly— Wait, how could you know where I was?”
Duffy smiled. “I didn't know it. That’s why it’s called a guess. So it was you behind that JusticeWarrior11 Twitter handle? I thought you wanted to stay away from all this. Actually, you demanded to be left out if I remember correctly.”
“I want to stay out.” I just needed to get Alex under control. “It wasn’t me who was behind that Twitter handle. It was...” I hesitated. “What do you know about it?”
“The Reds are determined to discover the owner of the RedWhiteandTrue Twitter account and put a stop to the leaks. I’ve been helping. RedWhiteandTrue was cautious, but we managed to get into contact with an associated account, this JusticeWarrior11.”
“And you set up a trap?”
“We did.” Duffy suddenly grinned. “Ah. It makes sense now. That JusticeWarrior11 account was awfully interested in the Collier fire. Considering you got involved, I think that means the Collier orphans were behind the Twitter handle.”
There was no point in denying it. “What was the aim of this trap?”
“Jace was sent to capture JusticeWarrior11. We figured we’d get the identity of the RedWhiteandTrue account from him or her.” Duffy nodded to himself. “Him and her as it turns out.”
“Jace? The werebeast?”
“They prefer to be called shifters.” Duffy said. “Jace, the eagle shifter.”
“An eagle shifter.” Alex had also called it a shifter. Everyone knew more than me, and I was playing catch up.
“So, I’m guessing Jace didn’t capture the two Collier teens,” Duffy said. “Otherwise, you’d be much more frantic. So you fought her off. With fire?”
“You couldn’t guess that. This Jace has been in contact with you?”
Duffy chuckled. “She hasn’t. This guessing game is fun. Let me see what else I can figure out.” He considered. “I imagine Jace didn’t try too hard to kill you once she saw what you could do.”
“She tried hard enough.”
Duffy coughed out a laugh. “If she had really tried, one of you would be dead. I’d be willing to bet that she wasn’t even badly wounded.”
I glanced away. “So what?”
“I’ve seen what she can do. Pray she never decides to kill you.”
“How did you know I used fire to fight off the eagle shifter?” My mouth was dry. Even since the Collier Mansion fire, I had avoided the question of what I was.
“I talked to Sammy Williams about what happened that night. I know what you are.”
“Which is?”
“A fire sorcerer.”
Beelzebub. You’re a wizard, Harry. Hagrid’s words floated stupidly through my mind. This wasn’t close to the same, though. Fire magic had killed Alex and Jo’s parents.
“Is there a cure?”
“That’s like asking if there’s a cure for being a man. But, kid, you are lucky. Facing a shade as a human sucks. We humans are so outmatched against them. At least you’re on an equal footing.”
“You said this Jace works for the Reds.” I thought back to the tweets from RedWhiteandTrue. “That means her boss is Hugo Yarley?” For a guy who I’d only just heard about, his name was beginning to crop up with regularity.
Duffy nodded. “It does. And you are lucky. Yarley strongly believes that shades should be united and not fight each other. That’s why Jace didn’t continue to attack once she discovered that you had power.”
“Does that mean this Yarley will leave us alone now?”
“You don’t know who is behind RedWhiteandTrue by any chance?”
“Not a clue. I only found out about it yesterday, which makes me one of the last people in Lusteer to know, it seems.”
“Which means that Alex and Jo Collier are our only lead. I’m not sure you can protect them from Yarley.”
“I will protect them. You can count on that.” Alex had said he didn't know who was behind RedWhiteandTrue, but I wasn’t sure even I believed that, so how could I get Duffy and this Hugo Yarley to believe it? There was something else I had to ask Duffy about. “You helped get me the job in Transkey. Did you know it was run by the Whites?”
“Of course. How do you think I had the influence to help you? Transkey has always been run by the Whites. They channeled their legit business through it, keeping things low key. It’s under new management now, and Harriet Ashley is going a different direction with two page spreads in the Gazette.” He shrugged. “The Whites have frozen me out, so I don’t know much more.” He took another sip of coffee then bit into a doughnut.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. “Excuse me.” I took it out and when I saw that the caller was Alex, I immediately answered.
“It’s Jo,” Alex said. “Get here now.”



Chapter 9
Tuesday 16:15
When I rushed into our attic bedroom, Jo was thrashing on the bed with Alex holding onto her shoulders, trying to keep her down.
“What’s going on?” I demanded.
A wild flail from Jo threw Alex off her and he went stumbling back, colliding with me. I grabbed Alex, preventing him from falling.
Jo sat up in the bed. Her body was rigid and her eyes were black. “We are coming.” The words came from Jo’s mouth but it was not her voice. “We will destroy all before us and remake it. Remake it in our image.”
Alex clutched me. “What’s going on, Rune?”
“I have no idea.” I was pretty sure it was my doing though. I had known the danger of using magic. “Jo.” I released Alex and moved forward. “Jo, come back to us.”
The tension left Jo’s body and she slumped back down onto the bed. I rushed to her side. Her eyes were closed and her face was pale. I touched her forehead—it was burning up. “Jo,” I said.
When she opened her eyes, I flinched back but it was her again. Blue-eyed, sweet Jo.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “I feel weird.”
Alex crouched down beside me. “She’s been feverish ever since the taxi ride.” He reached his hand into a bowl of water by the foot of Jo’s bed and pulled out a cloth. He used both hands to wring the water from the cloth, then handed it across to me. “That’s the second time she has changed. Should we call a doctor?”
I touched the cloth to Jo’s forehead. “I don’t think a doctor will be able to help.”
“You knew something like this might happen, didn’t you?” Alex said. “You said to get away from you. That you were dangerous.”
“I didn't know. I feared.”
“Then you should be able to undo it,” Alex said desperately. “If you could shoot fire from your hands.”
The last thing I wanted was to use magic again. But even if I dared, I didn’t have any idea how I would be able to help.
Jo suddenly sat up in the bed and gripped my arms. “From smoke, I was born!” she screamed. “And you will burn upon your own pyre.”
Her eyes were black once more. Chills ran through me. “Jo, come back to me.”
Her fingernails dug into my flesh. “I will destroy you utterly, fire demon.”
“Please, Jo. Please fight whatever this is.” Duffy had told me I was a fire sorcerer, and whatever was inside Jo saw me as a fire demon.
I wasn’t sure if she heard me or not, but she collapsed back into the bed once more.
“That isn’t Jo!” Alex shouted. “I want my sister back.”
“I’ll take care of it.” I lifted Jo into my arms and carried her toward the door.
Alex sprang to his feet. “I’m going with you.”
“I’m going to take her on the scooter. Just wait here.”
“I’m not leaving her. Not when she’s like this.” Alex leaned over and touched Jo’s cheek.
Jo caught his hand. “It’s okay, Alex. Rune will take care of me.”
I blinked away tears, wishing I shared Jo’s faith in me.
“He better.” Alex turned to me. “Where are you taking her?” His voice cracked slightly. For once, he looked the fifteen-year-old boy he was, rather than the man he strove to be.
“I know someone.” I exited, pushing the door closed behind me with my foot. There was only one person I knew who might be able to help Jo. I swore I’d never go back, but once again I had no choice. Magic had gotten Jo into this state, and I needed magic to cure her. I could only hope it didn’t turn into a vicious cycle.



Chapter 10
Tuesday 16:35
I carried Jo down the first flight of stairs and was halfway down to floor level when I met Tyler coming up.
“I was just looking for you,” he said. “There’s someone here for you.”
I groaned. “Not a good time.”
He looked at Jo in my arms. “What’s up with Jo?” Tyler, with his shaggy long hair and disheveled beard, was wearing his usual purple crocs and pink dressing gown.
“She has a bit of a fever. I’m taking her to the doctor.”
“The woman says she’s your social worker. She’s hot, dude. You’re lucky. She’s in the living room.”
I hated social workers. “You didn’t have to tell her I was here, did you?” I had deleted myself from the system. They shouldn’t have been able to track me down.
“Dude, she’s hot. I’m going to tell her anything she wants to know.”
“If a hot girl told you to stab a butter knife into the roof of your mouth, would you do it?”
“Dude, I’m not lucky enough to gain such an awesome death.” Tyler glanced back toward the living room. “I better go back. How do I look?” He ran his fingers through his long greasy hair.
“Awful.”
He sighed. “That’s true.” He wandered back into the living room.
I considered continuing straight out the front door, but the social worker would surely see me, and I couldn’t have her knowing about Alex and Jo.
I looked down at Jo in my arms. “How are you feeling now?”
“Stronger.” She smiled weakly. “I’d better hide until this social worker is gone.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
She nodded.
I glanced around the hall and spotted a closet, took Jo there and opened it. The closet under the stairs had been turned into a cliché for bad parenting by the Harry Potter books, and here I was leaving a sick girl in it. “Will you be okay in here for a few moments?” I asked.
“I will.”
“You are such a trooper,” I told her.
“I know. Living with you and Alex I have no choice, just have to grin and bear it a lot.”
It was dusty inside the closet, but no worse than most of Ten-two. I put Jo back on her feet, then pulled the cord to turn on the light. The illumination was faint, but I noticed a big stack of school books on one of the shelves.
“Aren’t these yours and Alex’s schoolbooks?” I asked.
“Old ones,” she said.
Jo wasn’t a great liar. I picked a math workbook from the top of the pile and flicked through it. Alex’s name was written on the inside flap and some of the exercises were dated for this school year. The last date in it was several months ago and the second half of the book was blank.
“Jo?” I held up the workbook toward her.
She snatched it out of my hand. “Someone’s coming.” She pushed me outside and closed the door behind her.
I was about to open the closet door again when a young woman walked out of the living room. “Rune Russell, I presume,” she said to me.
“You’ve chosen a bad time. I was just on my way out.” I walked past her and out the front door.
“We have to talk.” She followed me.
A motorcycle was parked outside Ten-two and I stopped to admire it. A red Honda Shadow Spirit. The woman walked past me and leaned against the bike. She had long hair dyed purple-red, wore leather trousers and a short leather jacket that stopped at her midriff.
Tyler hadn’t exaggerated and, for me, a girl having a motorcycle usually doubled or tripled their attractiveness. Especially one having the good taste to choose such a fine machine. As a known social worker, though, she might as well have had horns coming out of her head.
“So. Eaten any children this morning?” I asked.
“Do I have that look?” she asked.
“You have that profession. No evidence of blood around your mouth so you scrub up better than some.”
“Scrub up better that some. Quite the charmer, aren’t you.”
I shrugged. “I like to think so. Others tell me I have a big mouth.”
“You going to be difficult?”
“Not if you leave me alone.”
“Can you confirm you are Rune Russell?” she asked.
“Can you confirm what children’s blood tastes like?” I remembered that Pete had mentioned a person on a motorcycle asking about me earlier. It had to be her.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. “I was beginning to think you were a myth.”
“The myth. The legend. The one and only.” I bowed my head. “At your service.”
“It’s the strangest thing. Looking through the paper files, you crop up as normal like other seventeen year olds in the system, except your present location wasn’t listed. Searching through the computer system, you don’t exist. A complete ghost.”
“Paper files. What kind of Jurassic system still uses them?”
She shrugged. “They come in useful some times. My name is Florence Lynn, and I’ve been assigned to you.”
I lifted my left foot. “See this.”
“What am I looking at? Dog poop?”
I lifted my right foot. “And this?” Then I stamped both feet on the ground. “And look at this. I can stand on both of them. At the same time.”
“How cute. You think you are grown up. You are still only seventeen so still under the care of the system.”
“I’ve held one of those—what do grownups call them—jobs for nearly a year. A respectable company called Transkey.” She didn’t need to know Findley might fire me at any moment. “And I’ll be eighteen in a month.”
“So steady employment and a regular living situation? Can I inspect your quarters?”
“It’s a bit of a mess.”
“You need to hide your drug paraphernalia before I look in?”
“Something like that.” Two runaway orphans, one of them possessed by a dark power. “Listen, you’ve gone beyond the call of duty. The city of Lusteer applauds you. Five stars. Yadda yadda yadda. You’ve found me and learned I’m fine. Can’t we both get on with our lives?”
She considered. “Transkey, you say. I’ll check out that job of yours.”
Inwardly, I groaned, but I just needed to get rid of her, so I faked a smile. “Great, wonderful, fine. Looking forward to it.”
She swung her leg over so she sat astride the bike, then retrieved the helmet from where it hung on the left handlebar. She tilted her head back, shook her hair out of the way, then pulled the helmet on. “See you soon.”
Why did that sound like a threat? Blasted social workers. Her motorcycle roared to life. It had a nice throaty sound. Sorry about your owner, I mentally sympathized with the bike as it departed, then darted back into Ten-two, rushing over to the closet door.
“I hope you’re—” I stopped, startled. It was empty.
Before I had a chance to consider where she could be, I heard a yelp from the living room and ran in there. Pete was crowded in the corner of the room, and he was holding Tyler in front of him. Before them stood Jo.
“Dude, your sister’s gone crazy,” Tyler said. “And not in a good way. In a scary way.”
I ran for her and reached her just as she collapsed in my arms. “Jo,” I said.
She opened her eyes and the real Jo was back. “Sorry, Rune. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t mean to.”
“I know you don’t. Don’t worry, we’ll get this sorted.” I helped her to her feet.
Pete came out from behind Tyler. “What’s going on?”
“Just a prank. Ha. Ha. We scared you good.” I couldn’t even make a good fist of a story so I just left it at that. “Can you walk, Jo?”
She nodded and I guided her out, stopping in front of the Vespa. “Perhaps we should get a taxi.” That would cause another delay though. Taxis didn’t pass down Fenster Street often.
“I’m feeling stronger,” Jo told me. “I’ll be fine on the scooter.”
“Don’t go all demon on me while I’m riding,” I said, then immediately regretted it. “I didn’t mean...”
She twisted both her fingers into fake-claws. “Raarrrr,” she said. “You won’t have Tyler and Pete to hide behind when I do.”
That she could joke about what was happening to her was great, but I could see her terror behind the humor.
I opened up the seat of the scooter, took out the helmet and strapped it on her head. I then sat down and helped her into position in front of me. Normally, I put passengers behind me, but I couldn’t rely on her keeping a firm grip on me, considering her state.
When I was sure she was comfortable, I pressed the starter button. It made a rather timid sound in comparison with the Honda.
As I drove out into the empty street with Jo nestled into my chest, I knew I would do everything in my power to protect her.



Chapter 11
Tuesday 17:15
Flavini’s Bites, a fishing tackle shop, was already closed for the day by the time we reached it. Steel shutters covered the front entrance, and I rattled them for a solid minute before Flavini opened the door. Jo, still sitting on the Vespa, looked pale but at least the black-eyed demon hadn’t returned on the ride across town.
Flavini had stringy gray hair, a face of wrinkles and eyes that looked older than the pyramids. “You?” He didn’t move aside to let me in. “I thought you swore you wouldn’t be back.”
“And I bet you knew I would be.”
“I suspected. Doesn’t mean I ever intended to let you back.”
“You have to help us,” I said.
“You may remember from our last meeting that I’m not the helping kind.”
I remembered. “There is no one else.”
“Not my problem.”
“It’s not for me.” I pointed to Jo. “She has a demon inside her.”
“A demon, huh?” Flavini looked at me. “Your doing?”
“Can we come in?”
“Who is she?” he asked.
“Jo Collier.”
“You brought Jo Collier here.” For the first time he smiled. “You must be desperate. Does she know the full story?”
Of course she didn’t. “Of course she does.” I glared at Flavini. “She knows that Sammy Williams caused the fire that killed her parents and that he was arrested for it.”
“So she knows that story.”
Jo got off the Vespa and joined us by the door. “I recognize you,” she said to Flavini. “You were there that night. The night of the fire.”
Flavini’s smile broadened. “I was indeed.” He moved aside. “Come in. I’m sure you have questions for me.”
Panic stabbed at my stomach. Other than Duffy and Williams, Flavini was the only one who could tell Jo and Alex the truth. But surely he wouldn’t do it.
“We haven’t come about that,” I told Flavini as he shut the door behind us.
“Why were you there?” Jo asked him.
“The police asked for my help.”
Jo looked around the fishing tackle shop. “You don’t seem part of law enforcement or fire control.” She looked across at me. “Rune brought me to you for help so you must know magic. What were you needed for that night?”
Bringing Jo here had been more dangerous than I expected. Flavini was determined to cause trouble, and Jo was much too sharp not to pick up on his hints. I touched my hand to her forehead. “How are you feeling now? Better?”
“If you’re interested in unearthing the mystery of your parents’ death, you should have come to me earlier,” Flavini said to Jo.
“There’s no mystery,” I said. “Jo’s father wrote an article about the rise of supernatural enforcers in the crime gangs. Sammy Williams, a Red, went there that night and the fire was the result. He was arrested for his crime.”
“We didn't know anything about you.” Jo ignored me.
“Rune didn’t tell you?” Flavini asked.
“No.” She glanced across at me. “My brother believes that Rune knows much more than he is telling us. I’m beginning to think he’s right. We recently learned that Sammy Williams was a wolf shifter.”
“The investigations by Alex and Jo are what has gotten us into this recent trouble,” I said. “We were attacked by an eagle shifter today.”
“Yet the shifter isn’t why you are here, is it? You mentioned possession.” Flavini threw a significant glance my way. “I bet someone else caused that.”
I glared at him. “Are you going to help us or not?”
“I told you before that I’m not the helping kind.”
“She’s just a girl. You aren’t heartless enough to let her...” I didn’t even know for sure what was going to happen to her.
“It’s not that simple,” Flavini said. “Some would consider me a traitor to my kind to help you with this.”
Jo had gone silent, and I glanced back at her. Her chin was lowered onto her chest and hair fell across her face. “Jo, you still with us?” I asked her.
Her head tilted upward. Her eyes had gone black again. It was no longer Jo in there. “The eternal war rages and I will play my part,” the voice of the other rasped.
I knelt down and gripped Jo’s shoulders, trying to fight off despair. “Flavini, please. I’ll do anything. Just tell me what I need to do. I can’t lose her.”
He went behind the counter of his shop. “I might be able to do something. But—”
The rest of the words were lost as Jo let out an unearthly screech. “From smoke, we are born. In battle, we grow. I have come to take my place in this world.” Her hands flew to my neck and she threw herself at me.
I staggered backward, toppling over. I grabbed at her wrists, trying to force her off me. Whatever was inside her gave her strength and her nails dug into my neck.
“Flavini!” I shouted.
“If I decide to help you, there will be a price,” Flavini said calmly, his voice infuriatingly measured.
“Anything.”
Smoke whirled around the back of Jo’s head, then the strength drained from her and she slumped against me.
“What did you do to her?” I rolled her off me and onto the floor and brushed the hair from her face. Her eyes were shut; she’d lost consciousness.
“Don’t worry,” Flavini said. “She’s okay. Come here to me. The price.”
“The price,” I repeated. It sounded ominous. What had I agreed to?
“Don’t worry. It’s not your first born son or anything.” He chuckled.
I tucked a few strands of hair behind Jo’s ear, then stood and walked over to the counter. “Let’s get this over with, before you change your mind and decide to go all biblical on my ass with your price.”
“This might even help you, who knows? I’ve become sick of it.” He held up a thin strip of barbed wire.
“What’s that?”
“Lean closer. Bend your neck.”
I reluctantly did as he asked. I flinched as cold metal touched my neck. As Flavini fiddled with the barbed wire at my throat, dark smoke drifted off his fingers.
“I’m not much for jewelery,” I said. The cursed and dark version, even less so.
Flavini released the necklace, and I stepped back. “Let me guess. Won’t be so easy to get off.”
“You’ve only met me twice and already you know me so well.”
“What does it do?”
“I’d hate to ruin the surprise.”
“Goodie.” Nothing warmed my heart as much as imminent dark magical surprises. Still, anything was better than what was happening to Jo.
I nodded down at her. “Will she be okay when she wakes?”
“Apart from being possessed, yes.”
“What?” I grabbed the lapel of Flavini’s shirt and pulled him close. “You said you’d cure her.”
Flavini looked down at my hand. “Are you sure you want to threaten me?”
I released Flavini and stepped back, forcing a calming breath out of my lungs. “Explain what you did.” When Flavini just stared at me, I added a soft, “Please.”
“I said I would help her and I did,” he said. “My magic will hold what’s inside her at bay for a time.”
“How long?”
“A few days, maybe.”
I touched the barbed wire necklace at my throat. “Only a few days. I had to pay a price for barely any help at all.”
“You should be grateful that I helped you at all. If I’m not mistaken, it’s you who caused this.”
My use of magic had allowed the demon to attach itself to Jo. “How?”
“Because you are—” He suddenly scowled. “I’ve done enough for you. Take her and don’t come to me next time you have a problem.”
I lifted Jo up and carried her to the door. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”
“You know what they say about the road to hell,” Flavini said.
“Well, you can go to hell.”
“I don’t think so.” He shut the door behind me. “I have no intention of going back there.”



