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My name is Rune and I recommend not falling in love with your would-be executioner. Of course, I don’t necessarily practice what I preach.

I have to figure out why several orphans have been possessed by elementals and stop shifter criminals who want to destroy the city’s prison before it’s even built. But my worst problem is that Sash, equal parts beautiful and deadly, is immune to my goofy charm and appears determined to carry out her bloody assignment.

I fear I’m going to find out how much loves hurts.

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

Chapter 1

Sunday 13:20

These days the attic room in 102 Fenster Street always felt cold.

I sat hunched over a motherboard, soldering out a processing chip. The larger chips could have hundreds or even thousands of contact points so were difficult to detach. I touched the hot iron to the legs of the chip, and when the hot solder turned liquid, I lifted up a corner of the chip with needlenose pliers. I repeated the process all the way around until it was loose enough that I could pry it free without damaging anything. I threw the chip into a plastic container, then lifted the board up to the light.

I shook my head in disgust. It was uglier than when I’d started working on it two hours ago. I tossed it into a cardboard box under my desk. It fell out, rejected by a box already overflowing with failures. I kicked out, and the board slid across the floor and crashed against a wall with a satisfying crack.

I looked up at the wall over my bed where other motherboards decorated the world. What had I been thinking? I’d considered myself avant-garde cool, creating a new artform. But Alex had been right—I had just been sticking trash on a wall.

I glanced behind at the neon signs on Alex’s side of the room and at the posters and quotes on Jo’s wall. Two months had passed since they’d lived here, and I hadn’t touched any of their stuff.

After the turmoil of the fight at Yarley’s bar, it had been a boring two months. I knew it was a temporary lull. As a sentinel, I was a part of the magical world whether I wanted to be or not. Not to mention that I was due to be on trial for magical crimes.

I turned suddenly, hearing a distant bang. The bang came again, and fine dust trailed down from one corner of the ceiling. I left my room and cautiously descended the stairs, seeking the source of the noise.

In the living room, Tyler stood on a chair, hammering a nail into the wall. Pete stood beside him with a large wooden cross in his hands.

“Have you two discovered religion?” I asked.

Tyler jerked, and his hammer struck a hole in the wall. He twisted his head around and the chair wobbled and he fell. Upon hitting the floor, he scrambled to hide behind the couch. His head poked up. “Dude,” he said when he saw it was me.

“What’s up with him?” I asked Pete.

Pete had also reacted to my arrival. He held the cross in front of his face in a protective gesture. “You can’t creep up on people like that after what just happened,” he said.

“What just happened?” I asked.

“On the news, dude, didn’t you see it?” Pete put down the cross, leaning it against the wall.

“I thought you didn’t watch the news,” I said. “Don’t you consider news channels to be the propaganda machines of our capitalist overlords?”

“This is different. What Mayor Maxwell says changes everything,” Pete said.

Tyler came out from behind the couch.

“You look different,” I said to him. Pete and Tyler had previously looked like two peas in a pod, both with long hair, straggly beards, and both wearing loose clothes meant for comfort rather than style.

Tyler rubbed at his bare chin, his fingers moving hesitantly as if they still found the lack of facial hair alien. “I’m changing my image.” He wasn’t wearing his signature pink dressing gown and purple crocs, instead wearing jeans, a T-shirt and white sneakers.

“You look normal,” I told him. I wasn’t sure it suited him.

“The whole world has been turned upside down, and Tyler starts worrying about stupid shit like whether he has changed his underwear this week,” Pete said.

“When did the whole world turn upside down? And why did no one tell me?” I figured Pete was overreacting to the government doing something he didn’t like.

“Yesterday,” Pete said. “Everyone’s talking about it. You can’t not know, can you?”

Had I talked to anyone recently? I wasn’t sure.

You haven’t talked to anyone since leaving work on Friday, you loser, Jerome thought.

I tugged on the barbed wire necklace around my throat. Thanks for that, I thought back at him. Jerome, the elemental trapped inside my necklace, never missed a chance to insult me.

“I’ll show you.” Tyler sat down on the couch and opened up his laptop. He navigated to YouTube. I leaned down to watch as he searched for ‘Mayor Maxwell supernatural’. The first video that popped up had over a million views and had been uploaded yesterday.

It was difficult for anything to go viral that quickly, but I guessed the mayor revealing the truth about supernatural activity would have an extraordinary effect. Harriet Ashley had told me that shades were coming out of the shadows. I guessed it was starting to happen.

A shiver ran up my spine. “I’m not sure I want to see this.”

“You can’t ignore it.” Tyler clicked on the video and selected the fullscreen option.

Mayor Maxwell appeared on screen, standing at a lectern in front of City Hall. A silver-haired career politician, he shuffled the papers in front of him, a sombre expression on his face, before looking at the camera and speaking. “Citizens of Lusteer, I have some startling news that must be shared with you. This will come as a huge shock to many of you, but I urge you not to panic.”

Idiot, Jerome thought. Saying ‘don’t panic’ is the likeliest way of causing panic.

I glanced at the circular hole in the wall caused by Tyler’s hammer, then at the large wooden cross underneath it. Jerome was probably right.

“Supernatural creatures walk among us,” Mayor Maxwell continued. “They are few in number, but here in Lusteer, we will no longer allow our citizens to remain in the dark about their existence. Most of them look like us, though some have magical abilities and can transform into animal-like creatures. However, and I can’t stress this enough, these supernaturals, or shades as many have taken to calling them, are not evil.”

You hear that, Jerome, I thought, you don’t have to be evil.

Good to know, Jerome thought back. Evil is more fun though.

Mayor Maxwell paused before continuing again. “The city will work with the leaders of these shades as necessary, and we will deal with any that break our laws the same way we would any criminals. We plan to put together brochures to inform and educate everyone about the nature of magic. The scariest part of these shades is that they are unknown. For now, keep calm, and know that we have the situation under control.” The video ended.

“He sounds like he hasn’t met many shades,” I said. “The scary part is what they can do, not that they are unknown.”

“What can they do?” Tyler asked. “Have you met any?”

I didn’t want to get into that. “So.” I nodded at the cross. “You are hanging that up for protection.”

“Not just the cross.” Tyler took two shopping bags from under the coffee table, and he pulled out several cartons of garlic and mushrooms. “We had to scour the city to find garlic, couldn’t find any. Eventually we offered to trade weed for garlic with Shotgun Serge. The idiot agreed.”

I never thought I’d see the day that Pete and Tyler were separated from their weed for a vegetable. The world had truly turned upside down. “I understand the garlic, but why mushrooms?” I asked.

“Dude, garlic and mushrooms go together, everyone knows that,” Tyler said.

Pete nodded in agreement. “Everyone knows that.”

“Are you sure that garlic works? The mayor didn’t even mention vampires.” I had met several shades but never a vampire. And I was pretty sure garlic wouldn’t bother them if they did exist.

“We have to work with what we know,” Tyler said.

Pete grabbed the second plastic bag and fumbled inside until he came out with a DVD boxed set in his hand. “This will be the key.”