Chapter 12
Tuesday 18:55
I parked outside Ten-two and cut off the engine of the scooter. Jo’s arms were clutched tightly around my waist, and my breaths came in uncertain gulps. A soft murmur came from Jo, and I leaned back to hear her better. “What was that?” I asked.
“Thanks for everything, Rune,” she whispered. “You’ve been good to me and Alex. We don’t deserve it.”
I calmed my breathing. I had to be strong for her. “I need you two more than you need me,” I whispered back. Jo’s gratitude made me feel dirty. It was guilt that drove me to care for them.
“Why are we whispering?” she asked.
“I think we are too tired to talk louder.”
“It’s been a long day.” Jo punctuated her words with a loud yawn.
If I wasn’t mistaken, the next day was going to be longer. “Come on.” I helped Jo off the bike, then slid off myself. I put my arm around her and she leaned against me as we walked into Ten-two.
A shout from Pete diverted us into the living room.
“What did we tell you about drugging girls and bringing them back here?” Pete paused the movie.
I considered. “That it’s frowned upon and only to be used as a last resort.”
“Dude. Don’t even joke about such things,” Pete said.
“Sorry.”
“How’s the little lady?” Tyler asked Jo.
“That’s sexist,” Jo told him.
“It is? Why?” Tyler asked.
“It’s more how you said it than what you said,” Jo explained.
“It wasn’t that bad,” I said. I had heard a thousand times worse from him.
“It’s okay,” Tyler told me. “Jo’s helping me with self improvement.”
“He wants to get a girlfriend,” Jo said.
I did a double-take. Bearded Tyler in his pink dressing gown and purple crocs. “Him? With a woman?” He looked like he hadn’t showered in months.
“It’s a long term project,” Jo said.
“We are talking about a real woman here? Not one of those life sized dolls?” I asked.
“They aren’t worth it.” Pete picked up the last quarter of a joint from the ashtray, relit it and took a drag. “From an evolutionary viewpoint, of course, women and procreating are all that matter. But we have transcended that and can make choices that aren’t rooted in our animal-like urges.”
Jo walked across to a pile of empty pizza boxes and gave one a kick. A cockroach scuttled across the room. “You’ve reached the highest level of evolution, Pete.”
I grinned and held my palm up toward Jo. “High five.”
She shook her head.
I lowered my hand and changed it to a fist. “Fist bump?”
“Sometimes it would be nice to feel like I wasn’t older than the adults in my life,” Jo said with a sad shake of her head.
Pete handed the joint across Tyler. 
“Guys.” I gestured at Jo.
“You want us to offer her some?” Pete asked.
“She’s fourteen.”
“It’s not like I don’t know what weed is,” Jo said. “Many of my friends in school smoke.” She glanced around the room. “Strangely, it doesn’t hold any appeal to me.”
“What about Alex?” I asked, remembering his blank workbooks. “Does he smoke?”
“Not at all. It’s scary how driven that boy is,” Tyler said. “He’s going to be the President of the United States or...” Nothing came to him. “I think he’ll be president.”
From what I’d seen, he had the criminal mind necessary for a career in politics. “Maybe.”
Jo yawned.
“We better go,” I said.
“If you want self-improvement, you can join us in our Harry Potter marathon.” Pete pressed play on the remote and a flying car appeared on screen.
“Harry Potter?” Jo asked.
“You’d be surprised how much Harry Potter has to teach us,” Pete said. “It’s because its themes resonated with a generation that it became so popular. You can do college degrees on it these days.”
Jo raised her eyebrows. “You thinking of going to college?”
“Of course not. Colleges are just a way for the wealthy to turn young people into indentured servants. Do you know how much student debt gets racked up?”
Jo spread her arms wide, taking in the peeling paint on the walls and the discarded pizza boxes. “Instead you embrace your freedom.”
“Exactly,” Pete said.
Jo was about to say something more when another yawn shuddered through her.
“I’ll pass too.” I put my arm around Jo, directing her out. “Hasta la bananas.”
“Hasta la bananas,” Pete and Tyler agreed solemnly.
Jo and I trudged up the two flights of stairs. The spurt of energy Jo had demonstrated in the living room faded fast, and I had to lend her my arm for the last few steps. Whatever had possessed her had taken plenty out of her. At the door to the attic, the sound of a strange laugh gave me pause. I couldn’t think who it could be.
The door was ajar, and I pushed it with my toe. It swung open to reveal a woman with purple-red hair sitting on Alex’s bed, laughing at something he’d said.
The social worker. Florence.
Beelzebub.



Chapter 13
Tuesday 19:05
Alex rushed over to us as we entered. “How’s Jo?”
“Much better.” I guided her over to the bed. Alex lifted the blanket, and I set her down, then rolled the blanket over her. She smiled gratefully. I shooed Alex away. “Let her sleep.”
“Is she okay?” Florence asked.
“Just tired.”
“Why is she so tired?” she asked.
“You shouldn’t be here,” I said.
Florence smiled at me. “Why ever not?”
“Because I didn’t invite you in. You can’t just go charging into people’s living spaces. Surely there are some rules in the social worker guidebook. What’s it called? Mein Kampf, right?”
“This fine young gentleman invited me in. He lives here too, does he not?”
I shook my head. “No. He lives with his parents. He’s just visiting.”
“And the girl?” she asked. She smiled at Jo. “Hello, dear.” Jo smiled back, already having lain her head on the pillow, looking too exhausted to reply.
“She also lives with her parents. They both stayed too long and are too tired to return home tonight so they’ll have to sleep here. They are brother and sister.”
“I know that. Alex and Jo Collier,” Florence said.
I glared at Alex.
“I didn’t say anything,” he said.
“You let her in though, didn’t you. You realize she wants to take you and your sister back to Gorlam’s.”
“Not necessarily,” Florence said.
“Really?” A social worker had figured out that a seventeen year old illegally cared for a pair of unrelated younger teens and she didn’t want to take them into custody. What did she want? “Let’s talk.” I made my way to the door and held it open.
Florence stood but didn’t move to follow me. Instead she studied the wall behind Alex with the stolen bar signs. “Impressive. Do any of them light up?”
“Several. Do you want to see?” Alex scrambled to the side of his bed.
“No, don’t do...” He switched them on. The sign saying, “Titties” lit up in pink, and two bar signs, “Oyster” and “Granadas”, lit up in blue. Across the top, in an arc, “Happy Hour” was lit up in red.
“Transforms the room when it’s on,” Florence said.
“For those who like to live in a strip bar,” I said.
“Rune won’t let me switch it on much,” Alex said. “He claims it wastes electricity even though we don’t pay for electricity in Ten-two.”
“How did he become an old fuddy duddy at seventeen?” Florence asked.
“I know. Wait, I thought he was twenty.”
Florence raised her eyebrows toward me. “Good thing I found a paper copy of his birth cert or we’d never know the truth.”
“His driver’s license says he’s twenty.”
“I bet it does.” Florence moved into the center of the room and examined the posters and inspirational quotes over Jo’s bed. The girl had already fallen asleep.
“I never showed you my driver’s license,” I said to Alex.
He shrugged. “I can’t trust what you say these days. Have to do my own investigations.”
“So I’m under investigation now, am I?”
“You were before. After what happened today...” Alex faced me with his hands on his hips.
“What happened today?” Florence asked, glancing at Jo’s sleeping form.
“Nothing.” Alex and I both spoke at once, then we glared at each other.
“That’s a pretty dramatic amount of nothing.” Florence said, moving closer to Jo’s bed, reading the text over the Roosevelt poster. “That was always one of my favorite quotes: It is not the critic who counts.” She skipped ahead and quoted, “The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood.”
I had seen enough fighting for the day. “I’d prefer to be the man who is actually in bed, with a face marred by a pillow.” I glanced over at Jo’s sleeping form, suddenly feeling terribly weary.
“It’s a bit early for bed, isn’t it?” Florence said.
“And yet it feels a million years past my bedtime,” I said.
“What about you, Alex?” Florence turned to him. “Would you be the man fighting? The critic? Or the man sleeping, like Rune here.”
“The fighter,” Alex said. “One hundred percent.”
“He’s not even a man yet,” I said.
“Shows how little you know.” Alex had a smug look that I didn’t like. I remembered his schoolbooks in the closet. The empty workbook.
“What do you...” I stopped myself. This wasn’t the time. I was still holding the door open for Florence and I nudged it further open. “Shouldn’t you be getting on?”
She ignored me once more, moving away from Jo’s bed to stand in front of mine. She addressed Alex. “I can understand everything else in here but what’s the story with hanging garbage on the middle wall? Ruins an otherwise nice living space.”
Alex laughed loudly.
I glared at him, which only made him laugh harder. “Braying hyena,” I mumbled under my breath.
Florence offered her hand to Alex. “It’s been very nice meeting you, young man.”
“We’re happy here,” he told her.
“I can see that.” She finally walked past me out the door and I led her down the narrow staircase, then paused on the first floor landing. 
“What do you want?” I asked.
“Interesting place you have here. I’m glad I decided to come back once you left.”
“Why would you do that? You must have thought it’d be empty.”
“Exactly.”
“And if my room had been locked?”
She shrugged. “Sometimes locks aren’t designed to a high enough standard.”
“You’d have broken in, is that what you are telling me? What kind of social worker are you?”
“One who grew up in Gorlam’s.”
I blinked. She was at least six years older than me, she would have been there before my time. “If you grew up there, you know what it’s like. Why would you become part of a system like that? You don’t strike me as particularly evil.”
“Quite a charmer, aren’t you? I thought I’d heard all the compliments but that’s a new one.” She chuckled. “Yes, I know what Gorlam’s is like. Which is why I decided to work there. Make it better.”
“You’re just one cog. It’ll change you before you change it.”
“Nothing will change if no one tries.”
“So you are an idealist?” I knew another word for idealist: idiot.
“Do you ever read the quotes that Jo pasted on your walls. Be the change you wish to see in the world.”
“So you use the skills you learned when you were a hell-raising orphan to break into your client’s rooms. That’s hardly a sign of the second coming of Gandhi.”
“No one tells me the truth,” she said. “A quick ten-minute snoop usually reveals plenty. I can then decide how to proceed. You are a rather unique case.”
“How did you know who Alex and Jo were?”
“This house is stuffy. Let’s get some air.” Florence descended the main stairs.
I followed slowly behind her. She still hadn’t told me what she wanted. When she’d first mentioned that Alex and Jo didn’t necessarily have to return to the orphanage, I thought she’d been angling for a bribe. Now I wasn’t so sure.
I realized that I was staring at her ass, and I instructed myself to stop noticing such things. She surely knew how attractive she was and likely used it to get what she wanted. And as my social worker, she already had enough power over me.
When I got outside, she was sitting astride her Honda with her helmet under one arm.
“We were talking about how you knew who Alex and Jo were,” I prompted.
“When I researched you, I read that you were a witness to the Collier fire, and it mentioned two young survivors, Alex and Jo. Curious, I looked them up and discovered they weren’t in the system in Gorlam’s. I assumed their extended family had taken them, until I met Alex in your room. You arriving with Jo confirmed my suspicions. Care to explain how you went from being witness to a fire to taking care of the two young survivors?”
“It’s a long, boring story.”
“One you’ll share with me one day?”
“Anything’s possible.” I shrugged. “You mentioned the two orphans might not have to return to Gorlam’s?”
A smile curved across her lips. “Anything’s possible.”
Her eyes were pale blue. Beelzebub. I shouldn’t be noticing that. “Officially, I know it’s not possible. So that means you’d have to not report what you knew, right?” She’d already made it clear she didn’t play by the book.
“I had a nice chat with Alex,” she said. “And he’s happy where he is. I’ll have to talk to Jo. And investigate the situation further, check into your job. What’s the story with those two undesirables who hang out in the living room?”
“Pete and Tyler. They have good hearts.”
She brushed her hair behind her ears, then put the helmet on. “I know what living in Gorlam’s is like and know it should be a last resort. If the two of them are happy and you can care for them, then officially, I don’t know they exist.” She grabbed the handlebars of the bike. She started the bike, then twisted back on the throttle. “I’ll be watching carefully though,” she shouted over the roar of the motorcycle. She released the clutch and, with nonchalant power, the Honda shot off, the front wheel hopping in the air twice.
The bike is all you are allowed to admire, I told myself. She was older than me, way out of my league, and she had the power to take Alex and Jo from me.



Chapter 14
Wednesday 08:55
Alex shook me awake. “Are you going to work?”
“What time is it?”
“Nine.”
I sprung to my feet. Having left early the day before, Findley was going to go nuts when I arrived late. And with Florence investigating my situation, I needed to keep the job more than ever if I wanted to hold our little family together. Of course I also had more important things to worry about.
“How’s Jo?” I asked Alex.
“I’m okay.” Jo twisted around until she was on one elbow. She was looking pale, but there was no sign of the black-eyed demon from the day before.
“Jo’s been telling me what happened last night,” Alex said.
I had fallen asleep watching a Harry Potter movie with Tyler and Pete in the living room after Florence had left and by the time I made it to my bed, Alex was asleep.
“She’s not fully cured but whatever is inside her is held at bay for now,” I said.
“Jo’s been telling me about this Flavini. A shade with powerful magical abilities who was apparently at our parents’ house the night of the fire. Another thing you forgot to tell us about.”
“Aren’t you just glad I was able to get him to help?”
“I’d be even happier if you told us what you know. Even Jo no longer trusts you.”
“I do trust him,” Jo interrupted. She gave me a sad smile. “I just don’t believe he’s telling us the whole truth.”
I started getting dressed. “The important thing now is to figure out what needs to be done to cure Jo permanently.”
“So why are you going to work?” Alex asked.
“I have to figure some things out.” At work, I could do more online research and come up with a plan. Plus, the meeting that Harriet Ashley was arranging might have something to do with what was going on in the magical or crime worlds. Perhaps I could learn something there that would help.
“So. Are we just not going to talk about the fact that Rune can shoot fire from his fingertips like some kind of superhero?” Alex hesitated. “Or should I say supervillain?”
“Alex, the eagle shifter and whoever was behind it is the villain,” Jo said.
Alex ignored her. “You have to be a shade, right? A wizard like this Flavini?”
“I don’t know what I am.” That was true, kind of. Duffy had said I was a fire sorcerer, which made some sort of sense, but I couldn’t be sure. “But considering that your arranged meeting on the top of Jeffries Parking Lot started this, it’s a good thing I’ve discovered that I have powers.”
“Go on, deflect the questions by blaming me. Why not?” Alex said.
“It’s not about blame. We have to concentrate on being constructive right now and fix this. Afterward, there’ll be time for recriminations.” I turned toward Jo. “Make sure you stay in bed and maintain your strength.”
“I’m feeling much better today,” she said.
“Alex, make sure she stays in bed. And you don’t leave.”
“Sure.” The speed with which he agreed made me sure he had no intention of complying.
“Let me handle this, Alex. Give me a day to figure out what is going on. Someone is after you and Jo, so it’s too dangerous for you to go to school.” I remembered the workbook I’d found, which questioned whether he even went to school, but I decided this wasn’t the time to bring it up.
“I said sure.” He turned away from me.
I had no choice but to hope that his protectiveness toward Jo would keep him at home. “Good. See you both soon. There are better times ahead, I promise.”



Chapter 15
Wednesday 09:35
Findley was waiting for me in reception. He twisted his arm so that his watch face was pointed at me. “Want to tell me what my watch says.”
Findley’s watch was a Patek Philippe, which he had spent over twenty grand on. Which, from his point of view, meant he had to make a display of it as often as he could.
“The watch tells me you have more money than sense.” I strode past him, walking up the corridor toward my desk. Findley fell in beside me. “You left early yesterday.”
“Emergency.”
“And another one this morning?” Findley’s short legs meant he was almost breaking into a jog to keep up with me.
“They come in threes.”
“So what, you’ll be leaving at eleven today?”
I reached my cubicle and sat down at my chair. “Hopefully, I’ll make it until after lunch.”
“Don’t joke. You have to set up that meeting for Harriet Ashley for this afternoon.”
“I haven’t forgotten. You used all those capital letters in your message to me, so how could I forget?”
“Don’t push me. Not now. You are skating on thin ice. I sometimes wonder...”
“You wonder why you haven’t fired me yet? Maybe it’s because I do such a good job.” That was actually true. The security of their computer network had had more leaks than a sieve when I’d first started.
“Don’t make me laugh.”
Of course most of my work was unrecognized by those who didn’t understand computers beyond being able to switch them on and save their Microsoft documents. “I know how to not make you laugh. By telling you this unfunny joke about three penguins—”
“You aren’t being funny.”
“Perfect. The joke wasn’t meant to be. Shall I tell you more? I hadn’t gotten to the part with propeller hats and sand igloos.”
“What’s that?” Findley pointed at my neck.
I reached up and touched the barbed wire necklace. I had forgotten all about it. Considering the circumstances in which I received it, it was surprising it hadn’t strangled me in my sleep. “This is a plastic duck carefully disguised as a necklace.”
Findley shook his head at me. “I have been lenient with the dress code for you being a computer person.” He said it as if he was suggesting that computer people should have their own category in the Special Olympics. “But I was embarrassed when I had to introduce Harriet Ashley to you. What you are wearing might be okay for your biker gang—”
“My scooter gang,” I interrupted.
“At least take off the necklace. And wear a sweater instead of the leather jacket in the afternoon for the meeting. Make an attempt to be professional.”
“Unfortunately, this particular necklace has been cursed by a dark wizard, meaning I can’t take it off.” It was funny because it was true.
Findley turned a pinkish-purple color that should not have been possible without expensive CGI. “The day I finally fire you will be a good day. For now, make sure nothing goes wrong this afternoon.” He stomped off.
I switched on the monitor and immediately rechecked the RedWhiteandTrue tweets. This time one of the tweets that I hadn’t noticed before stood out. It was a public reply to JusticeWarrior11 and said, “Keep up the good fight.” None of the other tweets from RedWhiteandTrue had referenced another account.
I clicked on the JusticeWarrior11 Twitter handle. This one had been created two months earlier and didn’t reveal any crucial information like the first. Instead it defended RedWhiteandTrue, getting into back and forth arguments with those who claimed that the RedWhiteandTrue Twitter handle was lying and making stuff up.
I leaned back in my chair. From what I’d found out from Duffy, I knew that the Reds weren’t really interested in Alex and Jo; they only cared about finding who was behind RedWhiteandTrue. If I could help the Reds with that, then I might be able to get them to leave Alex and Jo alone. That would be one problem solved.
I didn’t like to think what the Reds would do to whoever was behind that Twitter handle, but I couldn’t worry about that. That person had decided to play with fire; he was likely to have to pay the consequences one day. My job was to try and ensure that Alex and Jo weren’t caught up in the crossfire.
I created a new email account, then used that to create a Twitter handle. I thought for a few moments for a name, then chose FireSorcerer101.
I went back to the RedWhiteandTrue Twitter page. In the description, it said, “I don’t reply to direct messages.” Nevertheless, I clicked on the button to send a direct message. Alex had never intended to meet anyone when he set up his JusticeWarrior11 account, but the Reds had pushed the right buttons when they offered evidence of what happened the night of the Collier Mansion fire. I just needed to figure out how to push RedWhiteandTrue’s buttons.
I thought for a while, considering what was most likely to get RedWhiteandTrue’s interest, then typed. “I have the answers to all your questions. Just ask.” Then I pressed send.
I likely didn’t have any answers, but opening a dialogue was a first step. When RedWhiteandTrue replied with a question, I could then figure out how best to reply.
I took my smartphone from my pocket, downloaded the Twitter app and logged on with the Firesorcerer101 handle. If RedWhiteandTrue replied when I wasn’t at work, I’d still get the message on my phone. I then opened up Google in a browser window and started searching for information about shades and magic.
Given that most of the usually reliable sources were unanimous about shades not existing, I had to search the crazier parts of the web. The internet being the internet, the crazy parts really were crazy. Some of it had to be true, but how to tell the truth from the crazy? Finally, one article caught my attention. It referred to a land called Brimstone and discussed an eternal war between smoke elementals and fire elementals. Some of the language in it reminded me of how Jo had talked when she had been under the influence of whatever possessed her. Plus, most of the magic I had seen involved smoke or fire.
According to the article, Brimstone was a parallel world that sometimes touched our world, allowing elementals to cross over. Defending the human world from Brimstone were mighty guardians called sentinels who wielded powerful weapons.
I leaned back in my chair, trying to take all that in and figure out how much of it might be true.
From what I had read, I needed to find one of these sentinels to gain protection from the shades.



Chapter 16
Wednesday 14:35
“How much longer will this take?” Nathan’s giant head looked down from the projector screen on the wall.
Nathan was Harriet’s bodyguard, a tall square-shouldered man with a leathery complexion, the haircut of a marine and the twisted nose of a boxer. The connection was good, too good in fact. Technology companies were always raving about improved resolution and bandwidth, but there could be too much of a good thing. I didn’t need to be able to count Nathan’s nose hairs or know that the pockmarks on his right cheek were roughly in the shape of the Great Lakes.
“You can see me and hear what I’m saying clearly?” I asked.
“Yes, yes. Get on with it.”
“Okay. We’re all set up so. Leave all the settings in the laptop the same and have Harriet sit in that chair at three.”
Nathan stood up and disappeared.
That meant one side of the meeting was set up. Unfortunately, I still couldn’t get the Hugo Yarley side to reply to my call. I had emailed detailed instructions, but still received no reply to my attempt to connect.
I clicked again on the call button in the meeting software.
“Waiting for response...”
I drummed my fingers on the table and looked out the window where rain splattered against the window pane. Being the I.T. guy for this meeting offered the opportunity to help Jo, but I didn't know exactly how. If I’d more time, I might have installed software that would allow me to spy on what was going to be said, though that would be risky.
The sound of the rain on the windowpane and the drumming of my fingers merged into one rhythmic sound, and I found my mind drifting.
“Are you there? Hey, what’s going on?”
The voice woke me from forgetfulness. “Who is this?” I looked at the clock on the computer. Ten to three.
“This is Heff.”
He was my contact for the Hugo Yarley side of the meeting. I looked up at the projector screen which was blank. “I can hear you, but I can’t see you. Is your camera turned on and connected to the meeting software?”
“I followed all your instructions,” Heff said. “Everything is fine on my end.”
“I’ve already got this side working. It has to be on your end.” As I said that, I double-checked my setup. All the programs were running correctly. I checked the leads and... that was strange. The video lead between the laptop and the projector wasn’t connected. I plugged it in and a giant face appeared on screen. “I can see you. Can you see me?” I asked.
“Yes.” Heff’s face was covered in a tattoo shaped as an intricate black spiderweb. His own eyes appeared to be the eyes of a spider at the center of the web. I shivered involuntarily. I wasn’t a fan of spiders.
Behind Heff was floor to ceiling shelving full of bottles of whiskey. “Are you in a bar?” I asked. And Findley thought I was unprofessional.
“Is that a problem?” Heff asked.
“Not on my side.” I pressed the button on the laptop and the screen split in two, one half with Heff’s face, the other with the blank wall of Harriet Ashley’s hotel room. “Can you see both this meeting room and the white wall of a hotel room?” I asked.
He nodded.
I glanced at the clock on the computer. Five to three. Just in time. “Okay. Go get your boss. We’re all set.”
At that moment, a door opened behind me and I turned. The man who entered was tanned, dressed in a sharp suit and his black shoes shone like a mirror. I didn’t recognize him as one of the Transkey executives, so I figured he had to be the third party that Harriet Ashley mentioned. Behind him came a man wearing a black overcoat and sunglasses.
“It’ll be another few moments,” I mumbled. “If you can just wait outside.” I was sure that Findley would prefer for me to be gone before the meeting started.
The man strode across the room and held out his hand toward me. “I’m Richard Sulle.” He gestured to his protector behind. “And that is Konstance.”
I didn’t shake his hand. “I’m just the I.T. guy.”
“I know who you are, Rune Russell.”
A shiver ran up my spine. “How do you know my name?”
Sulle lowered his hand and smiled. His teeth looked too bright in his tanned face. “I wasn’t involved in the incident on top of Jeffries Parking Lot if that’s what you think.”
I didn't know what to think. “Shouldn’t Findley be here?” Normally, Findley had his nose up the ass of anyone who acted as important as Sulle did.
“He thinks I’m in the bathroom.”
“Yet you are here.”
“Yet I am.”
The conversation was getting frustrating. “Are you going to tell me anything?”
“You don’t get to where I am by showing your hand.”
“In that case, you should return to the bathroom.”
Sulle pulled out a chair, sat down and crossed his legs. There was a flash of silver as he checked his watch. “The meeting will start in a few minutes. I might as well wait here for it to start.”
The man in the black overcoat and sunglasses sat behind Sulle. He had to be awfully warm with a heavy coat on, leading me to wonder what he was hiding.
“Are we ready?” I glanced back to the projector screen to see Harriet Ashley appearing. And opposite, a middle-aged man with short tidy black hair had replaced Heff. That had to be Hugo Yarley.
“My job here is done,” I told Sulle without looking at him, and I walked past him and out. The skin on the back of my neck prickled as I felt him watching me.
At the door, I almost charged straight into Findley. He hurriedly gestured me aside. “Richard Sulle himself is here. Do you know who he is?” He looked me up and down. “God, what if I have to call you in? I should have made you wear a suit.”
“Don’t worry, Sulle-boy and I have already been introduced. We’re best buds.”
“You’re...” He looked beyond me and saw Sulle already in the meeting room, and his jaw dropped. “How did he? What did you do?”
I slapped Findley on the back. “Don’t worry. I didn’t insult him. Yet.” I left him.
“What if something goes wrong?” Findley called after me.
“Summon Neville Longbottom of House Griffindor.” I said the last too loud because several heads popped over their cubicles to see what was going on.
I returned to my cubicle and leaned back in my chair.
I hope you don’t think it’s going to be that easy.
Where had that voice come from? It was my turn to poke my head above the cubicle wall.
Was I hearing things?



Chapter 17
Wednesday 15:30
My phone rang, the sound over-shrill.
I stared at it, hesitant to answer. I had been trying to work, but couldn't help wondering what was happening in the meeting room. Harriet Ashley of the Whites, Hugo Yarley of the Reds and Richard Sulle, whoever he was. What were they discussing? More importantly, did any of them know how to cure Jo and, if so, how could I persuade them to help her?
Something told me that the phone wasn’t bringing good news. On the third ring, I picked up the handset. “Yes.”
“Get over here,” Findley said.
“What’s going on?”
“You are so dead.” He hung up.
What could be happening? Findley threatened to fire me every week, but he’d never wanted to kill me before.
I returned down the corridor. Several sets of eyes peeked out of their cubicles to watch me, making me feel like I was walking along death row. They shouldn’t be able to know something had gone wrong, but the meerkat hive mind was strong.
Before I reached the meeting room, I heard a whooshing sound, followed by an explosion and I ran the last few paces, then halted just inside the door.
The battle of Hogwarts from the last Harry Potter movie was on the projector. Death Eaters swirled through the sky on broomsticks.
“Rune.” Findley’s voice sounded like a wood chipper with a stone stuck in it.
“What’s the problem here?” I asked. “Sound and picture quality look good to me.”
“Rune,” Findley repeated, unable to express more than a single word. Which wasn’t surprising considering he looked like he was about to have a stroke.
“Oh, you want to go back to your meeting.” I strode over to the laptop. “Are you sure, this is a good bit coming up now. Deathly Hallows Part Two was arguably the best of the series.”
This time Findley only managed a strangled sound.
I brushed my fingers across the mousepad on the laptop until the screensaver disappeared, then clicked the video playing software, and clicked off the movie.
Richard Sulle was leaning back with his legs crossed and an amused expression on his face.
A voice in my head said, This is fun.
“Shut up, you.”
Sulle flashed his teeth. “I didn’t say anything.”
Beelzebub. I had just told an important client to shut up. There was no way Findley wasn’t going to fire me.
I clicked on the meeting software and Harriet Ashley and Hugo Yarley reappeared on screen.
“What’s going on?” Harriet asked.
“A technical issue,” Sulle told her. “I believe we were close to finished in any event.”
Harriet nodded. “We were. I’m in agreement if Yarley is.”
“Why do I feel I’m being manipulated?” Yarley had an uneasy grin on his face.
“I believe it’s called paranoia. I have to go.” Harriet’s section of the screen went black.
Richard Sulle and Konstance stood up. Sulle addressed Findley. “Very productive meeting. Thank you for your hospitality.”
Findley guided Sulle out the door, pausing to look at me over Sulle’s shoulder.
I gave him a thumbs up and he returned an I’m-so-going-to-kill-you glare. In response, I couldn't help grinning. Of course, he was ninety-nine percent going to fire me after this, so I shouldn’t have been happy about the situation.
Who are you? I asked in my head. Someone was messing with me, and unless I had been imagining the voice, then they could communicate with me.
My name is Jerome.
Rather normal sounding name for a disembodied voice, I thought at it. Why did you mess up the meeting?
Some people just want to watch the world burn. At least this got you to notice me.
Ah, I thought, you are inside the necklace.
That’s a bingo.
That phrase came from a Quentin Tarantino movie. And the part about burning came from a Batman movie. You are a film fan?
Flavini had the movie channels, and not much happens in his shop most days. He allowed me to watch, providing I didn’t haunt anything.
I had to get rid of the necklace. Having Jerome around my neck would be like having Pete making continual movie references inside my head. I could only take so much of that before going insane.
I moved across to turn off the laptop.
“Stop right there.”
I looked up at the screen, surprised that Hugo Yarley was still on screen. He hadn’t ended his connection to the meeting yet. “I’m just ending the meeting,” I told him.
“No. Don’t move a muscle. Come here.”
“Come where?”
Then I realized he was gesturing at someone off screen, moving aside to let someone else share the screen with him. My mouth fell open as I saw who it was. The skinhead woman wearing pink robes. The eagle shifter.
“Are you sure it’s him?” Yarley asked her.
She nodded. “Certain.”
“You fled from him?” Heff said from off-screen. “I thought more of you, Jace.”
“He doesn’t look like much but he has a lot of power. He has to be a powerful fire sorcerer. I didn’t think that Hugo would want me to kill him.”
It’s true. He doesn’t look much, does he?
I tugged at the necklace. I had a feeling I was going to get sick of Jerome’s voice in my head very quickly.
Yarley nodded. “You did right.” He turned toward me. “What’s your name and what are you doing as part of the meeting with Harriet Ashley? Are you with her?”
“I’m Rune Russell and I’m nobody. I’m just the I.T. guy here in Transkey.”
“A car will be sent for you.”
That sounded ominous. “You expect me to just wait here for you?”
“You have nothing to fear from me, sorcerer,” Yarley said. “If we got off on the wrong foot, it was because Jace didn't know who you are. We are both the same, you and I. Both shades. Both fire sorcerers.”
“I’m not a shade.” When Duffy told me I was a fire sorcerer, I had accepted it without thinking it through. Was I actually from this Brimstone place I’d read about on the internet? It didn’t make sense.
“If what Jace tells me is true, you are,” Yarley said. “We should be working together against them.”
“Them?” Hugo Yarley was the leader of the Reds. “You mean the Whites?”
“No.” He leaned closer to the camera, until I could only see his eyes, nose and mouth, not the sides of his face. The nose was longer than my torso. “I mean the humans.”



Chapter 18
Wednesday 15:45
A cold black weight pushed down on me, and I staggered slightly, my knees weak. I was an other, not a human. I had already suspected I was a shade, but Yarley expecting me to ally with him against humans made me consider the full implications for the first time, and it felt like my whole world had been turned upside down.
I began to disconnect the laptop from the projector, then stopped myself. I had to decide what to do and quickly. Yarley was sending a car for me. I had an incredible urge to run, but I didn't know in which direction or why.
The meeting room door opened, and I jerked around so fast that I knocked over a chair. Richard Sulle stood there.
“What do you want?” It came out ruder than I intended.
“I forgot my briefcase.” He pointed to a black case by the chair where he’d been sitting.
“On purpose?”
“Of course, on purpose. I don’t do things on accident.”
“You wanted to talk to me.” It wasn’t a question.
He nodded.
“Everyone wants to talk to the fire sorcerer today.”
Sulle laughed. It was a laugh that made me feel small. “Is that what you think you are? A sorcerer?”
“I’m not? That’s what Yarley said.”
“He wants to talk to you?”
I nodded. “He’s sending a car.”
“I wonder how he’ll react when he finds out what you really are,” Sulle mused.
“And what’s that?”
“What’s it that movie goers say?” Sulle grinned. “That’s it: No spoilers.”
“And what are you?”
“You can’t just ask someone what they are. It’s terribly rude.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I’m human. It’s terribly boring.”
“You are more than that.” There was no way he was just an ordinary human.
“More than that? Perhaps. Let’s just say I know people.” Sulle extended a hand with a business card in it.
I took it and read it. “Richard Sulle. Verge Tower. Verge Plaza.” Verge Tower was the biggest building in Lusteer, one of the biggest in the whole country. “The card doesn’t specify your job or your floor.” There had to be ten thousand people working in that tower.
“They know me there.” Sulle picked up his briefcase and held out his hand. This time I shook it. “Until next time. Try not to get killed.”
As he was walking out, the meeting room door shot open, almost hitting him. He stepped smoothly back just in time.
“Oh my God.” Findley saw who he’d nearly hit with the door. “I’m so sorry, Mr Sulle, sir. Are you okay?” His hands reached forward to touch the businessman, then his arms dropped to his side when Sulle’s eyes narrowed.
“No harm done,” Sulle said.
“I just wanted to apologize for what happened during the meeting. I assure you things will go smoothly if you ever honor us with your presence again.”
I snorted out half a laugh. Even for Findley, that was over the top. He shot a glare my direction. He was clearly planning to fire me. With the social worker on my back that was the last thing I needed, but at the same time, work was so far down on my list of priorities that it was barely worth worrying about.
“The meeting went well,” Sulle said. “The comic relief worked perfectly.”
“Co-co-com what?” Findley stuttered.
“The movie popping up in the middle of the meeting. Very amusing. Compliments to your tech team.”
Findley's lips stretched upward as he tried to smile. “Of course. We thought you might like that.”
Over Sulle’s shoulder I shot Findley a grin that had him turning a pale color and made him look like he needed to vomit.
That was me, Jerome thought. Don’t take the credit.
It wasn’t a good thing, idiot, I thought back. Sulle is just pretending it was to help me. I wasn’t sure I wanted help from Richard Sulle, but I had to take everything I could get.
Sulle left the meeting room, and Findley followed.
I don’t like him, came Jerome’s thought.
You and me both, brother. The tone of the thought told me he meant Sulle. Not liking Findley happened in an exasperated head-shaking way. Not liking Sulle happened because he was terrifying for no obvious reason. You and me both.
What now? I wondered. Did I wait for Hugo Yarley’s car? He had said he intended me no harm. However, he thought I was a sorcerer, and Sulle indicated that I was something else. And Yarley had sent the eagle shifter, Jace, to attack Alex and Jo.
If you run in the dark, expect collisions, Jerome thought.
I hated to admit it, but the stupid necklace was right. I needed to know what in the name of Beelzebub was going on. And if that involved taking a few risks, then they had to be taken. Sulle had told me nothing; perhaps Yarley would be more forthcoming.
I left the meeting room and headed for the exit, ignoring the meerkat heads that popped up as I passed. I didn’t see Findley, but I had no doubt he’d be able to tell me the exact time I left the building when I returned. Still, Sulle’s endorsement would give me some leeway.



Chapter 19
Wednesday 16:05
I recognized the car instantly because I had been in it before. The dark maroon Mercedes came to a stop, and I opened the passenger door and got in, clicking my seat belt into place. Duffy’s bulk made the Merc seem like a small car. He didn’t glance across at me as he accelerated back into traffic.
Coming up to a red light, Duffy slowed, looked both ways, then accelerated through the junction. No cars were close enough to make the maneuver dangerous, though several cars beeped.
“I’m not in a hurry,” I said.
Duffy shrugged. “I don’t like traffic lights.”
“Yet you became a cop.”
He smiled. “Who else gets to ignore them?”
I supposed that was one way to look at things. Some people became cops to protect and serve. In Lusteer those cops were in the minority and their idealism didn’t last long.
“So what exactly is a shade?” I asked Duffy.
Duffy raised his eyebrows. “You are asking me?”
The shade asking the human. “I’m not up to date on the lingo.”
“I’d never heard the term myself up until relatively recently. Sure, after a year or two on the force, I found out that supernatural creatures existed, but they rarely crossed my path. They stayed firmly out of the limelight. Two years back, they started cropping up everywhere. Suddenly, they had official terms, you know, like shades, wizards, shifter, sorcerers.” He snorted. “It was like they had activists deciding which names they preferred.”
I wondered what had happened two years back to cause this. “So what’s the difference between a shade and a shifter?”
“All magical creatures are shades,” Duffy said. “Most are shifters. Those who can’t transform but can do magic are called wizards or sorcerers, depending on whether their element is smoke or fire.”
That sounded like what I’d read on the internet. “So Brimstone is real?”
“I thought you shades could remember Brimstone.” Duffy glanced across at me, then returned his attention to the traffic. “As I understand it, all magic comes from Brimstone. Smoke or fire elementals breach the veil between our world and theirs, and when they take over a human host, they become shades.”
What had happened to Jo was starting to make sense. It sounded ever more horrible, but at least I could understand it. An elemental was inside her, and it intended to turn her into a shade. A smoke elemental, considering how much the thing inside her had hated beings of fire. “How do these elementals cross over from Brimstone?”
“I wish I knew.”
We lapsed into silence for a while, and I looked out the window, trying to process what I had learned. Lusteer traffic had us moving at a crawl. My phone beeped, and I took it out of my pocket. I clicked on the notification from Twitter.
It was from RedWhiteandTrue. So much for that account not replying to direct messages. I clicked to read. “Tell me about Rune Russell. How is he involved in all this.”
I loudly cleared my throat.
Duffy glanced across at me. “Something interesting?”
“Not at all.” Of all the things RedWhiteandTrue could have asked, it wanted to know about me. When did I become so important, and how did I leave the limelight? I pocketed my phone, deciding I’d figure out how to reply after meeting the Reds’ leader.
“Do you know what Yarley wants with me?” I asked Duffy.
He shook his head. “He didn’t tell me.”
“What about Alex and Jo? Is he no longer interested in them?”
“They are still the only lead for finding RedWhiteandTrue.”
“I talked to them. They were behind the JusticeWarrior11 handle, but they know nothing about RedWhiteandTrue. They are just two dumb kids.”
“Considering what they are involved in, what they know, they are both very smart and very dumb,” Duffy said. “A bad combination.”
“Young enough to deserve a second chance for being dumb, right? Surely Jace wouldn’t have been sent to attack them if the Reds knew how old they were.”
Duffy shrugged. “It’s not up to me. Hugo Yarley is the one you need to persuade.”
I glanced down at the outline of the phone in my pocket. Since I was now in contact with RedWhiteandTrue, I might have something to bargain with.



Chapter 20
Wednesday 16:45
Duffy found a parking spot outside a bar called Burgundy’s. The street itself was quiet and residential, and stairs led down to the entrance of the bar.
We climbed down the steps and Duffy knocked.
“We’re closed.”
“It’s Connor Duffy.”
The door was pushed open by a thin short man with black hair gelled back. He wore a navy sports jacket. He allowed the jacket to swing open, showing a bright red inner lining and a gun holster. “Who’s he?”
“Yarley wants to see him,” Duffy said.
“You better watch yourself in there,” he told me. “You’ll have me to answer to if you don’t.”
Duffy slapped the man on the shoulder, Duffy’s powerful arm causing the smaller man to stagger backward. “Don’t worry, Gio. It’s under control.”
Duffy turned to me. “Gio is the last of the Machet family still working for the Reds. Where is the rest of your family, Gio?”
“Florida. I’m too young to retire though.”
“Gio the Kid. Still have a name to make for yourself, right?”
Gio nodded rapidly. “That’s right. Hugo sees my value.”
“What are you packing these days, Gio?”
“Walther PPK.” He took out the gun from his shoulder holster and showed it to Duffy.
Duffy nodded. “James Bond’s gun. Nice.”
Gio grinned broadly. “You like it. White pearl grips.”
Duffy slapped Gio on the shoulder again. “Keep up the good work.”
As we walked down the dim corridor beyond Gio Machet, Duffy leaned close, speaking low. “Gio loved guns so much when he was younger, the Machet family thought they’d have a great enforcer when he grew up. That’s where the name Gio the Kid came from. Unfortunately for Gio and the family, it turns out that Gio could never use a gun in real life situations. He melted under pressure. His nickname became ironic. When the Machet family was forced out and decided to leave Lusteer, they left him behind. I’m not sure exactly why Yarley keeps him around.”
At the end of the corridor, a second door opened into the main part of the bar. The name Burgundy’s had evoked an impression of luxury and power, but the bar didn’t live up to its name. It was a place of blackened wood and low lighting with minimal fittings.
Over a dozen people were in the bar, most sitting on high bar stools, nursing flat beers. Two stood over an old pool table near the back, cues in their hands. Everyone sported at least one tattoo, most of them several.
When we entered, everyone turned to stare at us, then followed our progress as we walked across the bar. Our hollow footsteps sounded overloud. Having such an avid audience gave me an urge to take a bow, but I resisted. Other than the tattoos, the other commonality among them was the strangely shaped clothing. They all wore sarongs or robes or loose billowy trousers. I remembered how Jace’s purple robe had been able to stretch out but not break when she’d transformed. Did that mean each person in the bar was a shifter?
Behind the bar stood Heff, the man with the spider tattoo in the center of his face. I shivered at the thought that he might transform into a giant spider. Giant eagles and werewolves were bad enough, that... I swallowed hard at the thought.
When Heff came out from behind the bar I took two swift steps back. Duffy frowned at my skittishness. Heff opened a door across from the pool table and gestured us through. We walked into a small office. Yarley sat behind a desk with Jace standing behind his right shoulder. Heff came in behind us and shut the door.
Yarley stood up and held out his hand. “Rune Russell. Welcome. Wait.” He let his hand drop and turned to Jace. “This is him? Are you sure?”
Jace nodded. “Certain.”
“It can’t be,” Yarley said. “I am sensitive to shades, and he isn’t one. What exactly did you see?”
“He used fire magic.” Her voice quickened. “If he can do that and isn’t a shade, means...” Smoke gathered around her as she began to transform.
“Sentinel.” The roar came from behind me. I felt heat and turned to see flames whirling around Heff. I threw myself away from him, terrified.
When the flames fell off him, to my great relief, a giant bird stood where Heff had. He wasn’t a spider shifter.
Idiot, Jerome thought. The giant birds will kill you quick as a spider.
That was true. It still seemed a better death.
Idiot, Jerome repeated.
The room darkened as Jace lifted her wings, blocking out the light from the basement windows behind the desk. My back hit a wall. Heff was a bird with red and yellow feathers. He had a thin beak and a wingspan much less than Jace’s. As he flapped his wings rapidly, sparks shimmered and he rose into the air. A gale of hot air sent papers swirled through the room. Heff opened his mouth and emitted a series of screeching sounds, his long thin tongue vibrating.
“Wait. Wait,” Yarley said. “Calm down everyone.” He looked to me. “You didn’t come here to attack us, did you?”
My arms and back were plastered to the wall and sweat dripped from my forehead. I shook my head back and forth slowly, my insides quivering.
“See,” Yarley said. “Transform back. This office isn’t big enough for both a giant eagle and a giant phoenix.”
“Not if I’m in the room too.” Duffy had crowded back into the corner. It would normally be difficult to make a three hundred pound man fade into the background in a room this small, but not in this situation. Duffy didn’t look scared at all; he took it all in his stride. It gave me hope that I might get used to... everything. One day, perhaps.
You aren’t doing too bad, all things considered, Jerome thought.
Thanks.
Ha ha, only kidding. You came within the width of a nose hair from soiling yourself.
Shut up.
Flames gathered around Heff, and smoke wrapped itself around Jace as they both transformed back into their human forms.
“If he’s a sentinel, why aren’t we killing him?” Jace asked.
“You are a sentinel, right?” Yarley asked me.
“It’s a definite possibility.” My voice squeaked. “What exactly is a sentinel?”
Yarley looked at Duffy, who shrugged. “He’s as clueless as he seems.”
“He’s not a shade. And Jace saw him using fire magic. That means a sentinel is the only possibility,” Yarley said.
“You told us it’s us against humans,” Jace said. “And the sentinels are the guardians of the humans.” She was determined to discover why she wasn’t allowed to kill me.
Still, I was glad to be back on the side of the humans again. Though it was getting hard to keep track.
“Us against humans, yes,” Yarley said. “But others can be on our side. Duffy is human. Uro has promised that sentinels too will be our allies. Rune could be one of the first since he hasn’t yet been corrupted by the other sentinels.” Yarley held his hands out before him. A ball of flame appeared between them, then disappeared again. “And if he goes against us, we will make him regret it. So, sentinel, what do you want from us?”
I hesitated and Duffy answered for me. “He wants you to leave alone the two kids behind the JusticeWarrior11 Twitter handle.”
“JusticeWarrior11?” Yarley asked.
“It was our lead to finding the identity of RedWhiteandTrue,” Jace said.
Yarley waved his hand dismissively. “Finding RedWhiteandTrue is nothing compared to having a sentinel ally.” He studied me. “What do you really want?”
“I didn’t come here to be your ally.”
“You came for?” he pressed.
I hesitated. It was risky to tell him about Jo, but at the same time he did seem anxious to help me, and I wasn’t sure I’d get a better offer. “A friend of mine. She has an elemental inside her that I want removed.”
“How did this happen?” Yarley asked.
“I’m...I’m not sure,” I said.
“After you attacked me on top of the parking lot, right?” Jace asked. “I was thinking that if he was a sentinel, he shouldn’t be able to do that. The sentinels have been neutered by what Uro did.”
“Who’s Uro?”
Yarley had a wide smile on his face. He stood up and moved around his desk to put his arm on my back. “As soon as I saw you, I had a good feeling about you. You have birthed an elemental into the world, haven’t you?”
Had I? I supposed I must have. “I didn’t mean to.”
“Of course not.” Yarley opened the door. “You are new to your powers. I can help your friend, but first I must find a vessel to take the elemental presently inside her.”
“What should I do?” I walked out of the small office and back into the bar.
“Wait for me to contact you.” Yarley gestured Duffy forward, whispered in his ear, then Duffy followed me out. “Duffy will take you home.”
“Okay.” Something didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t put my finger on what.
Duffy saw me hesitating. “Come on, kid. You’ve got what you came for. Don’t ruin it.” He laughed harshly. “Don’t Rune Russell it.”