I looked at the title. “Buffy the Vampire Slayer. You know that’s fiction?”

“Are you certain?” Pete asked. “Now we know that supernaturals are real, we have to question everything.”

“Buffy and her crew was able to defeat all kinds of monsters,” Tyler said. “We might find the key to survival there.”

“That’s...” I hesitated. I wanted to say it was stupid but the truth was that the Harry Potter story had helped me when I had defeated Yarley two months earlier. Not directly, of course, but it provided a point of reference. At the very least, it couldn’t hurt Pete and Tyler to see monsters being defeated. It might give them more courage. “That’s a good idea,” I told them.

“Do you think it’s true that vampires can’t enter a house unless invited?” Tyler asked.

At that moment, someone knocked loudly on the front door.

Chapter 2

Sunday 14:05

Tyler and Pete turned and stared at each other. Pete’s lips trembled.

“Don’t invite him him,” Tyler said.

“Guys, it’s not a vampire. Just a coincidence,” I said.

“No one knocks at Ten-two,” Pete said.

That was true. The door was always unlocked and our friends knew to walk in and out at will. I moved hesitantly toward the front window.

You are supposed to be a sentinel. Brave guardian of the human race. Jerome gave a mental chuckle. And you jump at shadows like these losers.

Sentinels don’t have to be brave.

Still, instead of creeping to the window to vet whoever it is, I straightened my back, walked out into the hall, and opened the door. Robert Bobbit stood on the doorstep, wearing a flashy Hawaiian shirt, tailored shorts, and sandals.

“It’s okay,” I told Tyler and Pete. “I know this guy.”

A vampire would have been better, Jerome thought. You know what this means.

I did.

“So he’s not one of those supernaturals,” Tyler asked.

“Ah.” I hesitated. Bobbit was a sentinel like me. “He’s not a shade.”

“How does one even know any more?” Pete said. “For all I know Tyler could be a shade.”

“I’m not,” Tyler said.

“That’s exactly what a shade would say,” Pete said.

“How do I know you’re not a shade?” Tyler asked Pete.

“Dude, don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’m not a shade. That’s self-evident,” Pete said.

“It can’t be self-evident,” Tyler said. “By definition.”

I stepped outside, letting the door swing closed behind me. “So. It’s time?”

Bobbit nodded. “Time for your trial.” He walked to the front gate, then turned back when he realized I wasn’t following. “You have no choice.”

“I could run.”

“It’s a bit late for that. And that was never your wisest option.”

If I didn’t come, a sentinel would be sent to kill me. Bobbit was right, though—if running had been my intention I should have already left. “What’s the likely outcome of this trial?” I asked.

“Just come on.” Bobbit led the way to a bright yellow SUV with golf clubs prominently visible in the back.

I slid into the passenger seat and put on my seat-belt. Bobbit put the SUV into drive and pulled out into the street. “How’s the golf going?” I asked. “Did you make the PGA tour yet?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s going to happen.”

“What happened to Jack Nicklaus, Tiger Woods, Rory McIlroy, Robert Bobbit?”

“It was just a dream.”

He was terrible at golf but great at self-delusion. “What’s changed since last we met?”

“I’ve had a good life.”

“Very morbid. It’s my trial we are going to, not yours.”

Bobbit nodded. “Yes, of course. About that, be sure to follow my lead. I know Walker. I can get you out of this.” He glanced across at me, then returned his attention to the road in front of him. “I think.”

That sounded more ominous than I would have liked. “I had hoped this Walker character had forgotten all about me by now. The incident happened two months ago.”

“Walker doesn’t forget. He’s just always busy. I assured him that the situation wasn’t urgent, that the rogue—that’s you—wouldn’t get out of line again. Thankfully you haven’t.”

“Has this happening now got something to do with the announcement Major Maxwell made?”

“Not directly. But the same event has led to them both happening at the same time.”

“What event is that?”

“The possessions at Gorlam’s.”

I jerked forward and grabbed his arm. “At the orphanage?”

My action caused the steering wheel to jerk. “Let go of me,” Bobbit demanded, straightening the path of the SUV once more. “Are you trying to make us crash?”

“Tell me about Gorlam’s. Who has been possessed? Why?”

“I don’t know the details.” He glanced across at me. “Why are you so concerned? The girl you rescued?”

I nodded. “She’s staying there. And her brother too.” They were no longer part of my life, but I couldn’t help fearing for them. Would they have contacted me if they were in danger?

“I should have helped you back then,” Bobbit said. “I’m sorry I didn’t.”

“It’s a bit late now,” I said sharply. Although everything had worked out in the end, it had been close. “What’s changed now? I thought your days of saving people were over. That you had enough of being a hero.”

“I was angry at being forced out of active service by the order. I over-reacted by being totally unhelpful. I regret that now.”

I glanced across at where he stared fixedly out the front windshield. “You mentioned that you might be able to get Walker to go easy on me.” Would Bobbit stick his neck out to help me? I wouldn’t have thought it likely from what I’d known of him before, but he seemed genuinely regretful. “Are you helping me to make amends for not doing anything before when I needed you.”

“Something like that.”

I looked around, getting my bearings. “Where are we going anyway?”

“The airport.”

“Okay. So, no courthouse, lawyers, juries or anything like that at this trial.”

Bobbit didn’t reply, so Jerome decided to provide an answer. Don’t worry, the most important person will be there.

You mean me?

I mean the executioner.

Chapter 3

Sunday 14:55

Bobbit didn’t follow the signs to the airport. He turned off the highway early, following ever-narrowing roads. I began to worry.

“We aren’t skipping the trial and going directly to a shallow grave, are we?” I asked.

Bobbit didn’t reply, and once again Jerome had some input. Maybe you’ve seen too many mobster movies, he thought.

You’re the one who started the executioner stuff.

Don’t worry, you’ll meet the judge first, Jerome thought. Then sentencing, then execution.

This is just one of your theories, right? You don’t know for sure?

Bobbit swerved onto a dirt road, kicking up dust. He didn’t slow, and despite the robust suspension on the SUV, I grabbed hold of the dash to prevent myself from being thrown around in my seat. A wave of noise roared over us, and I leaned forward to get a view of a 747 taking off over to our left. We were still heading to the airport, at least.

Due to the swirling dust, it was only when Bobbit stopped that I saw the chain link fence blocking our way. It was twelve foot high with a twist of barbed wire along the top. Standing in front of the gate were two men wearing black suits and sporting dark sunglasses.

Bobbit lowered his window as the taller of the two approached. “My name is Robert Bobbit. Walker is expecting us.”

The man stuck his head in the window and looked around the interior of the car. “Pop the trunk.”

“We aren’t—” Bobbit began.

“Pop the trunk,” the man repeated, walking around to the back.

Bobbit pressed a button behind the steering wheel. I twisted around in my seat to watch as the suit lifted the back hatch and scanned the trunk.

After a few moments, the hatch was slammed shut, and the other man pulled the gate open. Bobbit drove into the airport, and, in the sideview mirror, I watched the two suits stand side by side watching us depart, before a dust cloud obscured them. Since Bobbit and I were both capable of magic I didn’t see what they was worried about us bringing.

“What were they expecting to find?” I asked.

Bobbit just shrugged.

After a few hundred yards, the dirt track ended, and Bobbit drove back onto tarmac. He directed the SUV toward an isolated building, stopping in front of a sleek white jet.

“Weirdest looking courthouse I’ve ever seen,” I said as we got out.

A woman stood at the top of the steps leading into the plane. “You’re late,” she said. She was a severe looking woman, around forty, with her hair tied up in a bun and the collar of her plain white blouse buttoned tight around her neck.

Bobbit looked at his watch. “I’m on time.”

“Just about. Be earlier in future,” she said. “Well, come on. Hurry up, don’t just stand there.”

She disappeared inside, and Bobbit and I hurried up the steps. “Is that Walker?” I asked. “I assumed he would be a man.”

“Walker’s most definitely a man,” Bobbit said. “That’s Elizabeth Lowndes. She’s second in command. Or at least I think so, they don’t use titles or have a strict hierarchy.”

Lowndes stood by the door, ushering us like an angry stewardess. She immediately shut the door behind us.

“What’s going on?” Bobbit asked. “Why the rush?”

“There is no rush,” Lowndes said. “There’s just efficiency and lack thereof.”

“When I rush something, it usually ends up taking me twice as long,” I said.

She looked past me at Bobbit. “This halfwit is the rogue?”

Bobbit nodded. “Where’s Walker?”

“Perhaps not surprising you couldn’t keep him under control, then.” She shook her head. “As for Walker, he doesn’t answer to you. Take your seat and buckle up.” She opened a door at the front and walked into the cockpit.

“Nice woman,” I said.

“Watch what you say and do,” Bobbit said. “The order will want to know that you are capable of controlling your magic.”

“Isn’t it more important to make sure they know I’m funny. Everyone likes a jokester.”

It was Bobbit’s turn to look at me like I was a halfwit. “You realize how serious this is, don’t you?”

I clapped Bobbit on the shoulder and gave him a wink. “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”

A man approached up the aisle, a wide grin on his face. “Dashel, you old dog. How are you?”

Bobbit stepped forward, matching the other man’s smile. “Holliday! No one’s killed you yet?” The two men embraced.

“I’m still kicking,” Holliday said. “I enjoy disappointing my enemies.”

“That’s a lot of people to disappoint,” Bobbit said.

Holliday grinned. “The list continues to grow.”

The plane jerked forward, and we all stumbled. “We better strap in,” Holliday said. He led the way back toward a group of four seats and sat down beside a young woman. When she looked up, I stumbled again and this time, it wasn’t due to the movement of the plane. With black hair and milk-white skin, she was absolutely stunning.

Act cool, I said to myself.

If you have to say that to yourself, you most definitely are not acting cool, Jerome thought. Snap your jaw shut and sit down.

I stepped in front of Bobbit, taking the inside seat opposite the young woman. I had just finished strapping in when the plane jerked forward, beginning to taxi toward the runway.

Elizabeth Lowndes moved swiftly down the aisle, and the young woman stood, putting out an arm to stop her progress. “What’s going on? I thought I was supposed to get out here.”

“The plane will be back,” Lowndes said. “You can help us deal with Dashel and his halfwit first.” She continued on, disappearing through a door at the back.

“What’s back there?” I asked.

“Executive lounge,” Holliday said. “There has to be a way to separate those traveling in exclusive class to those traveling in super-duper exclusive class. It’s a crucial part of private jet design.”

The plane started accelerating and I leaned back in the seat.

Holliday was watching me. “Nervous flier?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.” I had never been on a plane before. In all the excitement, I hadn’t had a chance to figure out if I was okay with being hurled into the sky in a thin metal shell, trusting in science to protect me.

Statistics are on your side, Jerome thought. You are one million times more likely to be killed by Walker than by a plane crash.

You’re super helpful as always, Jerome.

You won’t be much good as a guardian of the human race if you can’t sit on a plane seat without pissing yourself, he thought.

“How come you called Robert Bobbit Dashel?” I asked Holliday. He wasn’t a big man, but he had the square chest and big biceps of someone who pumped iron. He had small eyes, a high forehead and sparse pale hair, but his most noticeable feature was his friendly smile.

Holliday looked across at Bobbit. “How do you like your new name, old friend? Bob Bobbit has a good ring to it, doesn’t it?”

“Holliday, you bastard. You are responsible for that.” Bobbit shook his head. “I might have known.”

Holliday turned to me. “I’ve known Dashel a long time. How long did we fight together in the jungles of Peru? Over a year, at least, wasn’t it?”

Bobbit nodded. “Closer to two.”

“When he retired from active service, he needed a new name,” Holliday said. “I made sure it was something he’d hate. A subtle nudge to bring him back.”

“Retirement was forced upon me,” Bobbit objected. Then he grinned. “You clearly know me too well. I despise that name.”

“What’s with the one word names,” I asked. “Holliday. Walker. Is Cher and Madonna around here somewhere?”

“My full name is Gary Holliday. Gary was the dweeb who got beaten up in gym class. Holliday is the feared sentinel. I believe in redefining ourselves when we get older.”

“Speaking of names.” I stretched my hand out toward the young woman. “We haven’t been introduced. My name is Rune.”

“This lovely young woman is Sash Huff,” Holliday supplied.

Sash shot Holliday a glare, then turned her attention back to me. “Rune the rogue,” she said.

“If I’m a rogue, I didn’t mean to be one,” I told Sash. “Actually, I’d like to retire from being a sentinel.” The less involved I was in the magical world, the better it would be for me and everyone who knew me. I didn’t like the idea of being controlled by this shadowy order.

“Are you going to retire as a supreme court judge as well?” Sash asked.

“Huh?”

“You aren’t a sentinel yet. So you can’t retire from being one.”

“Pretty sure I am.” I put my left hand in front of me, and curled my fingers around an imaginary hilt and summoned my firesword. Or, at least, I tried to. Nothing happened.

Idiot, Jerome said. Are you seriously trying to summon fire on a plane? You could do with more fear.

Bobbit slapped my hand down, clearly thinking the same as Jerome.

“You aren’t a sentinel yet, you are a rogue,” Sash said. “Sometimes rogues are capable of joining the order. More often, they are unable to control themselves. Especially those with fire powers.”

“What happens to those who can’t control themselves?” Trying to summon my firesword had been a bad idea.

“They go to a happy place where you eat muffins all day and play on rainbow slides,” Sash said.

“I consider sarcasm to be the lowest form of humor.”

“I’m delighted you shared your opinion with me on that.”

More sarcasm. Perhaps she wasn’t as attractive as I had first thought. “Surely being a sentinel is about having the powers of one. And joining this order should be voluntary.”

“Sentinels are dangerous,” Bobbit said. “I explained this to you.”