Chapter 21
Wednesday 17:10
The hit of fresh air when I walked outside felt like victory. As I ascended the stairs, the surge of relief told me how much I had truly feared I’d never walk out of that bar again.
Duffy and I crossed the street to his car. I sat into the passenger seat and Duffy slid in opposite me and pushed the button to start the engine.
“Do you want me to take you back to work or, where do you live again? Fenster Street, right?” Duffy asked.
“Leave me off at work.” The Vespa was still at Transkey. I’d be able to zip through traffic the rest of the way once I had that.
“Fine.” Duffy gave the car too much gas as he pulled into the street.
“I’m still alive,” I said to him. “What are the chances?”
“Being alive is easy. Staying alive is harder. Especially for those who choose dangerous paths.”
“That’s why you have turned into an errand boy for the shades?” I hadn't liked Duffy when I’d first met him, but at least he’d been his own man.
“When faced with a powerful force, one either bows before it or is consumed.” Duffy shrugged. “It’s easier to straighten your back at a later date than come back from the dead. That’s something you should remember.”
I didn’t intend to bow down to anyone. “Some things are worth fighting for.”
“And dying for?” Duffy asked. “You only get to die for one thing, so you better be mighty sure you have found it before you do. No second chances on that one.” He switched on the radio, and the sounds of orchestral music filled the car.
“I wouldn’t have pegged you for a classical music listener,” I said.
When he didn’t reply, I leaned back into the comfortable seat and stared out the window. Cars droned past as Duffy traveled at a sedate pace, not even bothering to break red lights. I relaxed, letting weariness drift through me. One’s body can only stand being on alert for so long.
I considered the reply I’d got from RedWhiteandTrue. Why the interest in me? Did the person behind the handle know what I was?
“Tell me about sentinels.” I said to Duffy.
While he thought about his reply I looked around, suddenly noticing our location. I lurched forward. “Where are you taking me? What’s going on?” We weren’t going toward Ten-two or back to the office.
“Don’t worry,” Duffy said. “I mean you no harm.”
“You mean me no harm.” But someone else? Jo. Why had I trusted that Yarley was playing me straight? “Pull over.” I yanked the handle of my door. Locked. “Let me out.”
Duffy ignored me.
I grabbed the steering wheel and wrenched. The car swerved across two lanes of traffic. Cars on either side dodged around us, beeping, and one skidded violently to avoid us.
Duffy wrestled control of the car away from me. “Are you trying to get us both killed?” he shouted.
“I don’t care.” Jo was more important. “Just pull over, damn you!”
“Didn’t you hear anything I told you? Live to fight another day.”
“Why would I listen to you? You don’t give two figs about me.” Duffy was all about numero uno.
He indicated and pulled over to the right. “Good advice is good advice, no matter who gives it. You don’t mess with these people, sentinel or no.”
When the car stopped, I pulled on the handle several times in quick succession. “Let me out!” I shouted.
Duffy reached a fat arm across and shoved me against the back of the seat. I threw myself forward, but he was stronger, wedging me against the seat with an iron grip. “Stop struggling. I’ll let you out once you calm down.”
I stilled.
“One of the children has an elemental inside them?” he asked.
I nodded.
“The boy? The girl?”
“The girl.”
“She’s one of them now. You just have to accept it. It’s just the way things work.”
I shook my head. “I won’t let that happen.” I couldn’t. I had brought the elemental upon her, and I wasn’t going to let it take her.
“It’s too late. Choose your battles.” He pressed a button on his side of the car to unlock the doors.
I pulled on the handle and shoved the door open wide. I stepped out, then ducked my head back into the car. “You’ve heard how they talk. Shades against humans. Yet you help them.”
“I don’t like the way it is. If I knew how to put a stop to it, I would. These shades are growing ever more powerful.”
“Don’t lie. You are on their side.”
“I’ve no choice, kid. Doesn’t mean I don’t wish it was different.” Duffy shrugged. “Plus, it’s not just humans versus shades, whatever Yarley thinks. Things are more flexible than that.”
“Everything’s flexible with you, isn’t it? You used to be a gangster slash cop. Now you’re a shade slash human.”
He shrugged again. His indifference made my blood boil.
“If Jo becomes one of these shades...”
“What? What will you do?” Duffy demanded. “You need to work on your threats, kid. Are you going to burn me to a crisp? Create another shade or kill some innocents by using that power of yours? You like to blame others for what you do. When the Colliers died in a fire you created, you wanted it to be my fault. And now you want to blame me for what happened to the girl when it was you who put the elemental inside her.”
My fingers curled into a fist, and I slammed it into the side of my leg. The worst thing was that he was right. Duffy might be heartless scum but it was I who was ultimately responsible.
I slammed the door shut and took off at a jog back the way we had come. I waved at several taxis before one stopped. I jumped into the passenger seat. “102 Fenster Street,” I said, “And pump the gas.”
The taxi driver laughed.
“I’m not joking.”
“This isn’t the movies.” He indicated, then pulled out into the traffic.
“It’s a matter of life and death,” I told him.
“You know what’s a matter of life and death? Reckless driving. It kills people every day.” He rolled to a stop as the lights changed from green to yellow.
Just perfect. I had to find the only taxi driver in Lusteer who stops at yellow lights.
I considered where we were and how long it would it would take to get to Ten-two and came up with a new plan.
“Take me to the Transkey Office on Kane Street,” I told the driver.
“And this new location is also a matter of life and death?” the taxi driver asked.
I nodded, ignoring his smirk.
With time to kill, I remembered the Twitter message I had received and decided to try and engage RedWhiteandTrue again. I took out my phone and tried to think of a compelling response. Should I mention that I was a sentinel? I didn’t want to and couldn’t think of anything else, and finally just sent, “Rune Russell is at the center of everything. We need to meet.”
A few minutes later I got a reply. “As I suspected, you know nothing. Don’t message this account again.”
I threw my phone to the floor. The taxi driver threw me a look, and I picked the phone up again and returned it to my pocket. Unveiling RedWhiteandTrue wasn’t that important, anyway—Yarley hadn’t really cared.
Protecting Jo, that was all that mattered. If Yarley wasn’t interested enough in RedWhiteandTrue to release Jo in exchange for information about it, then communicating with the Twitter handle wouldn’t do me any good.
I had to get back to Ten-two as quick as possible. I ground my teeth in frustration as the taxi moved like molasses through the rush-hour traffic.



Chapter 22
Wednesday 18:10
I shoved open the front door to Ten-two and charged into the hallway. Hearing voices, I entered the living room. Pete and Tyler were watching another Harry Potter movie.
“Did anyone pass?” I shouted.
“Pass?” Pete asked.
“Go past the hallway and up to the rooms upstairs? Any strangers?”
Tyler shrugged. “How would we know?”
It had probably been stupid to even ask. I sprinted up the two flights of stairs. I slowed at the door to the attic room, pausing to imagine Jo looking up and smiling at me as I walked in. Positive thoughts.
I turned the handle and pushed it open. Jo’s bed was empty, and her blanket lay on the ground.
The nugget of hope that I had nourished all the way over disappeared in a rush. I walked further inside, looking around, and the door swung shut behind me. Other than the blanket, nothing else was out of place. No sign of a struggle. That was good, at least.
Yarley had sent someone for her, I knew. He had told Duffy to take me in the opposite direction so I couldn’t interfere. The faces on the posters above her bed glared down at me. Steve Jobs, Mahatma Gandhi, Teddy Roosevelt all blamed me, and they were right to do so. I sat down on Jo’s bed, lifted her blanket, and buried my face into it.
A few moments later, the door opened. I released the blanket, looking up to see Alex standing in the doorway.
He saw the expression on my face first, then the empty bed. He rushed over. “Jo?”
“She’s been taken.”
“What do you mean taken? By the thing that is inside her?”
“No. By actual people. She’s been kidnapped.”
“Is this your doing?”
“No. I mean...” I had told Yarley about the elemental inside Jo. I couldn’t have known though. “No.”
Alex shoved me in the chest.
I stood. “Hey!”
He shoved me again.
“Where were you?” I demanded. “I asked you to stay and take care of her.” That was unfair. What could he have done against creatures like Jace and Heff?
“What are you?”
“What do you mean?”
He shoved me again. This time I stumbled back. When I regained my balance, I grabbed him around the collar and drove him back against the wall. One of my motherboards fell and smashed against the floor, components scattering.
“What are you going to do?” Alex jutted his chin out. “Are you going to burn me to a cinder?”
I gave him a shake. “Of course not.”
“How can I believe you? You are one of them, aren’t you? A shade?”
“Don’t push me. I’m hurting as much as you.”
“No, you aren’t.” Tears wet his cheeks and he rubbed them away fiercely. “You’ve known Jo less than a year. She’s my sister.”
“Of course she is, I’m sorry.” I released him. “I’m going to get her back, I promise.”
“No. You are going to tell me who has her, and I’m going to get her back.”
“Alex, I know how much you love her, but it has to be me.” Because I had brought it on. “Sometimes love isn’t enough. I have... powers.” That I didn’t dare use.
“I know you came from Brimstone. That an elemental took over you when you were younger and that you are now a fire sorcerer.”
“Where did you learn all this?” I didn't know whether to say I was actually a sentinel, not a shade. Especially since I wasn’t certain. Plus, the more Alex found out, the more involved he became. I had to do a better job protecting him than I did his sister.
“Who took Jo?”
I had to tell him something though. “The same people who attacked the two of you on the top of Jeffries Parking Lot. The Reds.”
“Okay. I’ll deal with this.” He walked away.
“Wait,” I said. “Where are you going? What are you going to do?”
He pulled the door open.
“I know you stopped going to school.”
He turned back. “Of course I go to school.”
“I saw your workbook was empty. In the closet downstairs.”
“Which one?”
It had been math. “English.”
“We changed the syllabus in English. New workbooks.”
“You’re lying.”
Alex’s mouth twisted. “You? Accusing people of lying? Are you sure you want to go down that route?”
I opened my mouth to reply, then snapped it shut. He had me there.
“I didn’t think so.” He left.
The door swung shut behind him, and the stairs rattled as he descended at a run. I started after him, then stopped.
I wasn’t able to rein Alex in. I’d just have to free Jo before Alex had a chance to cause more trouble.
I was pretty sure I knew where to find Jo. If only she wasn’t surrounded by shades.



Chapter 23
Wednesday 20:25
The neon sign for Burgundy was in cursive script with the tail of the y pulled all the way across the bottom. It was tilted slightly to the side and lit up in red, more of a scarlet color than a burgundy. It would have fit nicely on Alex’s wall, though even he wasn’t stupid enough to steal it.
Jace stood outside the bar, smoking a cigarette. I sat on the Vespa, fifty paces away, hidden in the shadows.
Coward, came Jerome’s thought.
What do you know about courage?
More than you. I came into existence fighting. I’m a survivor. Like every shade, I am a veteran of the eternal war that rages in Brimstone.
Rather uppity talk for a twist of barbed wire.
Jerome was right though. I had been sitting there for over half an hour, and despite telling myself that I was staking out the place with the intention of gaining more information, it was cowardice that kept my butt glued to the seat of the scooter.
I knew Jo was in there, but I didn’t see any way I was going to be allowed to just take her out. And with the number of shades in that bar, fighting was a suicide mission.
The weak of heart never achieve anything, Jerome told me.
Shut up.
Do you even care about Jo?
Shut it. I got off the Vespa and walked across the road.
Jace saw me, gave a tight smile, then dropped her cigarette to the ground. “So you’re back already.”
“Miss me?”
“Something like that.” I moved straight for the door, and Jace put out a hand to block me. “Just wanted to go in for a drink.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I’m barred?”
“What day is it today? Wednesday, right? You’ll be welcome again on Friday.”
“Why Friday?”
“The magic that has the elemental trapped will last another day. After the girl is reborn, you can return and we’ll discuss a new future.”
Jo only had a single day. “I can’t allow the transformation. You have to let me see Yarley.”
“Yarley has already made his decision.”
“I’m not leaving until I see him.”
She considered me for a moment, then shrugged. “You won’t change his mind. But I don’t want to stand here arguing all night with you.” She moved away from the front of the bar, stopping a few paces away. She took a key from her pocket, unlocked a small green door, then gestured me inside. “After you.”
I walked a few paces into the room, then paused. The place was pitch dark. Jace switched on the light, and several bulbs winked into life above our heads. We were in a storeroom. Various crates and kegs were stacked at the back.
“What’s going on? Where’s Yarley?”
Jace closed the door behind her. “He’s not here.”
I backed away. “We already had our fun on the top of the parking lot. No need to repeat the dose.”
“But you regret what you did that day, don’t you?” Jace smiled. “Are you going to use your fire magic like that again?”
“If I have to.”
“I don’t think so. Not only do you have to worry about the consequences, such as more unexpected elements, the other sentinels will have you put to death if they find out what you did.”
“They will?” Weren’t the sentinels the good guys?
“You really are a child and know nothing,” Jace said. “The girl is one of us now. It is better this way. She’ll be glad after.”
I shook my head. “It won’t be her then.”
“It’s not like that. The elemental doesn’t just take over, it’s more of a merging. I still have the memories and some aspects of the personality of the woman who possessed this body.”
“But you are not her.”
“There’s no turning back. I can’t go back to being the person I was before the elemental entered me and neither can your friend. You both have to accept the new reality. It’ll go easier for her if she doesn’t fight too hard. And the same for you.”
I shook my head.
“Well, I’ve given you the chance to take the easy way.” Jace reached behind her and picked up a large crowbar from where it had leaned against the wall in the shadows. “All that’s left is the hard way and the really hard way.”
I backed away. “I don’t want to ask.”
“The hard way is that I beat you over the head with this iron bar until you see sense. The really hard way is if you force me to transform. I let you away last time, but trust me, you don’t want to face the eagle again.”
“If I can just talk to Yarley—”
Jace took a fast step forward and struck out. I jerked back, but the crowbar caught me on the cheek. My head snapped to the side and pain exploded across my face.
I stumbled backward. “There was no call for that. We are still talking.” My fingers touched my cheek and came away bloody.
“That you are still talking means I didn’t hit you hard enough.” Jace swung again.
I jumped back and avoided the swipe this time. My back touched wooden crates. I could feel the heat of magic inside me, but I didn’t draw on it. Magic always made things worse. “I have an idea,” I said. “Hear me out.”
Jace swung for my head again. I ducked and dodged to the side. The crowbar smashed through the crates behind me. Glass shattered, and the smell of whiskey filled the storeroom.
Jace wrenched the crowbar free of the crate and thrust it forward like a sword. I retreated but it still caught me under the ribs. I gripped my side and looked for a way out, but Jace had me cornered.
“I want to offer myself as a vessel for the elemental inside Jo, inside the girl.”
Jace didn’t answer, simply swung again, catching me in the chest.
I gasped with pain. “Please, listen. Isn’t it better to have a powerful sentinel as a shade rather than a girl?” I had caused the elemental to possess her, so giving up myself to save her was the least I could do.
Jace didn’t care about my self-sacrifice. She swung her crowbar with grim efficiency, hitting me hard across the knee, then aiming a downward blow toward my head. I twisted my head out of the way, and the bar hit me in the shoulder.
I screamed, falling to the floor. “Please,” I sobbed.
She swung downward again and I curled myself into a ball on the floor, protecting my head with my arms. Agony roared through me as she continued to rain blows down, striking my forearms and back. I couldn’t take the pain anymore.
A gray mist descended.



Chapter 24
Wednesday 22:30
I swirled in the nothingness, lost. Was I dead? It seemed I might be, but I felt a familiar sense of movement. Was I falling through purgatory? I smelt fumes though, and had the sense of vehicles moving around me. Was hell being forever stuck in rush hour?
Just thinking was tiring, and I let myself fall back into the grayness. The mists of nothingness went on forever, and I gently fell deeper and deeper into it, relaxing into a cool embrace. After enduring so much pain, it felt good to let myself be carried. I could forget my worries.
My worries. Jo. I had to save her.
I focused hard and realized I was riding a scooter. With that awareness came pain. Agony spiked through me and I retreated back into the comforting grayness.
Falling. Forever falling.
Something was terribly wrong.
If I was riding a scooter, then I wasn’t dead. I was alive, but I wasn’t in control of myself. I forced myself to focus again, seeking out my senses and concentrating until I could see and smell and feel.
Pain roared through me once more. Bubbling Beelzebub, I didn’t want to feel. The grayness was near, and it called me back, promising an end to the pain. It would have been easy to fall back into the comforting mists but I didn’t allow myself. I embraced the pain, made it part of me and saw through it.
A truck blasted past me, and the Vespa wobbled. I gripped the handlebars tighter.
No, it wasn’t me. My hands gripped the handlebars, but I wasn’t in control of them.
What in the seven hells was going on? How did I not have control of my own hands?
It’s okay, don’t worry, I’m taking care of you.
The thought came from inside me, but it wasn’t mine.
Who are you? I thought back.
It’s Jerome. Jace was going to kill you so I’m bringing you to safety.
You can do that?
It’s why Flavini gave you the necklace. So I could protect you in a time of need. Release the pain and relax.
That made sense. Flavini had a reason to give me the necklace after all. Relieved, I drifted back into the grayness. I caught a last glimpse of six lanes of busy traffic, then, I saw nothing more. The pain faded and disappeared.
I drifted, floating in a sea of nothingness, letting my worries fall away. Letting everything fall away. I could do that because Jerome was taking care of me.
No. Some small part of me burned hot and rebellious. Something wasn’t right. I concentrated on my last memory. Six lanes of the traffic. And across the way a sign that said... Lusteer, twenty miles.
We were on the interstate, leaving Lusteer. Getting away from Jace.
Jo. The thought flared strongly. She only had one day left before the elemental took full control. I couldn’t leave. I had to save her.
I swam out of the nothingness and back to the pain, back to consciousness.
I’m taking back control.
You aren’t ready. Let me take care of you for a while.
I’m taking back control. The thought was firmer. My awareness of my surroundings increased. The landscape brightened, and the colors became more vivid as I left the grayness behind.
No you don’t. This is my body now. I’ve waited long enough to have one.
My lethargy disappeared, and I finally realized what was happening. Jerome had possessed me. He wanted my body.
I wasn’t going to let that happen. I concentrated on my hands and made them move. The Vespa swerved and almost crashed against a truck in the lane to the right.
Jerome regained control and straightened the scooter. Stop. You are going to get us both killed.
I’m going to get me killed, I told Jerome, not you. That wasn’t exactly what I meant. It’s my body. If it gets shredded up underneath a ten wheeler, then I die, not you.
No, that wasn’t what I was trying to express, unless I was aiming for the worst trash talk ever.
I summoned the full force of my will and imagined myself having full control of my arms, my legs, my eyes, everything. It was actually difficult. Having control of oneself happened naturally. How does one relearn that?
Gradually, I felt more sensations until I could feel the handlebar grips under my fingers, the seat under my backside, the floorboard under my feet. The wind whipped through my hair and traffic thundered past me on the left. A turn-off was coming up and I directed the Vespa to the right.
A horn blared and I swiftly directed the scooter back into my lane as a car roared past on the inside. Beelzebub. I needed to concentrate more on my driving and less on my trash talking.
I checked my mirror, indicated, then pulled back to the right. Time to cross the overpass and return to Lusteer. Don’t you dare try to wrest back control, I told Jerome. You failed.
I just helped, Jerome grumbled. Would you rather be on the floor under Jace’s crowbar again?
Yes. I mean no. I mean there aren’t only two choices here.
You just about failed to get yourself killed. And since you’re not a quitter, you’re going to do it right next time, right?
Exactly. I mean... shut up.
A car beeped and I dragged the scooter back into the center of the lane. I shut Jerome’s voice out of my head and concentrated on driving. Spikes of pain greeted every new movement, and I knew simply getting back to Lusteer was going to be a mission in itself.



Chapter 25
Thursday 00:15
My arms shivered with exhaustion. I held the handlebars too tightly, but I didn’t dare relax. Even with only a few streets left before I reached Ten-two, I wasn’t sure I would make it. Every new turn seemed an impossible effort.
This late, Fenster Street and its surrounds were empty of traffic. That was the only reason I hadn’t crashed. The Vespa swayed back and forth across the full width of the street.
I swerved around the final corner and onto Fenster Street. When the silhouette of Ten-two rose up before me, I wasn’t sure I had ever been so happy to see anything in my life. Outside it, though, was parked a motorcycle, and sitting astride it was a woman. What was Florence doing there?
I drifted slowly past her; I no longer knew how to stop. Too tired to do anything else, I simply turned the handlebars toward the sidewalk, and I crashed straight into a parked car.
The Vespa fell to the side, and I landed on my shoulder. I screamed in agony. The fall hadn’t been that hard, but it was the same shoulder Jace had hit with the crowbar. My collarbone was possibly broken.
Indicator lights flashed and the electronic beeping of a car alarm broke the night’s calm.
“That’s one way to stop,” I muttered to myself. Soft laughter trickled up my throat. “That’s one way to stop.” Maybe the laughter was actually sobs. It was hard to tell.
Eh, Jerome. What do you think of that driving?
No return thought came from the necklace. Jerome had been quiet ever since I’d started on the return journey back to Lusteer. “Jerome, you body stealing bastard, what do you have to say for yourself?” I shouted.
Florence leaned over me. “Rune, are you okay? What happened to you?”
She probably thought I was crazy. I giggled to myself. She was probably right. The laughter hurt my chest but I couldn’t stop.
“Stay with me. I’ll call an ambulance.” She took her phone from her pocket.
An ambulance. That would mean a hospital, drugs, maybe an operation. Jo didn’t have the time for that. “No ambulance.”
“Rune, you are injured, you need help.” She dialed.
I reached up and smacked the phone out of her hand. It skidded across the street. I rolled onto my stomach, then pushed myself onto one knee. I embraced the river of pain that flowed through me. Better that than the gray nothingness I had experience earlier. The pain meant I was alive.
“What is your emergency?” The voice came from the phone lying on the street.
Florence and I both looked at the phone.
“No ambulance,” I repeated.
Florence picked up the phone and held it to her ear.
I pushed myself fully to my feet.
“Sorry to have taken your time,” Florence said. “Misdial.”
“Are you sure? I can hear an alarm,” said the voice on the other end of the phone.
“Just a car alarm going off down the street.” Florence ended the call.
I staggered and fell against the car. Florence rushed over to grab me. I nodded at the scooter. “Could you get that for me?”
Florence lifted the Vespa onto two wheels and rolled it off the street, placing it next to her bike. She used her toe to pull out the side stand, then wobbled it into a standing position. “It’s looking a bit worse than the last time I saw it,” she said.
“Aren’t we all.”
“What happened?” Florence asked.
The car alarm shut off. “Should we leave a note?”
Florence bent down and rubbed the spot where I’d crashed into. “Barely a dent. Should be fine.”
I smiled. “Aren’t you supposed to be a goodie two shoes?”
“What about me would make you think that? The motorcycle, the dyed red hair?” Florence wrapped her arm around my back. “Lean on me.”
I transferred my weight from the car and onto Florence. She braced herself and held firm. I tried to support myself as much as possible, but my legs barely worked. “You are stronger than you look.”
“Don’t underestimate the so-called weaker sex.”
I remembered Jace smashing the crowbar across my face. “Believe me, I won’t.”
Florence took hesitant steps up the path. I leaned into her, gasping with each step, my legs awkwardly stabbing forward beneath me.
She pushed open the door to Ten-two and guided me inside. “Is the front door ever locked?”
“Don’t let Tyler or Pete hear that kind of talk,” I told her. “They’ll think you have capitalist leanings.”
Florence paused at the base of the stairs, and I took the opportunity to give her a break from carrying me by grabbing hold of the banister. It creaked alarmingly but held.
“Should we set up a bed down here or will you make it up to the top floor?” Florence asked.
“I’ll make it. Just give me a moment to regather my breath.”
Florence pushed my chin to the side to examine the gash on my cheek. “Nasty. Let me guess—I should see the other guy.”
I snorted out a laugh. “The other guy is from the so-called weaker sex, and she’s in pristine state.”
“Whatever you are up to, you are in over your head.”
“Way over.” Time was ticking, and neither the fight with Jace or Jerome had helped Jo. “I’ve no choice though.”
She nodded. “Ready?” She offered me a shoulder.
“I think I can get up with just the banisters.” The second staircase was too narrow for two people abreast so I’d need to get myself up that one at least.
She nodded and stayed behind me as I clambered up. My legs had regained some strength, but even so, the banister swayed and creaked under my weight.
“Careful,” Florence said from behind me.
“I think the banister is in more danger than me.”
“That’s what I meant. Careful you don’t break it.”
The second set of stairs wasn’t as wobbly so my progress became easier, and I made it up to the top floor without incident.
The instant we walked in, Alex sprung to his feet. “You have her, oh.”
I realized that, for an instant, he’d thought Florence was Jo. “Not yet.” I stumbled across to my bed and sat down.
I wanted to tell Alex it would be all right, that I’d rescue Jo the next time, but how could I? My attempt to retrieve her had been an abject failure, and I had no reason to think a second attempt would work better. Hugo Yarley and Jace were both determined that the elemental inside Jo emerge and take control.
“What happened to you?” Alex noticed my injuries.
“Long story.”
“Which you are going to tell?” He raised a hand. “No, don’t bother. You’ll just lie about it.”
I didn’t have the energy to argue with him. I lay down on the bed, twisting onto my side, facing outward. “Did you make any progress?” I had failed utterly; he might have done better.
“I’m still working on it.”
Florence looked from Alex to me. “What’s going on here?” She glanced across at Jo’s empty bed. “Where’s Jo?”
I twisted onto my back. “We’ll save her yet.”
“From where.”
“From...” My eyes closed.
“Rune. Where is she?”
I felt a shaking, and opened my eyes to see Florence standing over me. “She’s...” My eyes drifted shut again.
“Alex,” Florence said. “Where’s your sister? The last time we talked, you told me that Rune was doing a good job of taking care of you. I need to know if that is no longer true.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“What doesn’t matter?” Florence asked.
“Our bloody living arrangements don’t matter with everything else going on.”
“Explain what’s going on,” she said.
“I’m off,” Alex said. A door slammed shut.
I felt myself shaken again.
“Where’s Jo?” Florence demanded. “Where’s the girl you are supposed to be taking care of?”
Her voice was coming from the other end of a long dark tunnel. I tried to concentrate on what she was asking, but I couldn’t.
Weariness took me.