When sentinels used their magic, they caused a rift to form into Brimstone, allowing elementals to cross into our world. This had only recently become a problem, and it had something to do with a powerful elemental called Uro. Luckily, sentinels could still summon a unique weapon, a multani, without invoking our magic. “Just because a sentinel isn’t part of the order doesn’t mean he has to be dangerous.”

Holliday shook his head. “It’s too risky to be allowed.”

Arguing further wasn’t going to do my cause any good. I had to convince them that I was a pliable young sentinel who had just made a few mistakes out of ignorance, not someone who opposed their idea of order. “How come I can’t form my multani in this plane?” At a glare from Bobbit, I continued, “Not that I tried.”

“The plane is made from titanium,” Holliday said. “The metal forms a shield to Brimstone.”

“Titanium, that’s it? You don’t need four inches of lead or anything?”

You are thinking of radiation, Jerome informed me.

Sash suddenly nodded to my necklace. “What’s with your pet smoke elemental?”

I twisted the barbed wire necklace around my throat. “How do you know?”

“Sash is one of those rare sentinels who is also a sensitive. She can detect elementals and shades,” Holliday said. “Are you sure though? I’ve never heard of a physical object that can hold an elemental.”

Sash leaned forward and touched the necklace. I held my breath. She smelled really nice. Perhaps I could forgive her the sarcasm. “I didn’t know it was possible either,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Well, if you could take it off my hands, I’d be happy to let you,” I said. “The elemental inside it tried to possess me.”

“Why do you keep it?” Sash asked.

“The necklace was magically locked in place,” I said. “A poisoned gift.”

“We might be able to do something about it.” Sash turned to Holliday. “What do you think?”

He shrugged. “Possibly. How badly do you want rid of it?”

I hesitated. “What would happen to the elemental?”

“If we prepared everything correctly, we’ll be able to destroy it as we removed the necklace,” Sash said. “Make sure it doesn’t get the chance to cause any more damage.”

You’ve gone quiet, Jerome, I thought No wise cracks?

He didn’t respond.

“I guess we can’t do anything while inside the titanium shielding of the plane,” I said. “Maybe later.” With a beep, the seat-belt sign went off. I unbuckled my belt and looked out the window. The plane was above a carpet of thick white clouds. As it turned out, I wasn’t afraid of flying, which was good to know.

When I got tired of looking out the window and turned my attention back to my fellow passengers, Bobbit and Holliday were talking to each other and Sash was reading on a tablet, studiously not looking at me.

I leaned back in my seat, allowing my thoughts to drift. Although I had plenty of upcoming problems, it wasn’t worry about myself that was on the forefront of my mind, it was worry about Alex and Jo. Were they still in Gorlam’s? What had Bobbit meant when he’d said possessions had taken place in the orphanage?

Chapter 4

Sunday, 17:35

From the landscape below, with turquoise lagoons and lush forest pressed close to the ocean, I guessed we were landing in Florida. After a sharp descent, the wheels touched down on the runway smoothly.

Holliday unbuckled his seat-belt and stretched out his arms. Elizabeth Lowndes emerged from the executive lounge and hurried up the aisle, knocking on the door to the cockpit. The door opened, and she disappeared inside. A short time later the plane came to a stop.

“Where next?” I thought about what I knew about Florida. “The everglades to meet some alligators.”

Holliday chuckled. “Are you ready to fight alligators?”

“I think he’s ready,” Sash said. “He’ll make stupid jokes until they beg for mercy.”

“How do you know me so well when we’ve only just met?” She shook her head, stood up and moved to the front of the plane. “How does she know me so well?” I asked Bobbit.

“Remember what I told you,” Bobbit said. “Prove you can be trusted with your power.”

“Give me a hand here,” Lowndes said to Sash, and they twisted the handle on the door and pulled it open. I looked out the window and saw that steps had already been put in place under the door.

I followed Holliday and Bobbit as we all exited the plane. Just as I stepped on the tarmac, a black stretch limo pulled up. Lowndes looked at her watch and nodded in satisfaction.

The black door opened and a tall, wide shouldered man stepped out. The aura of power he projected instantly told me he was Walker. He wore a black suit with an electric blue tie. He was handsome and well groomed with blonde wavy hair.

He stretched out his hand toward Bobbit. “Dashel, good to see you again.”

Bobbit shook his hand. “And you, sir.”

“Walker. Is that a first name or second name?” I asked. “Or a nickname. Aragorn was also called Strider.” I knew I was expected to keep quiet and deferential until the great Walker decided to notice me, but I just didn’t have it in me. If I was going to go down, it would be as myself.

“What’s he talking about?” Walker asked.

“He likes to talk nonsense,” Holliday said.

“I thought you liked my nonsense,” I complained.

Walker looked at Bobbit. “You told me he had potential.”

“He is powerful,” Bobbit said. “Don’t let his playground humor fool you.”

“Playground humor? Et tu, Bobbit.” Walker's arrival signaled the end of all joking, it seemed. “I’m willing to accept pity laughs,” I offered.

Maybe you could ask it as a last request, Jerome suggested. A steak dinner, a pity laugh, a quick end, and an alligator funeral.

Walker surveyed the airport, raising his hand to shade his eyes as he scanned toward the sinking sun. The area we were in was deserted. “Let us begin.” Walker stepped toward me, raising his right hand in front of him. A large silver shield formed in his hand. “You are called here before the order to answer charges of endangering the human race by of negligently using magic.”

I stepped back from Walker’s shield, but I couldn’t go far. Elizabeth Lowndes took up station behind me, and Holliday and Sash stood to either side of me, weapons appearing in their hands. Sash held a double bladed staff and Holliday a giant warhammer.

I raised my hands, ready to summon my firesword, but Bobbit slapped them down.

Behind me, a black disk spun at the end of a chain in Elizabeth Lowndes’s right hand. I had known each sentinel had a signature multani, but I still hadn’t expected such a diverse range of weapons.

“I’d like to know about the appeal process,” I said. “I intend to bring up that my defender is dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and is really bad at golf.”

“Enough with the jokes.” Walker’s voice was like the crack of thunder. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

His shield reflected light from the sun, suddenly dazzling. I took a half step further back, though that only made me aware of how close Lowndes was behind me with that spinning black disk. I swallowed, suddenly with nothing to say.

“He didn’t know what he was doing,” Bobbit said.

“I’ve read his file,” Walker said. “He first used his magic a year ago, causing a fire that killed two people.”

“He has used his magic rarely since, but he never understood the true consequences of his actions. He didn’t know about the order. Only after his fight with the shade Yarley did he learn that using his magic allowed elementals to cross from Brimstone.”

That wasn’t true. Bobbit had warned me I couldn’t use my magic without risking serious consequences. “I had no choice,” I said. “Yarley set the building on fire. It was the only way to save... an innocent.”

Walker ignored me. “Dashel, you were ordered several times to get the rogue under control before that happened.”

“You retired me,” Bobbit said. “I haven’t been much on taking orders since then.”

“So you just allowed this happen.” Walker turned toward Sash. “I understand you sensed the rift this rogue created.”

“The fire elemental that passed through was gigantic. The boy definitely has power. Perhaps too much.”

“I can control it,” I said.

“Will he be useful to you in Lusteer?” Walker asked Sash.

She made a face. “Somewhat, I guess. He attended Gorlam’s, which is where this other rogue is operating from. He may know the local shades.”

“What do you think?” Walker looked over my shoulder at Elizabeth Lowndes.

“We’ve had a lot of trouble from fire sentinels, and he’s already proved he can’t be trusted by what he did,” Lowndes said. “What we’ve seen from him today has only added to that impression.

Walker looked across at Holliday.

“Having a bit of personality is a good thing in my mind,” Holliday said. “Now that he knows the consequences, he deserves a chance to prove himself. A war is coming, and we’ll need warriors.”

“Soldiers, not warriors,” Lowndes said.

Walker nodded in agreement. “He must prove that he can control himself.” He turned his full attention on me. “Are you understanding us?” His eyes were sky blue and startlingly bright.

I felt myself wilting under Walker’s stare—it compelled obedience—but my rebellious instinct won out, and my reply was less than deferential. “I get it. Spouting off with magic brings the big bad elementals. I won’t do it anymore.”

Walker grunted. “It’s against my better instincts, but I’m prepared to go easy on you. Are you prepared to receive sentencing?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“I sentence you to summary execution,” Walker said.

I waited for him to chuckle. “Wait, how is that—” I looked at the others, seeking the punchline.

“Let me finish.” Walker cut me off. “You talk too much. Execution is delayed for a probationary period. During that time, any use of your magic—multani excepted—and probation is rescinded, and a sentinel will be tasked with your execution.

I opened my mouth to reply, but Walker didn’t give me a chance to say anything. “Learn when to shut up. Now. Leave the circle.”

This time, I did as I was told, moving past Sash and her double bladed staff. I didn’t realize how much tension had coiled in my body until I was a few paces away from the four sentinels and their circle of execution.

Bobbit moved to follow me, but Sash lowered her staff to block him.

“Now we must deal with you, Dashel,” Walker said. “What do you have to say for yourself.”

“I haven’t used any magic since you told me I couldn’t.” Bobbit gaze lowered his gaze toward the ground, and he spoke in a low mumble.

“And yet you have disobeyed orders,” Walker said. “And as a result, this young rogue was allowed to run riot.”

“Wait, no,” I said, suddenly realizing I wasn’t the only one on trial. “It wasn’t like that.”

“What do you say?” Walker looked at Sash.

“I think he didn’t understand what we required of him when he left active service. Like the boy, he deserves a second chance.”

Walker nodded and looked over Bobbit’s shoulder at Elizabeth Lowndes and her spinning black disk.

“Dashel couldn’t control his magic, and thus was no longer useful to us as an active sentinel,” she said. “He failed to prove useful.”

Walker turned toward Holliday. “And your verdict?”

“I agree with Elizabeth,” Holliday said. “Although Dashel hasn’t used his magic, there’s always a risk he will. If he isn’t useful to us, then he’s a liability.”

“What are you saying?” I asked Holliday. “I thought you were his friend.”

“I am his friend. But we all have to think about the greater good.”

“You bastard.” I ran at him. Sash stepped toward me, her staff flashing, and I went flying backward, slamming down on the tarmac.

“You are correct,” Walker said. “The fate of humanity lies in the balance, and we can’t allow emotions to cloud our judgment.”

I sat up. “It’s our emotions that make us human, you fools.”

“We thank you for your fine service, Dashel, and we regret what has to be done here today. You are hereby sentenced to immediate execution.” Walker lifted his shield above his head.

“No!” I jumped to my feet, my fireswords appearing in my hands. “You can’t do this.”

“Wait,” Bobbit said. “Allow me to die as a warrior with a weapon in my hand. You owe me that much.”

I charged forward, and Sash stepped in front of me. I slashed both fireswords down at her left hand side and attempted to slip past her. She forcefully blocked my strikes with her staff and sidestepped to keep herself between Bobbit and me.

“We owe you nothing,” Walker said. “I have already thanked you for your service. That’s as much as you have a right to expect.”

“Please,” Bobbit said.

“As you wish. It will still be quick.” Walker nodded at Lowndes and Holliday who stepped back to give Bobbit space. “But you may summon your multani.”

Walker pulled his shield back, then slammed it forward. Bobbit’s fiery halberd appeared just in time. Bobbit blocked the blow, but was forced backward.

The way Walker wielded his shield, it wasn’t a defensive weapon at all. It was the height of a short man, giving long reach, and the sides of it flared down to a point at the bottom that was as sharp as any sword. Walker’s big frame promised a degree of strength, but from the way Bobbit almost crumpled from blocking a single strike, the true power coiled within Walker’s body was immense.

I redoubled my efforts to get around Sash, but Sash’s staff whirled, and she blocked all my efforts without giving an inch.

Walker’s shield crashed downward once more. Bobbit raised his weapon in two hands, his knees buckling as the heavy shield struck his halberd. The instant contact took place, Walker twisted the shield around, so he could attack with the other edge while keeping Bobbit’s weapon out of the way. Walker then swiped across Bobbit’s right wrist, cutting his hand clean off.

The speed of the maneuver was terrifying. Bobbit screamed in pain, blood spurting from his right wrist. He didn’t give up, though, wielding his halberd awkwardly in his left hand as he backed away to give himself space. Walker moved forward inexorably. His shield’s next strike slapped Bobbit’s multani out of the way, then Walker’s backswing took Bobbit in the temple, knocking him to the ground. Bobbit lay on the ground, stunned, his halberd still in his left hand, but lying uselessly on the ground. Walker raised his shield once more.

“Thank you,” Bobbit whispered. Then Walker’s thrust the point of his shield through Bobbit’s chest. Bobbit shuddered once, then his left hand opened and his halberd faded to nothing.

Sash stepped aside, letting me run past. I let my fireswords disappear and knelt down at Bobbit’s side. His Hawaiian shirt was changing from orange to red as blood leaked from the giant gash in his chest. Blood trickled from his right wrist, pooling by his side. Bobbit’s eyes were open, staring sightlessly into the sky.

I looked up at Walker. “You murdering bastard.”

Walker blue eyes flashed as he raised his shield. “Your probation can be revoked immediately. Is that what you want?”

Remember, Jerome thought. Bobbit lied to protect you and died as a result. Don’t throw away that gift.

Walker’s silver shield caught the sunlight, dazzling me. I raised my arm, protecting my eyes from the light. “I was wrong to react as I did,” I said, almost choking on the words.

“Are you capable to learning to control your emotions as well as your magic?” Walker paused, his shield still ready to strike. My life lay poised in the balance—even if I could summon my fireswords in time, I had just seen how long Bobbit, a much more experienced fighter than I, had survived against the sentinel leader.

“I can control my magic and my emotions,” I said.

Walker’s chest rose and fell as he exhaled several long breathes. He lowered his shield, then caused it to disappear. He nodded to Holliday and Lowndes, and their weapons also vanished, and they followed him to the stretch limo.