Chapter 26
Thursday 13:15
I blinked my eyes open. I jerked upright as the memories flooded back, then I saw Jo sitting on her bed. “I just had the worse nightm—” I realized it wasn’t Jo sitting there, it was Florence. I jumped to my feet.
Light streamed through the windows. “Why did you let me sleep this long?” Jo was fighting for her life, and I had slept into the afternoon.
“I tried to wake you several times,” Florence said. “In the end, it seemed best to let you sleep through. You are moving rather sprightly, considering you could barely walk last night.”
I felt surprisingly strong. I touched my cheek, then the ribs on my left side. No pain. The long sleep had helped, of course, but I should have still felt battered and bruised. “Where’s Alex?”
“He left last night and hasn’t come back,” she said. “Can you tell me where Jo Collier is?”
“Shouldn’t you be at work?”
“I am working. My job is to make sure that the children of Lusteer are cared for. If you don’t know where she is, should we call the police?”
Should I consider going to the police? Most of the force was in the gangsters’ pockets, and even if I found a non-crooked cop, what could humans do against shades like Jace or Yarley? Not to mention that Jo only had hours left. I’d barely have time to explain the situation if I went to the cops. “Calling the police won’t do any good.”
Florence walked over to the indoor soccer ball, picked it up and bounced it on the floor. “And if I insist?”
Florence’s purple-red hair was all mushed up, she wore no makeup, and still she looked mighty attractive. Even if I didn’t have time to think such thoughts.
“Talk to them if you want,” I said. “It won’t make a difference. They’re already somewhat involved. Talk to Connor Duffy if you don’t believe me.”
“Duffy? He’s not real police.”
“In this case, he’s more qualified than anyone else on the force.”
“So you aren’t going to tell me what’s going on?”
I shook my head.
“You are forcing my hand.”
She meant she had to put in a report about Alex and Jo. When that happened, her department would take them from me and return them to Gorlam’s. I couldn’t spare any energy worrying about that. “Do what you have to do.”
“I want to believe you are a good guy, Rune,” she said. “Why won’t you let me help you?”
“You better go, Florence. Thanks for everything.”
She dropped the ball, and it bounced several times before rolling under Jo’s bed. She walked past me, then paused at the door. “I hope you know what you are doing.”
So did I. I went to the door and watched her take the last few steps down the first set of stairs, then listened to her descend to the ground floor. I waited for a few moments to give her time to leave, then I followed her down.
I was heading out the front door when a shout from the living room stopped me. I stuck my head in. Tyler and Pete were sitting on the couch.
Pete paused their movie. “Come in here,” he demanded.
“Can’t right now. World to save, girl to rescue, you know how it is.”
“Just get in here,” Tyler said.
I went inside.
“Sit down,” Pete said.
“I really can’t stop.” The truth was, though I knew I had to do something, I didn’t have the faintest idea what that was going to be.
Tyler squirmed across to the edge of the couch and patted the cushion between them. “Sit your fat ass down there.”
I sighed and sat. “I’ll have you know I have a shapely ass.”
“Is that what she told you?” Pete asked.
“Who told me?”
“We heard you last night,” Pete said. “Sounded like you carried a girl up to your room.”
“Oh, that.” I smiled. “Actually, she was carrying me.”
Tyler winked. “You go, girl.”
I laughed. “Beelzebub, but the two of you know how to cheer me up.” Even though I knew it would be short-lived, it was nice to feel a spark of joy. “That your secret power?”
“We couldn’t admit to such a thing,” Tyler said.
Pete shook his head seriously. “It’s impossible, in fact. If we admitted to it, it would no longer be a secret power, would it?”
“True that.” I looked at the paused TV screen. The scene was close to the one that was shown in Transkey by Jerome many eons ago. “You watching this again?”
“Again.” Pete reached behind me and clipped Tyler across the back of the head. “Can you believe some people haven’t watched it previously?”
“Part One was boring,” Tyler said defensively. “And I already read the book.”
Pete shook his head. “So he was going to miss out on the brilliant climax to the whole franchise. How stupid is that?”
“It’s also the principle of the thing,” Tyler said. “The studios broke the movie into two just to make more money.”
“Dude, we’re illegally streaming. The studio’s not making any money from us.” Pete shook his head. “Idiot.”
“It’s still not right,” Tyler muttered under his breath. Then, he thought of something else. “Plus, I thought the horcruxes were stupid in the last book. Why did they even need them?”
“Dude, it’s not about the actual horcruxes, it’s about what they represent,” Pete said.
I shook my head. “No, they couldn’t kill Voldemort until they destroyed the horcruxes.”
“Yes, of course,” Pete said. “But, more importantly, the heroes also had to grow enough to be able to beat Voldemort.”
“Neville Longbottom killed Nagini, the last horcrux.” I said that just because Neville was my favorite character. I thought about how I had rolled up to Burgundy’s with no plan and had gotten the living hell kicked out of me by Jace. “So Harry Potter couldn’t just show up to Voldemort’s residence and expect to win. He had to prove himself ready.”
“Exactly,” Pete said. “More important than the horcruxes were the steps that Harry and his friends had to go through before he was ready to face the dark lord. It’s the same in any story. Same in real life too.”
“So, if one was interested in an attractive girl, say,” Tyler said. “One shouldn’t just go up to her, one should first battle personal demons. You, know, work on self improvement, go to the gym.”
Pete poked Tyler in the bicep. “You? In the gym?”
“I wasn’t talking about me.”
Pete poked him again. “With your spaghetti arms, you’d be laughed out of the place.”
Tyler stood. “No, I wouldn’t. I can do a press up. Well, not a whole one, but a half one.”
“There’s no such thing as half a press up,” Pete said. “It’s indivisible, like truth or peace.”
“They are not truly indivisible,” Tyler said. “You can have more peace or less peace. Same with truth.”
I stood, skirted around Tyler, and exited. They had lost themselves in the argument, so they barely noticed my leaving.
At the front door, I paused, thinking about what I needed to defeat Yarley and Jace. Unfortunately, I didn’t think there were any horcruxes to find in this instance. But there had to be something, some way I could tilt my odds of succeeding from zero odds to some odds.
I didn’t have a clue what that something could be. Not yet.



Chapter 27
Thursday 14:20
“Hey!” I shouted, storming into Flavini’s fishing tackle shop.
To my surprise, he wasn’t alone. Several customers looked up at my shout. I had always been there after closing when it was just him, and I had sort of assumed that the shop was effectively a façade.
Flavini stood behind his counter, unsmiling. “When I told you not to come back I was serious.”
“You owe me.” I grabbed hold of the necklace in my fist, ignoring the way the barbs bit into my hand and the back of my neck. “This almost got me killed.”
“What’s going on here?” one of the customers asked, a big man with a thick beard.
“Is there somewhere we can talk?” I asked Flavini.
“I told you I don’t want to talk to you,” he said.
“You know what’s at stake. I’m not leaving until you help me.”
I felt a grab at my shoulder and jerked away, but the bearded man had caught a firm hold on my jacket. “What are you doing?” I asked.
“Sounds like you are threatening this nice old man.”
“He’s not a nice old man. Believe me, you don’t want to get in the middle of this.”
The bearded man gave me a shake. “Punk, you threatening me now?”
I looked at Flavini. “Tell him we know each other.”
“The kid keeps coming around here, usually at night when no one is around,” Flavini said.
“Is that right?” The bearded man gave me another shake. “Should I call the police?”
“I’m not sure that’s necessary,” Flavini said.
The bearded man dragged me across the shop floor. “Hey!” I shouted. My heels scraped across the floor as I struggled to get my feet set. I grabbed for a shelf, but only managed to knock over some boxes. He pushed me against the door, and it dinged open.
“Ray, wait,” Flavini said.
Finally.
Ray twisted his head around to look back at Flavini.
“Careful with that one. He thinks he’s special.”
The customers laughed.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked.
“What are you going to do about it?” Flavini asked.
My mouth opened, then closed again. Whatever about using my magic to fight shades, I certainly couldn’t use it here against humans like Ray no matter how ugly his beard was.
“That’s what I thought.” Flavini nodded to Ray who gave me an almighty shove. I went flying through the doors and landed on my back on the tarmac outside.
“And stay away,” Ray said, returning inside.
I got gingerly to my feet, rubbing my backside. Not too far away, a group of teens were watching me. One said something to the others, and they all snickered.
What now? I wondered. Do I go to face Voldemort without finding the horcruxes? What hope did I have against Jace and Yarley if a middle aged dufus named Ray could throw me around like a rag doll?
“No!” I exclaimed out loud. Across the street the group of teens laughed again. “I will claim the horcruxes because I am Neville Longbottom, prince of Griffindor!” I shouted across at them.
Their laughter died. That’s right, kids, I thought. I’m not pathetic, I’m crazy. Crazy like a fox.
I would return to Burgundy’s with no hope and no plan if it came to that. But I had time yet, and Flavini wasn’t going to get rid of me that easy.
I pushed open the door and walked back inside. All eyes turned toward me. Ray, leaning on the counter across from Flavini, straightened. “Oh, no. He can’t be that stupid.”
“I’m just getting started.” I walked to a nearby shelf and grabbed a pile of clothes and threw them to the floor.
“How many times am I going to have to kick you out?” Ray asked.
“Lots.”
“Perhaps we should call the police,” another customer said.
“Go ahead. I don’t care.”
“What do you want?” Flavini asked.
“I don’t know what to do. The Reds have my friend and won’t let her go. I need more help. One time and I’ll never bother you again.”
Flavini came out from behind the counter.
“I can deal with him,” Ray said.
Flavini put his hand on Ray’s arm. “I’ll take care of it.”
Flavini approached me, leaned close and spoke low enough so only I could hear. “The Lusteer sentinel currently goes under the name Robert Bobbit. He generally hangs around the Lusteer golf course. Perhaps he will help you.”
Another sentinel. An experienced one. That sounded like exactly what I needed. “Thank you.”
Flavini stepped away from me. “Get out. And remember: this is the last time. Don’t come back again.”



Chapter 28
Thursday 15:40
The Lusteer driving range was an outdoor one, facing up a slope with 100, 150, 200 and 250 yard markers. The club pro had directed me there but, until I saw one man hit a ball way past the 250 marker with an iron, I wasn’t sure Robert Bobbit was among the five men hitting balls.
I approached the big hitter. “Robert Bobbit?”
He looked up. “Don’t call me Bob.”
“I didn’t.” Bobbit wore shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.
“Just making sure you are aware of the problem,” he said. “People love to call people named Robert, Bob. And what do I have then? Bob Bobbit, that’s what.”
“I can see how that would be a problem.” This was the sentinel? One of the famed guardians of humanity? And I’d thought the universe had gone wrong in picking me. “Can we talk?”
“We are talking.”
“Somewhere more private.”
“I’m retired.” He rolled a ball in front of him, took a quick practice swing, then stepped forward and hit. The golf ball arced high into the sky, hooking wildly left, though it had to have gone over three hundred yards.
“What are you hitting?” I asked.
He lifted up the base of the club to show the lettering. “8 iron.”
“I’m not an expert, but shouldn’t that club only be going half that distance?”
“You aren’t going to leave me to practice in peace, are you?” Bobbit asked.
“Not even if you get a bearded man called Ray to throw me around.”
“If anyone does the throwing, it’ll be me,” Bobbit said before blasting another golf ball over the horizon.
I nodded. “And I’m sure I’ll be thrown past the hundred marker if you decide to go that route. But I’d prefer to just talk.”
“Hmmppphhhh.” Bobbit picked up his basket of balls and slung his golf bag onto his back. “Come on, there’s a short-game range around the corner which is always empty.” He walked around the back of the driving range and through a gap in a hedge. I followed, a step behind.
At the reaction from the shades in the office when they’d decided I was a sentinel, and from what I’d read in that one article on the internet, I had expected Robert Bobbit to be an indomitable warrior.
Instead, he was middle-aged, balding, and slightly overweight. At least his strikes on the golf ball showed something, though I wasn’t sure what. I made a face at the Hawaiian shirt on his back. Was I going to have to rely on him to rescue Jo?
At the short-game range, Bobbit put his basket of balls on the ground, chose a club and lined up to a practice green a hundred paces away, then stroked the ball far over the green into the cluster of trees beyond it. “So what’s your story?” he asked me.
“I’m like you.” I looked him up and down, then decided to rephrase. “Or more accurately, I’m a sentinel. Or so I’ve been told.”
“So you are the rogue?”
“The what?”
Bobbit leaned over another ball, then swung. He barely put any energy into the stroke, yet the ball overshot the green. “They don’t design clubs for the likes of me. I can reach any green in one, but once I’m inside two hundred yards, I can’t get any accuracy.”
“Maybe golf isn’t for you.”
“I figure that it would be unfair to enter contests that rely on speed or strength, since I’d win those easily against normal humans. But with something like golf, I should be allowed to compete.”
Being able to hit the ball twice as far as everyone else meant it wouldn’t be a fair contest. “Why do you need to compete?” I wanted to turn the conversation away from golf, but I didn’t want to be too pushy. I’d learned from Flavini that simply demanding help doesn’t always work.
“I want to make use of my gifts.”
“Playing golf? Isn’t that wasting your gifts?”
“Sports stars are the true heroes of our age. The modern Achilles is Tiger Woods, though his weakness isn’t his heel, it’s a different part of his body. Lebron James is Hercules. Tom Brady is Ulysses. Cristiano Ronaldo is, I don’t know, Atlas perhaps. He’s already managed the god-like body; his sculptor wouldn’t have to exaggerate in making his statue.”
“It’s just sports,” I said.
“They get riches and are feted by the masses, and for what? They don’t have to risk their lives.”
“And you do?” Despite any abilities he might have, Robert Bobbit didn’t look like he moonlighted as a superhero.
“In my time.” He nodded. “Very few know about what I did. Golf pros get acclaim from millions for efficiency in knocking a small white ball into a hole. No one knows about the time I defeated the phoenix shade who wanted to burn down the city.”
“You did?” That came out with too much disbelief, so I repeated the words with more conviction. “You did. Fantastic.” Despite appearances, Robert Bobbit was exactly who I needed. “That means you’ll be able to help me. Hugo Yarley has kidnapped a friend of mine, a girl named Jo, and he wants to turn her into a shade.”
“Yarley can summon elementals from Brimstone now?”
I shook my head. “Jo already has an elemental inside her. Yarley is making sure I don’t get a chance to free her.”
“Ah.” Bobbit dragged another ball in front of him with the blade of the club. “Your doing, I presume.”
“How does everyone know that I caused her to be possessed?”
“Because you are the rogue sentinel. Aren’t you?”
“What’s a rogue sentinel?” First I was a fire sorcerer, then a sentinel, now a rogue sentinel. It was hard to keep up.
“A sentinel who is using his powers recklessly,” Bobbit said.
“No, it’s the opposite in fact. I’ve been beaten to a pulp and refused to use my magic.”
“That your friend is possessed says otherwise.”
“I had no choi—” There was no point in justifying what I had done. The important thing was making it right. “I know where she’s held. If we leave now, we’ll be able to get to her in time to save her.”
“I’m retired.” Bobbit hit another golf ball. This one bounced onto the practice green and skidded off. “Ha. See how close I got that one.”
“I saw.” It landed several eons away from the PGA tour.
“I’ve got the length off the tee. I just need to work on my short game.”
Which was why he spent the afternoon on the driving range instead of the putting and chipping green. “How can you be retired? It doesn’t seem something you can retire from.”
“I’m not allowed to use my powers. Orders from Walker.”
“Who is Walker?”
“He’s the leader of the sentinels.”
We had a leader? “I didn’t vote for him.”
Bobbit chuckled. “You can bring that up to him at your trial.” He lined up another ball. This time, he didn’t even try for accuracy, blasting it into the trees beyond the golf course.
“Trial?”
“He sent me several messages about bringing in the rogue sentinel. But he can’t force me to retire, then order me around. That’s not right.”
“A trial for what? I didn’t do anything.” That wasn’t exactly true.
“Save it for the trial. If you didn't know the consequences, you may have some leeway.” He shrugged. “Maybe.”
Beelzebub’s bouncing balls. I was going to have to face a blasted sentinel trial. If I didn’t have enough to worry about. “That’s for later. For now, what do I have to say to you to get you to help me?”
“You want to save a single girl? I can’t use my powers for that. Walker would have my head.”
“Why?”
“There’re already too many elementals in the world, and more coming fast. That’s why Walker is cracking down on rogues and retiring those who he considers dangerous. Forget about this girl, chances are it’s too late for her. Best to keep your head down between now and whenever your trial is, and hope Walker is lenient.”
“You don’t understand. I simply must save her.”
Bobbit shrugged.
“And you must help me.” If I am to have any hope, I mentally added.
“I’ve saved plenty of people in my time,” Bobbit said. “And I’ve tried to save others and failed. And years later, sometimes I think back and can’t remember who lived and who died.”
“So that’s it. You’ve given up. You have the power to make a difference, and you are just going to play golf.”
“Not just play golf. Become one of the greats. Jack Nicklaus, Tiger Woods, Rory McIlroy, Robert Bobbit.”
“It’s not just any girl. She’s worth saving.”
“They all are.”
“She can hack into any computer system yet invented. Her wall is plastered with inspirational quotes from Mahatma Gandhi and Steve Jobs and others. She is such a good person it breaks my heart that the world might not have her in it anymore.” I felt myself choking up.
“There are other fish in the sea.”
“You ass. She’s not my girlfriend. She’s just a girl.” I clenched my fists, resisting the urge to strangle him.
“Well, you have to do what you have to do. Hugo Yarley’s not as bad as others, in my experience. I’d nearly say you have more to fear from Walker. So use your other powers, but keep your magic under wraps.”
“Other powers?”
“You know, speed, strength, ability to drive the ball six hundred yards.”
I shook my head. “I don’t have those.”
“What age are you?”
“Nearly eighteen.”
“If you started using magic, then everything else shouldn’t be too far behind,” Bobbit said. “You are still young though. How’s your healing ability?”
I remembered how quickly I recovered from Jace’s crowbar. “Fast.”
Bobbit nodded. “What about your multani?”
“My what?”
“Your weapon.” Bobbit put his golf club to the side and held out his hands. A stream of fire materialized and I jerked away. The fire didn’t shoot into the air, though; it settled into a solid-looking shape. He swung it through the air in front of him.
Once I recovered from my shock, I examined the weapon more closely. It reminded me of Kylo Ren’s light saber from the new Star Wars, but it wasn’t in the shape of a sword. It didn’t give off heat, and it clearly didn’t burn Bobbit’s hands. “What is it?” I asked.
“A halberd. You know, like the Swiss guards in the Vatican use.”
“Not really.” It looked like a long staff with a small battle axe on the end. “Wait a minute, I thought you said you aren’t allowed to use magic.”
“Every sentinel has a multani which doesn’t require magic use.”
That made no sense. “It’s a burning weapon that has appeared out of nothing. And you’re telling me that’s not magic.”
“I don’t make the rules.” He touched his stomach. “Though it looks similar to an outsider, my fire magic has to be summoned from my core and feels like rising heat as it emerges from me. It can be channeled in many different ways. The multani just appears, effortless, and always the same.” Bobbit lowered the head of his burning pike toward the ground, lining it up like a golf club. I took a step back. He swung, and the fiery halberd whooshed through the air. At the end of the swing, Bobbit held his pose, the pike high in the sky above his head. “Every sentinel’s multani is distinct. But there are old stories of multani changing occasionally. I had hoped mine might turn into a golf driver.”
“Seriously?” This joker was truly an ass. “I think a weapon with pointy things on the end of it is better. In case you ever decide to fight bad guys again.” Seeing the fiery halberd was getting me excited. “Should I be able to summon one of these multani?”
Bobbit’s halberd disappeared. “Of course.” Then he reconsidered. “If you live long enough to figure out how.”
“Can’t you tell me how?” Figuring out how to use a multani was as close to finding a horcrux as I was going to get.
“I can’t teach it,” Bobbit said. “It has to happen effortlessly. It’s like a baby calf’s first steps after it's born. It has spent its whole life swimming in fetal fluid, yet within a few minutes, it can walk.”
“So I just have to be born.” Surely my hopes were not going to be dashed again. I held out my hands and willed a fiery halberd to appear. It didn’t. My brow furrowed as I concentrated.
“Don’t try too hard. Otherwise, you’ll just form a weapon with magic, which is the last thing we want. Remember, every sentinel’s multani is different.”
It sounded a bit like Harry Potter and his stag-shaped patronus. However, it had taken Harry a school year to learn how to do that correctly, and I only had a few hours before Jo was gone forever. I had to get Bobbit on my side. “Robert, your multani hasn’t turned into a driver yet. I think there’s a reason for that. Your people-saving days aren’t over.”
Bobbit picked up his 8 iron again and hit his last ball, overshooting the green as usual. He then picked up the empty basket. “Good luck to you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to practice.”
I growled under my breath as I watched him walk away. “If you reconsider, come to Burgundy’s bar this evening!” I shouted after him. “I’m going to save her or die trying.”



Chapter 29
Thursday 16:10
In the golf club parking lot, I sat on the Vespa and considered. I had no confidence that Bobbit would come to help me, but it was a possibility. What else could I do to aid my chances? I took out my phone and checked Twitter. Unsurprisingly, I had received no further response from RedWhiteandTrue. I considered for a few moments, then typed out a message. “Burgundy’s this evening. Everything will be going down. Thank me later.” I pressed send.
I didn’t think that whoever owned the Twitter account would arrive—he clearly preferred operating in the shadows—and even if RedWhiteandTrue did come, I didn’t see how he would help. It was a Hail Mary pass, but the Hail Mary was used for a reason. When things were desperate, the low-percentage throw-it-and-hope was better than not throwing.
A drop of rain fell on my head, and I looked up at the sky. Dark clouds were literally swirling on the horizon. Thanks for the warning, God, I thought. As if I didn't know.
I started the Vespa and drove out of the golf course parking lot. The course was on the outskirts of the city, so I had at least a half hour drive back to Burgundy’s. After that, I had no idea what was going to happen. I directed the Vespa onto the highway.
It’s too soon. You don’t have all the horcruxes, Jerome thought.
It was the first time Jerome had projected any thoughts since I’d fought him off the evening before.
Don’t you dare say anything, I thought back. You just want me to lose. He wasn’t to be trusted. He had urged me to confront Jace and then tried to take advantage of the resulting injuries.
I can’t take over your body if you are already dead.
You aren’t helping your case.
I might have wanted you weakened, but I don’t want you dead. If they bury you with me around your neck, you’ll be the lucky one.
That’s a comforting thought, at least, but what’s your point?
Jace won’t hold back next time. It’s in my interests for you to survive.
What do you know about horcruxes anyway?
Enough to know you haven’t found any.
Much as I hated to admit it, Jerome was right. I’d thrown a few Hail Marys but hadn’t found any horcruxes.
You’re really mangling your metaphors there. Think of the poor creature who is forced to share your thoughts. Namely me.
Shut up.
I glanced to the west where the skyscrapers of the central business district were silhouetted by the setting sun. I still had a few hours before Jo would become transformed. Was there something I had forgotten?
Suddenly it came to me. An off ramp was coming up, so I shot across three lanes of traffic. One car violently swerved to avoid me and another one fishtailed as the driver slammed on his brakes. Traffic accidents and I were becoming close companions.
I shouldn’t have put the thought in your head about what your death would mean for me, Jerome thought.
I ignored him and headed directly toward the setting sun. In my sightline was the biggest skyscraper in the city, Verge Tower.
Recalling my previous meeting with Richard Sulle, an involuntary shiver ran down my back. He claimed to be human, but both Hugo Yarley and Harriet Ashley answered to him. He had also, before anyone else, known all about me.



Chapter 30
Thursday 17:25
A big central fountain dominated the Verge Plaza with skinny metal sculptures spaced out around the edges. I barely glanced at anything as I sprinted past. Thousands of men and women in suits, most holding briefcases tightly to their sides, spilled out of the entrances of Verge Tower.
The closer I got to the skyscraper, the thicker the crowd and the slower my progress. At the doors, I rudely shoved through a bunch of people to get inside. At the reception desk, I hesitated. What were the chances that Sulle was here, and even if he was, would he see me after hours without an appointment?
“Yes?” said the person behind the desk, an attractive woman wearing a headset.
“I’m here to see Richard Sulle.”
“Your name?”
“Rune Russell.”
“Hold.” She pressed a button and spoke quietly into the headset. I held my breath. I hadn’t lost that much if Sulle wasn’t there or wouldn’t see me, I decided. I still had time to get to Burgundy’s.
Not sure about you, but I’ve lost years off my life after you almost crashed about fifty times on the journey here, Jerome thought.
You don’t have a life.
“This way.” The young woman walked out from behind the desk and led me toward the row of elevators.
I guess he will see you, Jerome thought. What d’ya know?
I wished I could be sure that was good news. The woman led us through the busy crowds to an isolated elevator. It didn’t have a button to call it, just a small keyhole. The women pulled on a chain around her neck until a key fell out. She inserted the key into the keyhole, the doors opened, and she gestured me inside.
I stepped in and the door closed behind. It was the strangest elevator I’d ever been in, all mirrored steel and no buttons. I did a complete three-sixty, twice, checking for floor buttons. A camera stared down at me from the top corner.
With a slight whirring sound, the elevator ascended, accelerating smoothly. The elevator knew where it was going even if I didn’t. After a time, I felt the adjustment in the acceleration as the elevator slowed, then came to a stop. When the doors didn’t immediately open, I had another chance to regret the lack of buttons. I was never going to let the doors of an elevator close on me again without making sure I had a means to direct it.
Five seconds ticked by, then ten. I glanced up at the camera. Coming here was beginning to feel like a mistake. What if I was kept trapped here all evening, preventing me from even attempting to save Jo?
Before I had a chance to panic, the doors slid open to reveal a large room with dim lighting. I cautiously stepped forward.
“Richard Sulle!” I called out. The words disappeared into the darkness. Reacting to a sound, I swiveled around. The elevator doors were closing.
I stepped back and reached for the button to stop it, then let my hand fall to my side. Of course this side had no buttons either. The elevator whirred again as it descended.
I turned to face the room again. It had still been bright out when I’d entered Verge Tower, so the place shouldn’t be so dark. Suddenly, I wanted to be back in the sentient elevator. What was going on?
Are you asking me? Jerome thought.
It was a rhetorical thought. Aren’t I allowed to make thoughts in my own blasted head now?
You seem scared.
Shut up. I’m not scared.
It doesn’t bother you that you are trapped in the dark innards of this skyscraper?
I’m not trapped. I just don’t know the location of the emergency exits.
It’s an emergency now, is it?
I think I preferred when I was in open battle against you, instead of just having to put up with your little snide remarks.
So? Are we going to cower by the elevator or explore deeper?
There is no we. I tugged at the necklace. Blasted Jerome. And Beelzebub-blasted Flavini for forcing him on me. I had to figure out how to free myself of him.
“Richard Sulle!” I called out loudly. “You are expecting me, I believe.”
No answer. I should have heeded my instincts and stayed well away from the man. I cautiously stepped farther into the dimly lit room.
My eyes adjusted and I began to make out my surroundings. At first I thought the area was set up with rows of cubicles like a normal open plan office, then I realized parallel head-high wooden racks had been lined up. I walked between two racks and discovered that they were arrayed with an assortment of weapons.
I touched the hilt of a longsword, then ran my fingers along the leather of a looped bullwhip. That was only the start of the weapons. Axes, staffs, bows, swords of all shapes and sizes were all on display. Hundreds of them.
I moved between the gap between two racks and into another row. More weapons, many of which I couldn’t name, but they were all clearly offensive weapons of one kind or another.
A soft scraping noise sounded behind me, and I whirled around. A dark shape dashed past me. I jumped back and crashed into the rack of weapons behind me, knocking it over. I grunted as my back landed on something hard and thick, the wind knocked out of me. Several weapons rolled across the floor, rattling. I lay there, stunned.
A dark figure charged out of the darkness, a sword held over his head. He swung downward. I screamed and rolled over, and the sword crashed into the wood where I’d just been. The figure disappeared into the darkness again.
You scream like a girl, Jerome told me.
As I scrambled upright, my foot landed on a staff. It rolled, and I fell again.
Jerome laughed softly in my mind.
I climbed back to my feet, just in time to ready myself as he came at me again, flowing out of the darkness and slashing his blade at my head. I ducked, and he ran on past, disappearing again.
Beelzebub, what in the name of all that was holy was going on? My fingers, close to the ground, touched wood. I grabbed it, and when I straightened, I examined what I held: a staff.
He finally decided to pick up one of the weapons. What a genius this boy is, Jerome thought.
I adjusted my grip so it was balanced, with one hand on either side of the midpoint. When the figure charged again, I thrust forward at him with the point of the staff. He shifted away from my strike and kept running, slicing his sword against my arm.
Pain flashed, and the staff fell from my fingers. I slapped my left hand against my right bicep. Blood squeezed out between my fingers.
I turned and ran between two racks of weapons. I bumped against another rack, sending it toppling over. I shambled onward, my left hand clutching my right bicep, twisting my head back to make sure he wasn’t following.
When I faced forward again, he stood in front of me, his sword held in two hands before him. I skidded to a stop, then backed away. He was dressed all in black, including a black mask. It wasn’t enough that all kinds of magical creatures wanted me dead, now the blasted ninjas were after me.
Ninjas aren’t known for immunity to magic, Jerome thought.
I shook my head. Magic always made things worse. How many would die if I accidentally set Verge Tower on fire?
I released my wounded arm and reached across to grab the nearest weapon. A whip. What good was a whip against a sword? I immediately dropped it and grabbed for something else.
This time, my fingers wrapped around a large bladed weapon with two handholds. Better. My right hand trembled slightly as I took it in two hands. The ninja raised his sword and brought it down hard toward my head. I raised the bladed weapon high. Sparks flew as metal rang against metal. Instantly, the ninja swiped crossways at my midriff. I attempted to block, but I was too slow, much too slow. The ninja’s sword flew underneath the bladed weapon. I jumped back, releasing the bladed weapon. The blade slashed through my T-shirt but missed my vitals.
The ninja kicked the bladed weapon aside and stepped toward me. I dashed backward and to the side, stopping in front of another rack of weapons. I grasped the hilts of two crossed shortswords, pulling them free and turning just as the ninja struck out at me again. I deflected with the left sword.
He struck again and I took two fast steps back, allowing his blade to whiz past in front of me. I steadied myself and adopted a sideways stance with my left foot forward, the left sword held out in front, my right hand down at my hip, the right sword held horizontally.
The ninja attacked with a series of slashes. I stayed on the balls of my feet, blocking with my left sword whenever I could, and whenever the speed of the ninja got past my left guard my right sword came to my rescue. I drifted backward, taking small steps to give myself space.
He swung wide to my left hand side. I blocked again and this time, instead of retreating, I stepped forward and thrust with my right sword at him. He swiveled his body out of the way, sailing out of my reach.
He paused and lifted the side of his black top, showing a gash in it. He raised the flat of his sword to his forehead and gave a nod. At the gesture of respect, I felt a surge of satisfaction. I was outfighting a ninja.
Fool, Jerome thought. He went easy on you.
Before I had a chance to flash a thought back, the ninja jumped at me, swiping downward. I just had a chance to block that, before another slash almost took my head off. I ducked and nearly fell before retreating between two racks into a new row. The ninja followed.
It appeared that Jerome had been right, for his attacks became ever faster and more purposeful.
I blocked and dodged and retreated, ever more desperate. The ninja was relentless. A strike aimed at my right thigh almost got through, but I just managed to get my left sword to deflect it. It left me unbalanced though, leaning to one side, and the ninja’s blade flicked past my guard. Unable to retreat in time, I twisted my right sword, bringing it back across my body.
I was too slow. The ninja embedded his blade through my stomach.
I shuddered to a stop, shocked. I stared down at the sword sticking out of my stomach in disbelief.
This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.



Chapter 31
Thursday 18:15
The ninja slid his sword free, and agony tore through my insides. The two shortswords clattered to the ground, and I clutched at my stomach, doubling over, trying to keep my guts inside me. Blood leaked through my fingers.
Overhead lights flickered, then came fully on. Footsteps rang hollowly, then a pair of black leather shoes appeared—shoes polished to a mirrored shine. I looked up. Richard Sulle stood in front of me, a faint smile touching his lips.
The ninja took off his mask to reveal the face of Konstance, Sulle’s bodyguard.
I lifted one hand off my stomach, watched blood drip from it, then stared up at Sulle. “Why?” I asked. “Before I die, I want to know why you did this to me?” I blinked away tears. The pain in my gut hurt but not as badly as the knowledge that I’d let Jo down. I wouldn’t even get the chance to try to save her. Everything I’d done had made things worse.
“You aren’t going to die,” Sulle said.
See, you aren’t going to die. Don’t be a baby, Jerome thought.
“I’m not going to die?” I glanced down at the blood trickling from my body. How was that possible? Then I remembered magic. “Can you heal me?”
“I told you I’m human,” Sulle said. “I’ve no special powers.” He walked behind me and picked up the large bladed weapon I’d fought with. “Do you know what this is?”
I shook my head.
“A batang. A Klingon weapon.”
Now that he mentioned it, it was vaguely familiar. “Lieutenant Worf used it?”
“I was really excited when I saw you pick it up. Imagine a sentinel with a batang. How cool would that be!” He shook his head, then dropped the batang and picked up the one of the shortswords I’d dropped. “But no, it had to be a sword. You sentinels could do with having a bit more originality.”
“I don’t understand.”
Sulle gestured upward with his fingers. “Stand. Come with me.”
I moved my hands away from my stomach. The blood wasn’t flowing that strongly and the pain was fading. I pushed myself up and, to my surprise, I had the strength to stand. I wiped at the blood on my right bicep and saw that the wound was closed, only an angry red scar remaining, as if the wound was a week old. “What’s going on? If you didn’t heal me, who did?”
“You’re a sentinel. Normal weapons can’t harm you.”
“They can’t? I got smashed up pretty badly by a crowbar yesterday evening.”
“Any ill effects today?” Sulle asked.
“Not really.”
“The more often you heal, the easier it’ll happen.”
I frowned. “So what would happen if my head got chopped off?”
“I’m not sure. Will we see?” Sulle nodded at Konstance who raised his sword.
I took a step away. “That’s okay. I’m not that curious.”
“Come with me.” Sulle turned and walked away, and I followed. My stomach spasmed with pain, but it felt more like bad indigestion than anything serious, and after a few paces, even that pain faded. I lifted up my ragged and bloodied T-shirt, and wiped at the sticky blood around the gash. Clearly the sword had gone through me, but equally clearly, it was healing rapidly.
Sulle entered an empty corner office which had floor-to-ceiling windows. As I stood beside him, my breath caught in my chest. Twilight had fallen and the lights of the city were winking on one by one. I had never seen Lusteer from such a height before.
“Do you know what I see?” Sulle asked.
“Lusteer?”
“Wealth and power.”
“I can see wealth.” The skyscrapers of the central business district were the epitome of capitalist greed. “How do you see power?”
“The secret to power and wealth is not what you’re seeing, but where you are standing when you see it.”
“The dizzying heights you’ve ascended to.”
Sulle nodded. “I’ve come a long way from where I started.”
“Let me guess, the slums. I think I’ve seen that movie.”
“You aren’t interested in philosophical discussions.” Sulle turned to face me. “You’d prefer to discuss more pressing matters, perhaps. Your friend Jo?”
“You know about that?” Of course he did. Whoever he really was, he seemed to know everything that mattered. “Can you help?” With the fall of night, Jo might only have an hour or two left.
Sulle’s eyes gleamed. “I’m not sure you want to be asking me for help. You mightn’t like the price.”
“Can’t anyone just help those in need any more without talking about costs and prices? We need to set up a Boy Scout charter in Brimstone.”
Sulle chuckled. “I’d like to see that. We aren’t talking about helping an old woman cross the road, though, are we? There are two sides to consider. You care about Jo, while Hugo Yarley is trying to protect the elemental inside her.”
I shook my head. “There’s only one side. It’s Jo’s body, and the elemental is trying to kill her and steal the body. There’s a right and wrong here.”
“If you were born in Brimstone, you’d see it differently.”
“I thought you were human.”
“I am. I have come to understand those born in Brimstone.”
“So you aren’t going to help me?”
“Not any further.”
“You’re saying you’ve helped me already? You’ve just had your pet ninja put a sword through me.”
“Exactly.”
“That was supposed to help me?” I touched my side again. No permanent damage was done, it seemed, but that didn’t mean I should be grateful.
“That and other things. Seeing the way forward is a good start.” Sulle nodded toward the door behind me. “The elevator is waiting for you. You better hurry.”
“Thanks for nothing.” As I walked out, I glanced over my shoulder to see Sulle staring out upon the city again.
Where you stand, my ass. You just require a few hundred stories of metal and glass as compensation.



Chapter 32
Thursday 19:10
One street down from Burgundy’s, I pulled the Vespa in behind a row of cars and knocked off the engine. I kicked the stand down with my heel, then stepped off. I hadn’t fully straightened the side stand though, and the scooter fell sideways. I didn’t bother picking it up; I just left it lying on the ground.
On the way over, I’d been thinking about what Sulle had said. Perhaps he had helped me. While it was hard to appreciate that having a foot of metal shoved into my gut could be a good thing, I seemed to have fully healed from it already. And if it had improved my ability to heal, I couldn’t complain.
I thought back to the room of weapons, and remembered how Sulle had regretted that I hadn’t made much use of the Klingon weapon, instead only holding my own when I picked up the two shortswords. Bobbit had told me that each sentinel had their own multani. Was that what Sulle’s ninja attack had been all about? Helping me to find my multani?
Sulle had also said that seeing the way forward was a good start. Knowing that my multani was two shortswords should make it easier for me to summon them.
I set myself up in a sideways stance and raised my left hand in front of me, leaving my other hand lower, near my right hip. I had taken a year's worth of taekwondo classes, never getting more than a yellow belt, but those classes made that stance natural and it had worked against the ninja.
I imagined swords of fire in both hands. Nothing. I closed my eyes and tried visualizing it, then quickly opened my eyes. Still nothing. I clenched my eyes shut and tried again. This time, I felt something happening, but I quickly shut it down—a heat had started to form at my core.
“Idiot.”
For a moment, I assumed it was Jerome inside my head speaking before realizing the words had been spoken out loud. I opened my eyes to see Alex standing in front of me. “What are you doing here?”
“The cavalry has arrived to save the day.”
“Don’t they always arrive too late? Plus, I know you think highly of yourself, but one teen boy isn’t much of a cavalry.”
“Very funny.” He wasn’t smiling. “I didn’t come alone.”
“You didn’t?” That was good. “Who did you bring?” Perhaps Alex was going to end up helping. Maybe I had kept him in the dark too much.
“This way.” Alex crossed the street and opened the back door of a black van.
Feeling a little uneasy, I followed. Inside the van sat Harriet Ashley and Nathan, her square-shouldered protector.
I raised my eyebrows at Alex.
“Just get in, Mr. Russell,” Harriet said. “We should talk.”
Two narrow bench seats ran along either side of the back of the van, and I sat down. Alex got in behind me, sat down opposite and pulled the door closed.
You’re screwed now, Jerome thought at me.
“Well, isn’t this cozy?” I said. “Can someone explain to me what’s going on?”
“You have come to free Alex’s sister?” Harriet asked.
“I have. Are you going to help me?”
“I agreed to a truce with Yarley,” Harriet said. “You remember that happening, don’t you? I believe you tried to show a Harry Potter movie in the middle of it.”
“That wasn’t...” I twisted the barbed wire necklace. There was no point getting into Jerome. “Yes.”
“And I’ve heard that you aren’t a fire sorcerer as we originally believed. That you are a fire sentinel.”
“How do you know that?” I could feel Alex’s eyes on me as he glared at me. The lies I had told him would have to come out.
“I told you I would know more about you the next time we met,” Harriet said. “I’m a woman of my word. So? Are you?”
“Yes.” I half stood up. “I am an alcoholic.”
“Rune,” Alex hissed.
“What do you want? Yes, I’m a sentinel as far as I know.”
Harriet nodded. “I can’t do anything against Yarley directly. However, I have been persuaded,” she glanced across at Alex, “to give you some help. I have an operation set up to raid a warehouse controlled by the Reds.” She took her phone from her pocket and pressed a button. “Proceed,” she said into the phone, then hung up and pocketed it again. She touched Nathan’s arm. “Keep an eye on the bar. Let me know if any of his men leave.”
Nathan threw a glance my way, then he stood and climbed into the front of the van.
“This warehouse is critical to the Reds’ operation,” Harriet said. “Yarley might even decide to deal with it himself.”
Somehow I doubted that. I turned toward Alex. “How do you know Harriet Ashley?”
“He’s been working with me for a while now,” Harriet answered for him.
“How can you work for the people who have kidnapped Jo?” I asked. “The people who sent Williams to attack your family home?”
“Williams worked with the Reds, and they are the ones who kidnapped Jo. I work with the Whites.”
“Reds, Whites, they are both the same, both riddled with plague-ridden shades.” I turned toward Harriet Ashley. “Offense intended.”
“Offense taken,” she replied.
“So are you one of them too?” I asked her. It seemed she had to be, considering she led the Whites, but the tweets from RedWhiteandTrue had never said one way or the other. And Sulle was heavily involved in both Reds and Whites, and he claimed to be human.
“You should just be grateful for my help,” Harriet told me.
“Not all shades are the same,” Alex said. “The Reds attacked us and took Jo. The Whites are helping.”
“They of course have you believing that, since they have you working for them. How did that even happen?”
“I learn more from the streets than I do from school,” Alex said.
“Does Jo know?” Of course she did. And she had never told me. Strangely, her small betrayal hurt more than Alex’s much bigger one. “And you being JusticeWarrior11, how does that tie in? Did Harriet know about that?”
“I’m not the only one with secret Twitter handles, Firesorcerer101,” Alex said.
“How could you...?” I had told no one about that account and only used it to send messages to RedWhiteandTrue. Then I realized. “You are behind RedWhiteandTrue as well.” I glanced at Harriet. “And she knows this?”
“Who do you think gave me all the secrets to reveal?” Alex said.
“The handle reveals stuff about the Whites as much as it does about the Reds.”
“I believe that shades should come out of the shadows,” Harriet said. “We shouldn’t hide anymore. Alex set up the Twitter account and exposed what I told him to.”
“And JusticeWarrior11. What was that about?”
“Jo helped me create a few Twitter handles to interact with RedWhiteandTrue,” Alex said. “To flesh out the bones. They were mainly useful when no one new about RedWhiteandTrue.”
“I didn't know about the meeting Alex set up on Jeffries Parking Lot,” Harriet said. “He went behind my back in trying to investigate his parents’ death.”
“I’d glad I’m not the only one he’s been deceiving.” I faced Harriet. “Why are you helping me? I don’t believe it’s just because Alex asked you.”
Harriet studied me. “I’m not even certain what I want to happen tonight, who I’d prefer standing upright at the end. I just decided to even the odds a small bit since I love a good fight.”
“You could go to the movies. Always a new superhero movie showing.”
“Real life is so much better than the movies.”
“How so?”
“No guarantee of a happy ending.”
“Sorry I asked.”
Nathan leaned back over the seat. “Most of the Reds have just left Burgundy’s in a rush,” he said. “Yarley is still there, however.”
“It’s your time, sentinel,” Harriet said.
“Now? Shouldn’t we wait a bit? I’m in the mood for a singsong. ‘One million bottles of beers on the wall, one million bottles of beer, if one falls...’ Feel free to join in. No, nobody?”
“I’ll go with you.” Alex pushed off the bench and into a standing crouch. He opened the van door.
“No, you won’t,” Harriet said.
“She’s my sister,” Alex said.
“This isn’t a discussion,” Harriet said. “If I need to have Nathan restrain you, Alex, then I’ll trust you less in the future.”
Alex hesitated, then sat back down with a growl of frustration.
“I’m fully open to having someone restrain me,” I offered. “No?” I climbed out of the van, then put my wrists together and offered them toward Harriet. “Last chance.”
“Save her, Rune. Please.” Alex reached out and grabbed my wrist.
“I’ll do my best.”
“Your best? That’s not nearly good enough. You can’t even win board games giving your best. Jo needs way more than your best.”
“I’ll give everything and more.”
Alex released my wrist. “Jo has faith in you. Don’t let her down.”
Harriet leaned across Alex and pulled the van door closed.
Just outside the van, I noticed something leaning on the sidewalk and I bent down to examine it. I chuckled when I figured out that it was the sign for Burgundy’s. I had earlier thought that even Alex wasn’t stupid enough to steal that.
I was realizing I knew him a lot less than I had thought.