Walker opened the door and let Holliday and Lowndes enter ahead of him. He addressed Sash. “Teach him what he needs to know. He either learns quickly or he dies.”

Chapter 5

Sunday 18:15

I couldn’t sit still. I unbuckled my seat-belt and stood up, pacing to the cockpit door and back again. My legs trembled and I put my palm against an overhead locker and tried to gather my thoughts. My legs trembled.

“Sit back down,” Sash said. “We are about to take off.”

The plane jerked forward and I slid sideways, grabbing a seat back to stop myself from falling. “Okay, okay.” I retook the seat opposite Sash and buckled in.

I looked back outside. The limo had driven off, leaving Bobbit’s body splayed out on the tarmac. “Are they just going to leave him there?” His hand lay a few paces from the body.

“It’ll be cleaned up,” Sash said.

The plane turned and my view of the body was lost. “Cleaned up.” I shuddered.

“What’s wrong with you?” Sash asked.

“You have to ask me? I just watched a man be murdered.”

“You’ve seen death before. You even killed, right?”

“They were shades, enemies. And I was protecting a friend. Robert Bobbit was...” I hesitated. What was he? Not exactly a friend. I hadn’t even liked him. “He was on our side.”

“Our power has become a dangerous one,” Sash said. “Every sentinel is a risk, an opportunity for shades to cross over from Brimstone. At the same time, we are the only defense against the shades. Walker and the order must weigh up the risk of keeping a sentinel alive against the reward of having him to fight in the battle to come.”

“He was told he could retire. Was that a lie?”

“More of an experiment,” Sash said. “He was unable to fight without drawing his magic and creating dangerous rifts to Brimstone, so he was retired from active service. The order thought he still could be useful.”

“So suggesting I wanted to retire was not a good idea on my part.”

Sash shook her head. “You must fight or... You must fight.”

“Fight or die.” I remembered my happiness when I’d first found out I could do magic. That hadn’t lasted long, and the more I learned, the more I realized how much of a curse my magic truly was. I either had to obey this Walker like a good little boy or be killed. “I’ve never learned to be a good little boy.” A succession of foster parent and orphanage workers had learned that.

“Huh.”

“You spoke up for Bobbit. Why, if you believe all this?”

“I’m just explaining why it happened. Personally, I thought he deserved one more chance.” She shrugged. “He died with his multani in hand. That’s all a sentinel can hope for. Or should hope for.”

“He died fighting friends, not enemies.”

“The designation between enemies and friends is not always as clear,” Sash said. “He must have suspected that Walker wouldn’t have been happy with him. Perhaps deep down Dashel knew what was going to happen and didn’t care.”

I thought about him hitting golf balls on the range and talking about the PGA tour. He must have known that was never going to happen. “Perhaps.” He had been strangely fatalistic on the way over.

The plane accelerated, yanking me back in my seat. Through the window, I watched the greenery blur past. My stomach lurched as the plane lifted up, then quickly settled. After only two takeoffs I already felt like an experienced traveler. The cars and houses below gradually shrunk away. Flying was such an incredible thing, yet it didn’t take long to become commonplace. Just like so many things in the magical world. “What did Walker want you to teach me?” I asked, turning back to Sash.

“The core beliefs of the order.”

“Which are?”

“Sentinels have a true and noble purpose. We are here on earth to hold back the forces of Brimstone. We must put our personal wants and needs below that.”

“So, as Holliday said, we must serve the greater good even if it means throwing a friend under the bus.”

“Pretty much.”

“Where’s the core belief that we have to lick Walker’s backside?”

“That belief isn’t core, it’s a rim belief.”

Was that an ass joke? Sash didn’t smile, so I decided to ignore it. “Walker told me that I can’t use magic. What if I have to use magic for the greater good.”

“You aren’t trusted to make that designation. You’ll have to wait until you are accepted into the order.” She paused, then continued in a lower voice. “If that ever happens.”

The way she said that last caused a chill to pass through me. “How do you rate my chances?”

“Low, I’m afraid.”

I didn’t want to hear that. “Honesty isn’t always the best policy, you know,” I told her. “You are saying you expect to have to execute me?”

Sash nodded. “You aren’t going to fall apart on me, are you?”

“No, of course not. Why would you think that?”

“Your friend just died. You are under a death sentence. And from what I’ve read about you, you are emotional and volatile.”

“Being emotional doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

“That isn’t the mindset that will get you accepted into the order.”

“We all have to be logical and act in the greater good, is that it? Like robots?”

“No, not like robots.”

I pulled off my seat-belt and stood. I leaned my upper body forward stiffly from the waist and made jerking motions with my forearms. “Rune is bad sentinel robot.”

“What are you doing?”

I tilted my head to the side and opened my eyes wide. “Being cute and funny?”

She groaned. “I’m going to sleep.” She twisted her body to the side and leaned her cheek against clasped hands, then closed her eyes.

“I was checking you for emotions,” I said. “You passed, by the way. Zero emotion. Walker would be proud.”

Her head shook slightly, but she didn’t open her eyes or respond.

Your charm wins them over every time, Jerome thought.

It’s a gift and a curse, I thought back.

Chapter 6

Sunday 20:35

By the time we were making our final approach, I had forgiven Sash for telling me she’d probably have to execute me. It wasn’t anything she said—she had slept most of the way. It was just that her sleeping face was adorable. It was impossible to stay mad at a face like that.

The plane touched down on the runway with a bump, and Sash woke up.

“You are real pretty,” I told her.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Wrong with me? Lots of things probably. What in particular are you referring to?”

“Why would you blurt out something like that? We have to work together.”

“I don’t know. That’s just what I was thinking.”

“Only simpletons say everything that’s on their mind. Haven’t you learned to filter yet?”

“Still. It’s out there now.”

She sighed. “Working with you is now going to be weird on top of everything else.”

“Call me crazy, but I find the openly expressed intention to execute more likely to create weirdness than openly expressed admiration.”

The plane came to a stop, and Sash stood and opened an overhead locker. She took out a bag and threw it over her shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

“Wait. Aren’t we supposed to be working together? I still haven’t been told what’s happened in Gorlam’s.”

“We can start tomorrow.”

“Where are you planning on staying?” I asked. “I have a spare bed at my place. Two actually.”

“Is that how you work? Call a girl pretty, then invite her back to your place?”

“I’m still refining my system,” I told her.

She gave a head shake that was already becoming familiar to me. A what-kind-of-idiot-are-they-making-me-work-with shake.

Tell her that you have no system, that you’re still a loser virgin, Jerome thought.

I’m not a virgin.

Jerome mentally chuckled. You can’t fool me, I’m inside your head.

Why didn’t I get rid of you when Sash and Holliday offered?

Because you are too emotional? Haven’t you been following along?

I clenched my fists and resisted the urge to demand that Sash rid me of the necklace as fast as possible. Jerome was worse than me at running his mouth. Well, maybe not worse—I’d almost provoked Walker into killing me only a few hours earlier—but he was bad.

Sash had already moved down the aisle to where the pilot was opening the door. She exited and I hurried after her.

A black car was waiting, and Sash climbed in the back. I hurried down the steps after her. “Wait!” The car started forward. I ran after it and slapped it on the trunk. “Wait.”

The car stopped and a window descended. I leaned down. “You can’t just leave me here.”

“This is your city.” Sash was leaning back in the plush interior of the car. “I’m sure you can get home by yourself.”

“I’m in the airport, and I don’t have a passport or ticket. I can’t leave through the regular channels.”

“Okay, fine.” She pressed a button and with a click, the door unlocked. She shifted across to the other side, and I climbed in beside her. A partition separated the back from the front. The car accelerated smoothly.

I looked out the back window toward the jet. “Where’s Bobbit’s SUV?” From what I could tell, we had disembarked at roughly the same place we had embarked.

“It’s been taken care of.”

“Just like his body was taken care of?” I asked sharply.

Sash looked away.

I still wasn’t doing a good job of showing I could control my emotions.

The car slowed a fraction, then turned onto the dirt track, and the ride got bumpier. A short time later, the car rumbled to a stop. Its headlamps illuminated the chain link fence with two men in suits standing in front, the same two who had stopped us on the way in. This time, they didn’t search the car. One talked into a radio, then they pulled the gate open.

“Could you tell me more about what’s going on in Gorlam’s? I have friends there.”

“I told you that we’d start tomorrow,” Sash said.

“I have work tomorrow.”

“Go to work. I’ll be in contact.” When the car reached the end of the dirt track, Sash tapped on the partition, and the driver pulled in.

“Why are we stopping here?”

Sash nodded toward the door.

“I live on Fenster Street.”

“I’m sure the first taxi driver you hail will be happy to know that.”

“Seriously? Here?” Even during the day, this wasn’t a busy road.

“See you tomorrow.”

I pulled the handle to open the door and stepped out. “Here?” I repeated, smiling because I was almost certain that she was joking.

Sash leaned across and pulled the door closed. The car drove off, disappearing into the darkness. I waited for her to return.

It didn’t happen.

She likes you, Jerome thought.

You think? Playing hard to get?

You are such a fool.

Chapter 7

Monday 09:35

When I walked into reception at Transkey, I wasn’t surprised to find Findley waiting for me.

I had been reluctant to come into work, more interested in finding out what was going on in Gorlam’s, and when Findley had rung me before nine, I’d switched off my phone. But with no way to contact Sash, I had nothing better to do so had reluctantly gone in.

I raised my hand before Findley could say anything. “I know I’m late. Save the lecture.”

He rushed over to me. “They want you in there.”

“Who wants me where?” I put a hand on Findley’s shoulder. “You look frantic. Calm down.”

Findley shook my hand away. “Follow me. Quick.” He rubbed the crown of his head as he walked down the corridor.

“You know what you need?” I told him. “To rub baby oil on your head. Make that dome shine. Own your baldness.” The tufts of red hair on the back and sides of Findley’s head served to make him look more bald rather than less.

“I don’t have time for your jokes.” Findley continued rubbing his head, his short legs moving rapidly. Findley's small size and comic appearance meant he would have made a great circus performer. I considered telling him that but restrained myself. He had no sense of humor and might have taken it the wrong way.

Findley opened the door to a meeting room. “He’s here,” he announced.

I followed him in, then stopped dead, upon seeing... no, it couldn’t be. What was the mayor of Lusteer doing in a Transkey meeting room waiting for me? But it was him, Mayor Maxwell, the man who’d proclaimed the existence of supernaturals in front of the world that weekend.

It took a moment for my eyes to focus beyond the mayor and take in the other occupants. When I did so, I grabbed the nearest chair and plumped myself down on it. Also in the room were Sash, Harriet Ashley, and Alex. I averted my gaze from Alex—I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since I’d admitted that I was responsible for his parents death.

Then I noticed that the mayor was holding out his hand for me to shake. I jerked back to my feet, and grabbed his hand in both of mine, and I shook it vigorously. “Sorry, Mr Mayor, sir. Very brave what you did in front of the cameras. Speaking out like you did. Can’t have been easy.”

When the mayor was able to retrieve his hand back from me, he addressed Harriet Ashley. “This is the person we have been waiting for?”

He looked me up and down, his expression making me very aware that everyone was dressed in business-wear except me. I wore my usual black T-shirt, black jeans, leather jacket. All of Findley’s objections had never made me embarrassed about my clothes, but that one look from the mayor did.

“What am I doing here?” I asked. “Actually what is everyone doing here?” My head hurt trying to figure out what was going on. Why would Alex, Harriet, Sash, Findley, the mayor, and I all be together in a crummy meeting room in Transkey on a Monday morning?

Harriet Ashley was CEO of Transkey, but she was also the leader of the Whites, a crime gang now overrun with shades. Mayor Maxwell may have just publicly acknowledged the existence of shades, but it was still a leap to see him working with Harriet. Sash had just arrived in the city; how would she even know any of these people? Alex should have been in school. It made up a jigsaw puzzle which didn’t fit together.

“Should we get started?” Harriet asked.

Mayor Maxwell started to sit, then raised his wrist to check his watch. “I have another meeting at ten. Do you need me for anything urgent?”

“No, but your input—” Findley began.

“Check with my office later then.” The mayor immediately left, and Findley turned to glare at me.

Like it was my fault—I didn’t even know what was going on. I sat down at a seat next to Sash and whispered to her, “How come you didn’t tell me about this yesterday evening?”

“I didn’t realize you needed to reason to be on time for work. I thought that would be automatic,” she whispered back.

Harriet waited impatiently for us to stop speaking. “Can we finally get started? We don’t need the mayor’s direct involvement, he has already given his broad approval.”

“I agree.” Findley took a seat beside Harriet.

“We’ll just discuss initial requirements today, make sure everyone knows their roles,” Harriet said. “We can go into further detail later in the week.”

“Make sure everyone is on the same page,” Findley agreed.

“Same page? I’m not even in the same library,” I said. “Will someone tell me what’s going on?”

“We are building a prison,” Findley said.

“In case you are confused, a library is for holding books and a prison is for holding criminals,” Sash told me.

“A prison?” That created more questions than it answered. “Why a prison? Why us?”

“In light of recent developments, the mayor has authorized the building of a new prison here in Lusteer,” Harriet said.

“Why Transkey?” The company was diverse in its operations, but it certainly didn’t specialize in construction, and prison construction seemed a further step in specialization.

“Transkey has a track record in delivery of quality projects on time,” Findley said.

Findley had a track record at corporate bullshit. Why Transkey wasn’t the most important question, though; it was Why a prison? When Harriet had referenced recent events, she must have meant the mayor’s announcement. “This isn’t an ordinary prison, is it?”

“No, of course not,” Harriet said. “It’s a prison designed to hold shades.” 

I remembered Walker’s jet. “Titanium shielding?”

“Of course. And other precautions,” Harriet said.

“Why would you be part of this?” I asked her. “You are...” I didn’t know that she was a shade, but she was involved with them. “Wouldn’t those in your less legitimate operations be the first to be thrown into this prison?”