Chapter 33
Thursday 19:25
I walked toward Burgundy’s. This is the time, I thought. If you changed your mind, Robert not-Bob Bobbit, now would be a good time to spring to the rescue.
He’s not coming, Jerome thought.
I was about to snap at him to shut up, then stopped myself. I had enough enemies to deal with. How about a truce? I thought instead.
What do you mean?
I’ll forgive you for trying to take over my body, and you’ll help me if you see the opportunity.
A pause.
Well? I asked
I’ll think about it. Then, Bobbit’s still not coming.
Bad to know.
Outside Burgundy’s stood—who else—Jace.
“I hoped you weren’t stupid enough to come back,” she said.
I stopped two paces in front of her. “Come on. You knew I’d be back.”
She gave a slight smile. “I knew.”
“And you wanted me to so you'd get to kick my ass again.”
“And I wanted you to,” she agreed.
“How’s Jo doing?” I asked.
“It won’t be long now.”
“So. I feel duty bound to give you one last chance to step aside.”
“Can we skip ahead to the part where I tear you limb from limb?” Jace said.
“It’s not going to be that easy this time. I’ve collected my horcruxes.”
Jace laughed. “If you learned more about your powers, you probably know that the leader of the sentinels will propel you into orbit without a spaceship if you use magic.”
“Without a spaceship? What about a suit with jet propulsion? I always wanted to see the Earth looking like a pretty blue pebble.”
She shook her head. “Yarley thinks you are someone important. The truth is you are simply a fool.”
“I learned how to heal.” I lifted up my T-shirt. “See, a sword shaped hole in my T-shirt.” I rubbed dried blood off my stomach to show a red scar, all that was left of my wound. “And no hole in my belly.”
“I’m not bringing out the crowbar this time. You’ve had the one chance that Hugo made me give you. You won’t heal against weapons from Brimstone.”
“Oh.” Sulle hadn’t mentioned that. “You have a weapon from Brimstone?”
“My claws, fool.”
That made sense. Well, if I couldn’t rely on healing, and I didn’t dare use magic, my only chance was my multani.
Wouldn’t want this to be too easy, Jerome thought.
I turned to the side, adopting the taekwondo stance, curling my fingers into open fists.
“What are you doing?” Jace asked.
“You’ll see.” If she didn’t see, I was going to feel like one dumb corpse. “I’ve given you your last chance.”
She laughed again. Smoke swirled around her and she transformed into the eagle, flapped her wings and rose up in the air. She immediately dived down at me.
Fireswords, fireswords appear, I mentally willed.
When nothing happened, I threw myself on the ground, rolling away to avoid the eagle’s slashing claws.
Jace soared back into the sky.
I stood, adopted my stance as before, but with less confidence. Surely I need it enough now. Isn’t that the key?
Hope and necessity—the last refuges of the desperate, Jerome thought.
Also the nucleus of every great invention.
No, that would be perspiration and inspiration.
Jace flew above the streetlights, a shadow flickering across the darkness. I swiveled, trying to follow her.
She dived again, and once again my multani failed. I threw myself out of the way, but her claws caught me, slashing across the calf of my left leg. I screamed as the pain burned through me.
Jace landed on the ground beyond me.
You aren’t trusting yourself, Jerome thought.
I am. I stood there like an idiot twice.
You dived out of the way at the last moment both times.
It’s called “the last moment” for a reason. I forced myself back to my feet. My leg roared in protest. I released a grunt of pain, but otherwise ignored it. I adopted the sideways stance again.
The eagle head shook back and forth sadly. What an idiot, that head-shake said. Well, if I was an idiot, I was going to be the biggest damn idiot I could be.
You already are, Jerome thought.
I ignored him. And I ignored the pain as I allowed my weight to fall on both legs. I plastered a stupid grin on my face, and I gestured Jace forward with the fingers of my left hand, like Neo did to Agent Elrond in the Matrix.
The eagle launched itself at me, ducking its left wing and twisting around so that its right claw slashed at me.
My grin morphed into a frozen grimace, but I didn’t attempt to move out of the way. Instead I twisted my left hand to block as if I held a sword. The claw came slashing down at my face with nothing to stop it except a sword that was only there in my imagination. My eyes shut as I waited for the killing blow to strike home.
When it didn’t, I opened my eyes again. Jace’s claw had been blocked by a firesword in my left hand! Jace stared in shock. I was also in shock, but I instinctively thrust forward with my right hand.
For a moment, I thought nothing had happened, that I was thrusting empty air. Then I saw the fire in my right hand, and a burning hole appeared in Jace’s breast. She fell backward, and her corpse bounced against the pavement.
In death the eagle shifter transformed back into her human form for the last time.
Look at that, I did it. I stared down at the two fireswords in my hands. Then my leg gave way beneath me, the swords disappeared, and I fell to the ground.
It worked. Wow, Jerome thought.
Wait, you didn’t expect it to work.
It seemed a reasonable theory. You know, like astrology or divining via animal entrails.
Those are terrible theories.
So I thought until now. Turns out that love just might be around the corner for me this week if I’m open to new possibilities. I’m a cancer, you know.
Oh, I know. Is this you deciding to help me?
Yes.
Well, stop.
The word you are looking for is 'thanks'.
Bloody Jerome. I twisted around so I could see the ragged tears on the back of the left pant leg. Blood seeped through, further darkening my black jeans. I gritted my teeth as a spasm of pain ran through my leg. This wound, as Jace had promised, wasn’t healing like the others.
I twisted back into a sitting position, raised my left hand and a firesword winked into being. I did the same with my right. Both times, it happened effortlessly with no suggestion of the heat of my magic swirling within me.
Nice, Jerome thought. If only you were also able to walk you could be dangerous.



Chapter 34
Thursday 19:40
By keeping my weight on my right leg, I was able to stand. Ignoring the pain that flashed through my left leg with every step, I limped toward Burgundy’s.
At the steps, I grabbed hold of the railing and hopped down on my right leg.
Do you have a plan for defeating Yarley and rescuing Jo? Jerome asked.
Not as such. You?
Demand his immediate surrender, Jerome thought.
Will he accept?
I have a theory he will.
Has that theory come out of your asshole?
I wish I had an asshole. But as you know I have no body. No body. No asshole.
Nobody is as much of an asshole as you.
That shut him up. I reached the bottom of the stairs and grabbed the door handle. At the very least Jerome was taking my mind off the pain.
As I started pulling open the door, a gunshot rang out. I released the door handle, ducking low.
“Get away!” came a shout from the corridor beyond.
I lifted my head to peer through the glass pane of the door and saw Gio inside, standing with his gun pointed into the air. “Gio, what are you doing?” I shouted. “Don’t you know it’s dangerous to shoot upward when you are in the basement?”
“I’ve been ordered to let no one in!” Gio shouted back.
“Gio. We are both human. I am not your enemy.”
“Go away.”
“The rest of your family is retired. Isn’t it your turn?”
“I have to prove myself first. I can’t go back to them as a failure.”
“I’m coming in, Gio. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.” Duffy had said that Gio hadn’t been able to shoot. Plus, Sulle said normal weapons wouldn’t hurt me.
Solid thinking, Jerome thought.
I couldn’t figure out if Jerome was being sarcastic or not, which worried me, but I still pulled the door open and limped through. Gio retreated, pointing the gun at me. “You shouldn’t be here. This is our home, the headquarters of the famous Machet family.”
“See any other Machets around?” I limped forward. “Those days are over. The shades are in charge now, and it’s time you moved on. Go to Miami. Find your family. Or just go on a vacation.”
“No.” He retreated, and I continued forward.
“Step aside. This isn’t your fight.”
His back hit the door at the end of the corridor, and a gunshot rang out.
The shot sounded muffled and distant, and I wondered what had caused it. Only when I saw smoke curling from the barrel of Gio’s gun and I looked down at a small stain of blood on my T-shirt did I realize he had shot me.
I slumped to the ground.
“I did it!” Gio exclaimed. “I shot someone.”
He did it, Jerome thought. You have to give it to him. He shot you.
Bastard.
I pressed at the bullet hole at my left breast. I felt no pain.
That’d be the shock, Jerome thought.
Thanks. I took short breaths, expelling air in little blows, struggling not to panic, but that was hard, considering I knew a bullet was inside my heart.
Gio stood over me, his gun waving in his hand. “I shot someone. Wait until I tell my brother. Joseph won’t believe it.” His voice contained a strange mixture of delight and regret.
I raised my hand, summoned the right firesword and, with a flick of my wrist, cut Gio’s gun in half. The barrel bounced on the ground.
Gio stared at the hilt of the gun in his hand, stared at me, then backed away. I let the sword disappear, then grabbed hold of the wall and dragged myself into a standing position. Growing waves of pain swept through my chest.
Yes, I realize that’s because the shock is wearing off, I thought to Jerome before he had a chance to supply a helpful comment.
“That’s not possible. You are dead.” Gio’s back hit the far door once more.
I clenched my eyes closed for a moment as the pain threatened to bring me back down to my knees. Death didn’t sound so bad at that moment. At least the pain would be gone.
I know a place without pain, Jerome thought. A gray place.
Don’t push it, I told him.
We’re not joking about that yet? Too soon?
I grunted, then looked back up at Gio. “You are in the wrong place.”
His mouth was open, his eyes wide and staring. The bottom half of the gun fell from his lifeless fingers. “Have you now figured out why the rest of your family left?”
His chin wobbled up and down as he rapidly nodded.
“Get out of here.”
Gio ran past me and out of the bar. Before I had a chance to celebrate that small victory, I heard his footsteps reverse direction on the outside steps as he returned.
I raised my right hand, ready to summon my firesword. “What now?”
Gio paused just inside the corridor. “I’m glad you aren’t dead.” A brief smile flashed across his face, then he disappeared out the door again.
Gio the Kid, Jerome thought. Worst cowboy ever.
He did manage to shoot me, I thought back.
Hardly a big deal since virtually everyone you meet ends up injuring you, Jerome thought. You are in pretty bad shape, considering you haven’t even faced the fire sorcerer yet.
He’ll never suspect what I’m capable of.
You sure have me fooled.



Chapter 35
Thursday 19:50
I staggered through the door and into the main bar, my hand clutched to my chest.
Yarley was sitting by the bar, and he spun around on the high stool to face me when I walked in. “We heard a shot.” His gaze fell on my bloody chest. “Did Gio shoot you? Good for him.”
“I think he regretted it.” I put my arm against the wall to keep myself upright.
Yarley shrugged. “He wasn’t cut out for the line of work he was in. Perhaps now he’ll realize it. Jace?”
“Dead.”
“That’s a pity. I warned her not to underestimate you. I told her to leave you to me, but she insisted. Still.” He raised his glass up toward me. “This is about new life, not old. Share a drink with me. You know the tradition. Wet the baby’s head.”
“What baby?”
“And congratulations to you, of course, as the father.” He knocked back his drink.
“You mean the elemental inside Jo?”
“I mean what the combination of the two of them will become. New life. Neither one or the other, but something greater.”
Yarley pounded on the bar. “Another for me. And pour one for our friend here.”
Heff, his tattooed face looking as creepy as ever, stepped behind the bar. I glanced around. Other than Heff and Yarley, only three other men were there. One of them was Connor Duffy. I didn’t recognize the other two, but from the shapeless robes they wore I knew they were shifters. Five men, one of whom was a human. Harriet Ashley’s plan had worked to a degree.
Heff took a brandy bottle from a shelf and poured two glasses. He placed one glass in front of Yarley and another on the edge of the bar near me.
I wasn’t sure how long I had left to save Jo, but with a tearing pain inside my chest, and legs that shivered with the effort of keeping me upright, I figured it was best to keep Yarley talking while he was in a mood to.
I staggered across to a stool near the corner of the bar, my left leg dragging behind me, and sat. I lifted the glass of brandy, then snorted a laugh. “Do you know that I never drank hard liquor before.”
Yarley took a gulp of his. “It’s a day of firsts.”
“It is at that.” I touched the glass to my lips, then with a flick of my wrist tossed the drink back. It burned all the way down my throat. I gasped, then coughed several times.
Yarley grinned. “Attaboy.” His glass was half-full and he knocked back the rest. “To new life.”
I put down my glass. “I can’t drink to that.”
“Nevertheless, it will happen. One way or another. I envy you your ability. Your gifts are bringing one new shade to life here today, and you are capable of birthing many more.”
“Capable, but not willing.”
“You came to fight for your friend, right?” Yarley said. “That means more elementals.”
“I won’t be using magic.” I extended my left hand, let the firesword come into being, then disappear again.
“That supposed to scare me?” Yarley shrugged. “Maybe if it was bigger.”
That’s what she said. Jerome chuckled in my mind.
“Duffy described the fire that destroyed the Collier Mansion,” Yarley continued. “Sounded like a newly born fire sentinel burning itself out. That was a pity, though fire elementals do tend to be, as you’d expect, fiery. Smoke elementals like the one in your necklace are prepared to wait for their opportunity.”
Patient like a fox, Jerome thought.
“I’ve had an opportunity to talk with the elemental inside your friend a small bit,” Yarley said. “She’s as fiery as a fire elemental. The shade about to be born will be worth the wait.”
“Where is she?” I asked. “Where’s Jo?”
Yarley turned around. “Duffy.”
Duffy’s chair scraped back, and he got up and entered the office at the back.
I nodded at the empty room. “You find yourself lacking allies at this crucial moment.”
“The attack on the warehouse. That was your doing.” Yarley shook his head. “No, of course it wasn’t, it was Harriet Ashley. I should have expected something like this as soon as the truce was suggested.” He shrugged. “You know what, I don’t really care.” Duffy came out of the office, pushing a wheelchair. “Today, I am only interested in good news. In rebirth.”
In the wheelchair, Jo had a blanket folded across her lap. Sweat stuck to her forehead, and her face was pale. She gave me a wink, though, to let me know it was still her inside.
My hand gripped the edge of the bar as a physical wave of relief washed through me. Until then, I hadn’t realized how much I’d dreaded being too late. “Hang in there, Jo,” I told her. “It’ll soon be over.”
“Soon be over. I’ll drink to that.” Yarley nodded to Heff, who poured him another drink. Heff came over to pour me one too.
I didn’t pick it up. Although my left leg still burned, my chest wasn’t feeling so bad anymore. It was a strange new world—I’d been stabbed in the gut and shot in the chest, but the scratch on my leg bothered me most. I was ready though. As ready as I was going to get. “You’d be wise to just let me take Jo out.”
“You realize this is a good thing for her, right?” Yarley tipped his drink back, then stood up. “Look at these two men.” He gestured Heff out from behind the bar, and called Duffy over until the two men stood on either side. Yarley put a hand on Duffy’s shoulder. “Not long ago this man was a kingpin. He would put a cigar to his lips and ten people would fight each other for the chance to light it. Now he’s just a water carrier. You know why?”
Duffy wasn’t able to restrain his scowl.
“Because he only ever gave a crap about himself,” I suggested.
Duffy’s scowl hardened into a thin smile aimed at me.
“No. Because he’s only human.” Yarley nodded “Only human.”
Yarley put his hand on Heff’s shoulder. “When he was a man, he lived on the street. A drug addict, hopping from hit to hit. An elemental took over his worthless human body and turned it into a shade of power and potential.” Yarley slapped him on the back. “He mightn’t always talk much but he’s now strong and purposeful. We make you humans better.”
“No. You are invaders, stealing our bodies.”
“Either way, it’s now inevitable. Uro has brought this world closer to Brimstone, and now sentinels like you are bringing more and more elementals across. That’s one reason why Ashley is helping you. After what Uro has done, sentinels have gone from being guardians of the humans to being the key to our coming dominance.”
No matter which way events turn, you always end up being the bad guy, Jerome thought, chuckling.
Shut up. “Who’s this Uro?” That was the second time Yarley had mentioned him.
“I’m disappointed in Ashley,” Yarley said. “If she really wanted to lead us and had support from above, I would have stepped aside. I could have been treated with more respect. I taught the shades in Lusteer to take our rightful place. I started our revolution. She thinks I’m simple-minded, stupid.” Yarley shook his head. “But I’m not. I’m just straightforward and don’t think in squiggly lines like she does.”
“You are right. Harriet Ashley helped me. But we don’t have to be the pawns who end up fighting for her amusement. Let me take Jo. I’m not your enemy. It’s them.”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Shade on shade violence.” Yarley smiled. “No. That’s not how this will work. That’s not how I work.”
“What about everyone else here?” I asked. “I don’t want to kill them, but I will.”
Heff laughed, a harsh grating sound like a broken lawnmower. “He can’t even stand, and he talks of killing us.”
“No, he’s right,” Yarley said. “I didn’t want Jace to fight him, and now she’s dead. This should be me against him.” He nodded. “Yes. Shade against sentinel for the soul of one human. Very fitting.” He raised his voice. “Everyone out!”
Duffy and the two shifters at the back of the bar swiftly exited. Heff, however, shook his head. “I’m not leaving you.”
“Friend.” Yarley gripped Heff’s shoulder. “I love you for wanting to stay with me. But this is how I want it to be.”
“I’m not scared of him,” Heff said.
“Of course not. But I depend on you to keep my legacy alive if things go wrong here. Remember, we shades are one people. Don’t trust those like Harriet Ashley who are only interested in their own power.”
Heff nodded and reluctantly left, leaving only Yarley, Jo and me in the bar.
Jo leaned forward, her eyes wide and staring. “The moon will turn black, and rivers will run red. And we will rule over the ashes.” Then she slumped back in her chair.
“It’s so close now,” Yarley said. “They are so cute when they are young, aren’t they?”



Chapter 36
Thursday 20:05
I stood, stumbling as pain flared in my left leg. I gritted my teeth and held my two hands in front of me. The two fireswords flared into life, casting orange shadows across the bar. “Sentinel against shade, then.”
Yarley laughed. “Don’t think that because I’ve reduced this to the two of us, it will be a fair fight.”
I’ve a bad feeling about this, Jerome thought.
“It isn’t?” As I limped toward him, he backed away.
“No. First, the girl is too far gone, the elemental too firmly entrenched inside her. You won’t be able to get her back. Second, you are going to have to use your magic to get out of this. You will birth more elementals before this is over.” He threw his hands forward and fire shot out of them. I raised my swords to block, but the flame streaked above my head, crashing against the entrance door behind me. “Even if I lose, we win.” He laughed again.
The old maniacal villain laugh, Jerome thought. Just when I was starting to respect him. Harriet was right to want to be rid of him.
Yarley backed all the way to the office door, touched it with his palm. It burst into flame. He then moved across to Jo’s wheelchair.
“Get away from her!” I shouted but he simply rolled the wheelchair further away from the flames and into the center of the room. He then kissed Jo on the head. “Pleasant birth, my darling.” He stepped around the wheelchair and approached me. “Shall we?”
Without waiting for an answer, he thrust one hand straight out toward me. Fire burst from his hands. I crossed the swords and they absorbed the flames.
“Impressive,” he said. “I always wanted to know what fighting a sentinel would be like.”
“Sometimes it’s better not to get what you want.” I struck out with my left firesword.
He skipped away, forming a narrow pillar of flame that moved toward me.
I didn’t retreat, instead lifting the right firesword to block it. The pillar sizzled as fire met fire and sparks flew.
The pillar of fire began to bend outward from where it was blocked, with the top and bottom of it moving toward me. I ducked lower and used the left firesword to block it near the floor.
Even with both fireswords holding it back, the fire pillar strained forward, still trying to reach me. I planted my feet and shoved. My tired wrists ached, but I stopped the forward progress of the pillar, then started forcing it back. In an explosion of sparks, the pillar lost form. I jumped back out of the way as the flames from it spread outward, spreading smaller fires wherever it landed.
“Not bad,” Yarley said, leaping up on the bar. “How will you manage this?”
He held out his left hand, palm up, then hovered his right hand over the left. He twisted the two hands in opposite directions to each other, back and forth, faster and faster, until sparks of flame began to shoot out from between his hands. The tiny fireballs curved outward in unpredictable trajectories. Several hit the liquor bottles behind the bar, which smashed open and sprayed out alcohol, further feeding the fires. Flames leaped higher, and dark clouds of smoke billowed upward.
I slashed my left firesword in front of me, knocking aside two fireballs, then glanced behind me. Seeing Jo unprotected and these flying sparks becoming ever more numerous, I ran back to stand in front of her.
Yarley’s face was lit with a red glow as the fireballs continued to shoot from his hands. I swept both swords back and forth before me, absorbing the fire or sending them hurtling against the walls. One or two I sent directly back at Yarley, but they veered away from him.
“Rune!” Jo called out, and I turned to sweep aside a fireball that was coming toward us from behind. Just as that one fizzed out, two other ones curved close. I batted them away, then stepped around Jo to strike another. With the fireballs flying in every directions, for each one I had to deal with, many more simply careened straight into walls or ceiling.
The air shimmered as the fires blazed ever hotter. Hot sweat soaked my clothes. I didn't know how we were going to get out, couldn’t think beyond dealing with the next fireball. The pain in my left leg hadn’t gone away, but it had become distant. My arms grew weary, but stopping or even slowing down wasn’t an option. I scythed at the buzzing fireballs, clearing the air like a farmer shearing wheat, my fireswords flashing back and forth.
When I looked around and saw no nearby fireballs, I directed my attention back toward Yarley. He was still twisting his hands back and forth in a circular motion, but few fireballs now emerged. His smile was long gone from his face. His forehead was furrowed in concentration, and sweat dripped from his chin.
I had to end it as quickly as possible. The roar of the fire drowned out all other sound. Smoke swirled through the air, ever-thickening, and the heat was barely tolerable.
I charged straight at the fire sorcerer, my left leg dragging behind as I tried to sprint. Yarley saw me coming and directed his fireballs straight at me. I slashed from the right and left as I ran, the fireswords blurring in front of me, absorbing some of the fireballs, and sending the rest skittering away.
I realized my fireswords were moving much faster than should have been possible, and I remembered the golf balls of Robert Bobbit disappearing into the horizon.
When I reached Yarley, I didn’t slow the speed of my strikes. My left firesword cut through his stomach, and the right one followed straight after, delving deep into his torso, both cutting into the flesh like it wasn’t there.
Yarley toppled backward, smashing into the wall of liquor bottles, spilling open those few still whole. The fire behind the bar area exploded upward. I had one brief view of Yarley’s burning body, then I was forced backward by the heat.
I coughed, then ran back to Jo, keeping my head low so I was out of the worst of the smoke.
“You okay?” I asked her, coughing.
She reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m scared,” she whispered.
I knew it wasn’t just the fire that she meant, though that was plenty to be scared about. “I have this.”
She coughed as she nodded. I broke out of the embrace and looked around. The smoke was thickening and all four walls were on fire. The flames, crackling and howling, were beginning to creep along the ceiling and floor.
Sweat poured down my face.
It’s either two of you die or you draw on your magic, Jerome thought.
That’s what Yarley wanted. Will it make everything worse?
Do you have a choice?
Jerome was right for once. I wasn’t going to let Jo die. Whatever about using magic to save myself, she was an innocent. I had gotten her into this, and I would get her out of it.
I ignored the external heat and concentrated on the heat within. For the third time in my life, I let it build. I embraced the magic, then paused.
Previously, I had released the magic in the form of fire; this time, more flames was the last thing needed.
Concentrate on what you need, Jerome thought.
What I needed was less heat. Protection. I closed my eyes, reached for the magic inside me, and I imagined a bubble around me and the heat and flames outside it. Immediately I felt cooler. I opened my eyes. A shimmering red and yellow shield surrounded me, keeping out both fire and smoke.
Wow!
Don’t stop to congratulate yourself, idiot, Jerome thought. Get the hell out of here!
I went to the back of the wheelchair and grabbed the handles, but that left Jo’s feet outside the bubble of protection. Beelzebub. I bent down and lifted Jo into my arms. My left leg screamed.
Oh God.
Move your pansy ass, Jerome thought.
Who died and made you sergeant major?
You’re just weak, maggot. Move.
I took a step, then another. I tried to keep as much weight on my right as I could, but even so, with each step, my left leg shuddered with weakness and pain.
Humans. You are all so weak. You wouldn’t survive a heartbeat in Brimstone.
I hobbled as far as the door then stopped. The fire raged with long flames reaching all the way from the floor to the ceiling. The shield couldn’t be strong enough to protect me from that.
Could it?
I looked behind me. None of the other walls were in better shape, and things would get hotter before they got cooler.
I took a step into the flames. Jo gave a yelp of fear and clutched me harder. When the two of us weren’t immediately burned to a crisp, I took another, further into the fire. It felt really weird to have flames all around and feel no heat.
I hesitated momentarily in front of the burning door then gave it a big kick with my left leg. The door swung open, then fell off its hinges. That works, I thought. I stepped on top of it and out into the corridor.
I walked into fire, walked on top of fire and was unharmed. It was difficult to get used to such a strange sensation. The only thing burning me was the pain in my left leg.
See beyond, Jerome thought. Not just the fire, not just Burgundy’s. See what else is happening.
I don’t...
My thought stopped unformed, because I did see. I still saw what was in front of me, still saw the flames licking at my shield, still heard the cracking of timber and the spitting of the fire. But I also saw a black curtain and a gap that had opened in that curtain. Beyond the curtain, beyond the veil was like nothing I could have imagined. An entire world of churning fire, with thousands of pillars of fire twisting around each other. And above the fire, clouds of black smoke roiled, changing shape a hundred times a second as tendrils of smoke writhed.
I was inside an inferno, and it was like nothing compared to what I had seen through the veil in Brimstone. Perhaps Jerome had it right about humans having it easy compared with elementals.
I sensed small sentient flames and plumes of smoke converging on the rift I had created. My magic was about to allow more elementals into this world, just as it had when the fire elemental had killed Jo and Alex’s parents, just as it had when the smoke elemental had possessed Jo.
My step quickened. If I released my magic, then Jo and I would burn. If I held onto it too long, the elementals would break through.
I concentrated on what was in front of me, limping onward through the fire. Glass panels in the outside door shattered with a noise like gunshots.
Wood cracked beneath me, and my right foot sank through the floor. My stomach lurched as I began to fall. I gripped Jo tighter and threw my weight backward, managing to prevent myself from completely losing my balance, landing instead on my left knee. Tears sprung to my eyes as my left leg took all my weight, and a heavy blackness fell across my mind as I almost passed out. I was only able to go on because I had no other choice.
I held Jo tighter with my left hand, then lowered my right hand against the burning floorboards. Pushing my bare hand into the flames was more difficult than walking into them had been, but the shield continued to do its job. I wrenched my right foot free and regained my footing. I continued down the corridor.
Inside Brimstone, the sentient flames and plumes of smoke hadn’t yet reached the veil. However, above the racing flames and tiny smoke twisters, a black cloud gathered, then dived down, churning through the smaller elementals, destroying them, then continuing past, aiming straight for the rift and me.
I wasn’t sure how I did it, but I sped up. I reached the outside door and gave it a kick. It swung open, then closed again, not badly damaged enough to fall off. I grimaced, then kicked it again and hurried out, using my hip to force the door back when it tried to close on me.
Flames continued to roar around me, but I trusted the shield. I was more worried about what was happening in Brimstone. The giant smoke creature had reached the rift when an enormous blanket of fire fell on top of it. The smoke creature fought to escape, punching holes through the fire.
I started up the stairs. As my left leg hit the first step, it gave way beneath me. My left hand swung free, grabbing a higher step to arrest my fall.
Jo fell from my grasp. My heart stopped but luckily the rest of me did not. I lowered my knees to trap her in position against the steps. One of Jo’s legs swung free, close to a burning railing, but it stayed inside the protection of the shield. Just.
I picked Jo up again and stumbled up the rest of the steps and away from Burgundy’s.
The giant smoke creature had been defeated by the even bigger fire elemental. As soon as I sensed the heat outside the shield fading, I released the magic, closing the rip in the veil to Brimstone.
Just in time, I thought.
You think so? Jerome thought back.
“Ahhh!” I let out a roar as a surge of heat blasted through me from the inside out.



Chapter 37
Thursday 20:30
I fell to my knees, lowering Jo to the ground.
The fire elemental got through, I told Jerome. It’s inside me.
You think?
Help me. Please.
Did you see the size of that thing?
Please.
I’ll keep it contained for a short time. Jerome let out a mental yelp of pain. Or try at least.
Alex ran across the street toward us. Behind Alex, Harriet Ashley stood in the shadows beyond a streetlight, watching, her face unreadable. My gaze met hers for a moment, then she nodded to me and turned to walk to where Nathan held the door of the van open for her.
“Rune.” Alex gripped my wrist. “I saw her eyes. It’s not Jo in there.” She was slumped on the pavement, her head sagging back.
“She’ll come back yet.” I had to believe that. I grabbed Jo’s shoulders and shook her gently. “Jo, Jo wake up.”
Her eyes drifted open. Black eyes.
No. I felt the heat of my magic within me, and I allowed it to shimmer. I sensed the veil opening a thread, but I ignored that. Holding onto the light shimmer of magic, I sensed inside Jo.
Jo, where are you? I called.
I’m drifting downward. Forever downward, a whisper answered.
No! I shook Jo’s shoulders hard.
Alex shoved me in the shoulder. “Stop it. What are you doing to her?” He entwined his fingers with hers and held her hand to his cheek.
Jo, come back to us. Don’t give up. I sensed a gray expanse of nothingness just as I had within myself when Jerome had taken over my body.
Jo, I whispered into the nothingness, Jo, don’t give up. You are still alive. Fight.
I’m content. All pain is gone.
Fight.
I’m too weak to go on. This is the best way. Drifting.
The wall above Jo’s bed flashed into my mind. The posters of Teddy Roosevelt, Steve Jobs, and Mahatma Gandhi, and their words of wisdom. “'Strength does not come from physical wisdom. It comes from indomitable will',” I said out loud. “Do you remember those words? Mahatma Gandhi said them.”
I didn’t sense a reply, just the grayness.
“Rune?” Alex asked. “What’s happening?”
Tears flowed down my cheeks. I wasn’t going to come this far and lose her. “Fight, Jo. Remember the quotation, you must have read it a hundred times. Remember: It is not the critic who counts. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly. That’s you, Jo. You are that warrior in the arena, still fighting.”
Rune. The thought was weak but understandable.
“Yes!” I shouted. “I will help you. Remember the words. You are the warrior who strives valiantly. The one who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming.”
I am fighting, Rune. I sensed a stronger presence in the grayness. She was returning.
“Yes, Jo, yes.”
Jo’s eyes opened but it wasn’t her. They were still black. Jo’s arm flung outward and Alex went crashing backward.
“It’s the last effort by the elemental to gain control of you, Jo. Take back your body.”
Jo’s fingers gripped my neck and squeezed. I grabbed hold of her wrists but couldn’t pull her off. Fight, Jo! I thought as I gasped for breath. A shadow loomed over my right shoulder and two large hands descended to grab Jo’s arms. It was Duffy. Between the two of us, we pulled Jo’s hands off my throat.
“'Who at the worst',” I continued Teddy Roosevelt’s famous quote, “'if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat'.”
“'Shall never be with those cold and timid souls',” Jo repeated softly.
My tears didn’t stop flowing, but in an instant they went from tears of sorrow to tears of joy.
Jo’s eyes opened, and this time it was her. Sweet blue-eyed Jo was back.
I couldn’t yet enjoy the relief, even though it threatened to overpower me. I sensed Jo once more, and this time, the elemental was inside the grayness. I pulled it toward me.
It resisted, but we had an affinity, it and I. I birthed you, I thought, and with a wrench it came free, entering me like a sucker punch to the kidneys.
I fell backward to the ground.
No fair, Jerome thought. It’s getting crowded in here.
As I pulled my senses free of Jo, a rift to Brimstone shut, but not without another fire elemental crossing over and into me.
You’ve got to be kidding me, Jerome thought.
That made three elementals inside me, four including Jerome.
We get stronger by fighting each other, Jerome thought. Which would be good if I had any chance to win. But that fire elemental you attracted is a behemoth.
You’re just weak, maggot.
Very funny, Jerome thought. You won’t think it a joke when the fire elemental has dealt with the rest of us and comes for you.
I remembered the nothingness I had drifted through when Jerome had briefly taken over my body. Was that my destiny? Or would I be able to defeat this fire elemental?
Not a chance, Jerome thought.
“Are you okay?” Duffy stood over me.
“Not really.” The most important thing was that I had saved Jo; I had been willing to sacrifice myself for that. But now that she was safe, I wasn’t ready to embrace nothingness and surrender to the elementals within me. The question was what I was willing to do to save myself.
“Can I do anything to help?” Duffy asked.
“As it happens...” I reached forward and grabbed Duffy’s ankle. I then tried to expel the elementals.
Nothing happened.
“What are you doing?” Duffy stepped back and tried to kick out of my hand. I didn’t let go. I sensed inside myself, letting myself feel the presence of the elementals, then ripped them off me and, with all my will, expelled them into Duffy.
This time I felt the elementals leave.
Duffy let out a roar and fell to the ground. I released his ankle.
Are you still there? I asked.
I love having a twisted strip of metal as a body so much, where else would I be? Jerome thought back.
The other elementals?
Gone. You sure screwed over that policeman.
I climbed to my feet and looked down to where Duffy writhed on the ground.
He didn’t like being outmatched, I thought. He lost all his dominance and he wanted a way to be on an equal footing with shades. This will give him the power he craves.
Does that ease your conscience? He never asked for this.
Previously, the bad effects of my magic had been accidental. This time I had deliberately infected a person with an elemental, likely turning him into a shade.
There’s still time to reverse it, Jerome thought.
I watched Duffy struggle to his feet. As Jerome had told me, I could grab the policeman and pull the elementals back inside me.
Save Duffy and damn myself?
It was what I should do, yet I stood and watched Duffy shamble away, disappearing into the darkness.
You haven’t seen the last of him, Jerome thought.



Chapter 38
Thursday 20:45
I went over to where Alex kneeled beside Jo’s prone form. I grabbed his shoulder. “She’s okay,” I told him.
“Are you sure? She looks so pale.”
I remembered the renewed strength in her thoughts as she’d fought back and regained control of her body. “I’m sure.” A fire truck squealed to a stop in front of Burgundy’s. The fire had spread to both adjoining buildings. “Help me get her further away from the fire and out of the way.”
Alex nodded, putting his arms under Jo’s. I lifted up her legs, and we gently carried her to the other side of the street, putting her down on a grassy verge.
Just as I released her, I heard my name called and looked up to see Robert Bobbit in front of me.
“You’re too late,” I told him. The ass of a retired sentinel chose this moment to arrive. He was still dressed in shorts and his Hawaiian shirt.
He looked into the roaring flames of Burgundy’s. “Late for what?” he asked.
“Too late to save the day.”
“Oh, I didn’t come for that. I told you I’m retired.”
“Well, Bob Bobbit, what are you doing here? Evening stroll?”
Bobbit’s cheek twitched at the name. “You just lit a magical beacon that was felt on the other side of the world.”
I had? “It might have been felt by people in a magical world, but since it didn’t happen on the PGA Tour, it doesn’t concern you, right?”
“How many elementals did you unleash in this magical explosion?”
“Yarley caused the fire, not me.”
“The fire doesn’t matter,” Bobbit said. “It’s the breach between worlds that’s important. How many elementals?”
“One. No wait, two.” One when escaping the bar, and one when absorbing the elemental out of Jo.
“They must have been powerful. Even I sensed the veil between our worlds vibrating. Those sensitive to that kind of thing would have felt it strongly. Walker immediately got me on the phone—in person—and ordered me to get the rogue under control. Where are these elementals now?”
“They possessed a policeman who ran off.”
“That’s not good.” Bobbit frowned. “You aren’t going to do this again in the near future, are you?”
I shook my head. “Never again.”
Jerome chuckled in my mind. You’ve said that kind of thing before, I believe.
A third fire truck arrived. Dozens of fire fighters dashed about. Two hoses were aimed at the fire, thick flows of water arcing upward. “They are missing the fire,” I said.
“Just trying to contain it,” Bobbit replied.
That made sense. They were dosing the two buildings on either side of Burgundy’s with water.
As police and firemen evacuated nearby buildings, pajama-clad residents gathered. Wide eyed, they stared at the fire. Not far away, a young girl clutched a teddy bear to her chest. Beside her, her younger brother cried, and their mother shivered in her nightgown.
“I’ll come and get you when Walker arrives for your trial,” Bobbit said. “Until then, stay out of trouble. For both our sakes.”
“What if I don’t turn up for this trial?” I asked.
“Walker will send someone after you.”
“Wanted dead or alive, that kind of thing?”
“Close. He’s unlikely to bother with the ‘or alive’ part.”
“Ah.”
When I’d decided to use my magic to save Jo, I had known there would be consequences. Whatever happened, I would do the same again.
“Okay. See you at the trial.” Bobbit didn’t leave straight away though. Instead, his eye was drawn to where Alex and Jo sat on the pavement opposite each other, their hands touching, laughter passing back and forth between them as they talked in low voices. “You saved the girl?”
I nodded.
“That was well done. Perhaps...” He shook his head. “Until the trial.”
I watched him walk away. Walker. The trial. Harriet Ashley. The powerful fire elemental who now possessed Duffy. Those would have to be dealt with.
They were for later.



Chapter 39
Thursday 20:55
I leaned down between Alex and Jo and threw my arms across their shoulders. They both smiled up at me.
“So you walked out of an inferno with Jo in your arms,” Alex said. “Talk about Hollywooding it. Have you no shame?”
I grinned. “I could have brought her out before the flames took hold. But where would be the fun in that? It’s all about the awesome.”
“I hate that word,” Jo said. “It’s splattered about like overdone spaghetti. Though sometimes the word is called for.”
“It’s okay, Jo. Use the word this time. I can take the acclaim.”
“Rune, you are...” She paused. “It won’t come out. Such a miserable word.”
“Try again,” I said.
“Rune, you are overdone spaghetti.”
The three of us roared with laughter.
I wiped tears from my eyes. “That makes no sense.”
“Don’t be silly, Rune, it makes perfect sense. Next you’ll be saying that fat tights doesn’t make any sense.”
A policeman directed us to move further away from the blaze. Alex helped Jo to rise. She wobbled at first, but steadied under her brother’s attention.
“Let’s get back to Ten-two,” I said.
They both nodded. Jo looked awfully tired. “Perhaps a taxi,” she suggested.
“Yes. We’ll have to get outside the police cordon first.”
I led the way, with Alex supporting Jo. Five fire trucks had arrived, and about a dozen police cars. The strobing lights, blaring sirens and flickering red shadows reminded me of another fire. I shook that memory away.
We walked slow. With the adrenaline fading, my left leg was hurting once more, and I limped.
A car screeched to a stop in front of us. Florence jumped out of the passenger seat. “You’re all okay?”
I nodded.
Florence bent down and hugged Jo. “How are you, darling? I’ve been so worried about you.”
“I’m better now. Thanks to Rune.”
Florence released her and straightened, facing me. Her mouth formed into a grim expression.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“I was waiting for all of you on Fenster Street. When we heard what was happening at Burgundy’s on the police radio, we came over. I suspected you might be at the heart of it.”
“Why were you waiting for us?” I glanced across at the car she’d arrived in. The driver, a man, had gotten out and now stood watching us with his arms folded across the roof of the car. “Why aren’t you on the Honda?”
“Rune, I’m sorry. I had no choice. I had to think about what was best for the children.”
“Children,” Alex snorted. “You don’t know us as well as you think.”
My mouth felt dry. “What do you mean, best for them?”
Florence looked across at the driver. “Chris.”
Chris reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. He offered it across the roof and Florence took it from him and unfolded it. It consisted of several sheets stuck together, obviously an official document.
“These are instructions to take Alex and Jo Collier into the wardship of the city of Lusteer,” Florence said.
My heart stopped beating. Had I saved Jo only to lose both of them?
Jo took a step backward. “You are taking us away from Rune? You don’t know what he did for us.”
Florence didn’t look down at Jo. Instead she held my gaze. “Rune, I know how much you love them. And I know how much they love you. But sometimes that isn’t enough. Are you able to promise me that you can keep them safe?”
I started crying. It felt stupid but I couldn't help myself.
Florence took me in her arms. I threw my arms around her and let the warmth of her wash over me as the tears continued to flow down my face.
“Chris, help the two kids into the backseat of the car.”
Alex skipped backward and away from Chris. “Rune, stop crying like a baby. Old people are slow. We’ll get away. You are losing all those awesomeness points you earned.”
I dried my eyes and stepped out of Florence’s embrace. I wanted to ask for a reprieve. A few days more. If the three of us could return to Ten-two and play some soccer and Alex and I could get beaten by Jo in board games a few times. But I knew it wasn’t to be. “Alex, get in the car.”
Chris opened the door for them.
“Fine.” Alex shrugged, then climbed into the backseat. “We’ve escaped from Gorlam’s before. We’ll be out again in no time. Jo, come on.”
Jo glanced up at me, then followed her brother into the car.
Florence touched my forearm. “Rune. You know that’s what they’ll do unless you persuade them otherwise. How much do you love them?”
“‘How much do you love them?’ Such an evil social worker thing to say. And just when I was warming to you.”
She didn’t reply, just held my gaze. I rubbed at my cheeks, drying the last of the tears. Beelzebub, why did she have to be right? When I had helped the two of them escape from Gorlam’s before, it had been to make amends. But I had caused Jo to become possessed by an elemental. Alex, unknown to me, had been working for the Whites. And, having come into sentinel powers, things were going to get worse before they got better. I shut my eyes and strengthened my resolve. It was clear what I had to do. It was going to be harder than anything I had done before.
“I’ll take care of it,” I told Florence.
I sat in the car beside Jo. She put her hand on my arm but I brushed it away. “There’s something I have to tell you two.”
The grin on Alex’s face died. “What is it?”
“I should have told you before. It was just... There is no excuse. I didn’t tell you because I was too scared to. I was a coward.”
“It’s about the night our parents died,” Alex said.
I couldn’t look at them, turning instead to stare into the darkness out the back windshield. “It wasn’t Williams who started the fire which killed your parents. It was me.”
“Get out.” Alex’s voice was wooden, emotionless. Cold as night.
“You have to understand, I didn’t...”
“Get out,” he repeated.
I wanted to plead for forgiveness but decided against it. What I had done wasn’t something that could be explained. It wasn’t something that could be excused. I had killed their parents, then lied about it.
I stepped out of the car, glancing back. Alex stared away from me, but Jo had a pleading look in her eyes. Tell me it’s not true, those eyes said.
A sob caught in my throat, and I closed the door.
“What did you tell them?” Florence asked.
“What I had to.” The truth will set them free. The ugly truth. “They now know to stay away from me.”
I walked away. My left leg dragged behind me, throbbing with renewed agony. I embraced the pain and held it close.
I didn’t try to get a taxi back to Ten-two, all thought of hurry gone. I no longer had anything to go back to.



Further Information
Keep an eye out for Fire Summoning, Book 2 in the series, which will be released in October.
Rune, Alex, and Jo (plus Findley, Duffy, Flavini, and Tyler) meet up for the first time just after the Collier Mansion fire. If you’d like to read the full story of that incident (and spend more time with all those loveable rogues), you’ll have to read the prequel Fire Starter.
When Rune is blamed for starting a fire, he has to investigate to clear his name. What he discovers will shake his worldview and change the course of his life.
It’s only available by signing up to my mailing list. See below:
~

Get Fire Starter, plus prequels to two other series: http://davidjnormoyle.com/sent-readers-list/




Author’s Note
Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed this story. Consider leaving a review on your favorite book site. I always love to hear from readers so send an email (david@davidjnormoyle.com) or message me on FACEBOOK if you want to get in contact.
To discover more about me and my books, check out my WEBSITE



COPYRIGHT
FIRE SORCERER
Copyright © 2016 by David J. Normoyle
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.
This book is a work of fiction. Characters, names, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Cover Art © 2016 by Rebecca Frank http://bookcovers.rebeccafrank.design/

First eBook edition: September 2016
Published by David J. Normoyle
www.davidjnormoyle.com

Page 



Table of Contents
Fire Sorcerer
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Further Information
Author’s Note
COPYRIGHT


cover.jpeg
DAVID J. NORMOYLE





images/00004.jpg
Epic Fontesy

Three great series
Three fantastic prequels

Available free and exclusively to fans

81D NoRyoy SIGN UP NOW

Oystopian Fantasy





images/00003.jpg
Epe Fane:
AL Three great series

Three fantastic prequels

and exclusively to fans

Dystapin Fantasy