She gave me a cold look. “All of my operations that straddle the border of law, are being phased out. I have always believed in shades coming out of the shadows. Part of that is the shades accepting they don’t have to hide, and part of it is educating the rest of the population not to fear the unknown.”

“Acceptance and education are nice and all, but what has that to do with a prison?” I asked. If I was educating people about shades based on my experience, I would be teaching them fear.

“A healthy society requires the criminal elements to be controlled,” Harriet said. “The public will fear them less when they realize that criminal shades are locked up in the same way that ordinary criminals are. That’s why having a prison inside Lusteer City is important as a public reminder that the authorities remain in control of the situation.”

“I guess the shades also might be less likely to be criminals if they fear imprisonment,” I said. Though I wouldn’t bet on that happening. Their ability gave them power over others. “Might.”

“That reminds me of a crucial point,” Harriet said. “The early stages of this project requires the utmost secrecy. Some shades will undoubtedly feel threatened by the building of this prison. Once the titanium shielding and full security are in place, it will hopefully be impregnable. However, in the early stages, the prison will be extremely vulnerable to sabotage.”

“Anyone in particular you are worried about?” I asked. I had killed Yarley, but I knew his protege, Heff, had taken over the Reds.

“If no one knows about it, then we don’t have to worry about anyone,” Alex answered for Harriet. “Listen. We aren’t making any progress. Perhaps we should meet again tomorrow when everyone is up to speed.”

Harriet nodded. “You are probably right. Let’s just review our individual assignments and get back together when things are more clear.”

“Wait. Let’s just establish our roles first,” I said. Things were beginning to make sense. The mayor had commissioned a prison to keep the shades under control, and Transkey was to build it. I wasn’t surprised that the sentinel order would be happy to help with imprisoning shades, which explained Sash. I still couldn’t figure out why Transkey was chosen and what Alex was doing here.

“Findley is going to lead the new division of Transkey that will build the prison,” Harriet said. “Ms. Huff will be in charge of security for the operation. Rune, you will be assisting Ms. Huff with security while also being in charge of I.T.”

“I’m not qualified for that.” Setting up the I.T. infrastructure for the prison was a huge step up from what I was presently doing.

“I’m sure you are up to the task,” Harriet said. “Findley has told me glowing things about your performance.”

I glanced across at Findley, who looked as shocked as I felt. “What about Alex?” I asked. “What’s his role?”

“He’ll be Findley’s executive assistant for this project,” Harriet said.

“You’re kidding, right?” I looked across at Alex. Despite a shiny black suit and a black pencil tie, his youth was undeniable. He looked like a kid dressed up in his father’s clothes. Alex stared at me challengingly and I averted my gaze.

“Alex has worked closely with me over the last six months, really impressing me with his workrate and talent,” Harriet said.

“But he’s only—”

“I know I’m only nineteen,” Alex said smoothly. “But I will work twice as hard to make up for my lack of experience.”

“Did you say nineteen?” He was fifteen. No, that wasn’t right. I had missed a birthday; he was sixteen.

“Yes, nineteen,” Alex said. “I don’t see that as an obstacle. You are only twenty, right?”

He had me there. I was eighteen, but my faked documentation listed me as twenty. I wasn’t the only one who could fake my age.

Harriet stood up. “Let’s get to work then. Findley and Rune’s new roles within the company will start immediately, and I’ll get onto HR to do the paperwork for hiring Alex Collier and Sash Huff as contractors.”

Findley was first to his feet, opening the door for Harriet. Alex followed after them, but I grabbed his wrist to stop him. “We have to talk.”

“Let go of me,” Alex growled.

I had stopped my scooter in front of Gorlam’s dozens of times in the last two months, but had never been brave enough to go inside and talk to Alex or Jo. “If we are going to work together, we’ll have to talk. I have never had a chance to explain.”

“Ten months of living in the same room, and you didn’t once get a chance, right?” Alex said. “I don’t want to hear it. I’ve heard enough lies from you to last a lifetime. The only thing I want to hear from you is the specifications for the servers we’ll need for the prison.”

Alex shook off my hand and walked out. I turned around to see Sash watching me. “Problem?” she asked.

“No problem.” Since the sentinel order had clearly been keeping tabs on me—Walker mentioned a file he’d read—she probably knew already about my relationship with Alex. “What about Gorlam’s,” I asked. “I thought you were mainly here because of what’s happening there?” Alex’s presence here surely meant that he and Jo hadn’t been caught up in whatever was going on. That was good news at least.

“We’ll go there after you are finished here,” Sash said. “I’ll collect you outside at seven.”

“Seven? That’s two hours after work.”

“The only thing I learned this morning was that you have a lot of catching up to do on your work.”

Chapter 8

Monday 19:40

By the time that Sash finally pulled up outside Transkey, I’d already considered leaving half a dozen times. She drove up in a white two-seater Porsche Boxster with the top down, and the brakes screeched as she shuddered to a stop in front of me.

Strands of her black hair had been blown over the headrest. Her skin shone translucent white in the streetlights. My stomach gave a lurch as I was reminded how attractive I found her.

“Get in,” she said.

“You’re late.”

“I’m here now. You coming or not?”

I opened the door and slid in. It was a tight squeeze. “What’s with the toy car?” I asked.

“Is that jealousy I hear?” She revved the accelerator a few times, then released the clutch. The wheels spun, and the Porsche sprang forward.

I grabbed hold of the sides of the seat. “Give me a chance to put on my seat-belt!” I shouted.

She grinned. “We’re sentinels!” she shouted back.

It was true that we’d likely heal from a car crash, but still. “I just flew for the first time in a plane yesterday. I don’t want to experiment in flying without it just yet.”

Sash pointed at her ears to indicate she couldn’t hear, then shifted gear, accelerated and overtook the car in front of us.

“You drive stick!” I shouted. “Nice! Where did you get it?” She breezed into Lusteer and a day later was in meetings with the mayor and driving around in a Porsche.

“A rental!” she shouted, downshifting and weaving into the left lane, then back two lanes to overtake several cars on the inside. Sash had been humorless more often than not since we’d met, but there was no sign of that now. Her vitality was infectious, and I grinned at her, running my hand through my windswept hair. It was almost as fun as riding a motorcycle, not that I had much experience of that. Riding a scooter was up there with traveling via bus in terms of raw enjoyment.

I stopped trying to have a conversation, instead just enjoying the feeling of acceleration, the roar of rushing air in my ears, and the envious glances of the passersby. They probably assume Sash is my girlfriend, I thought, and perhaps even that I own the Porsche.

No one thinks that, Jerome thought. Even in the dark, they can all read the words "loser virgin" printed across your forehead.

I ignored him, unwilling to let Jerome ruin my mood. When Sash started down the driveway into Gorlam’s, though, my smile didn’t last long. The orphanage always had a depressing effect on me, and now that Alex and Jo had returned there, the guilt of what I had done to them only added to that effect.

The headlamps of the Porsche lit up sections of the large gray building as Sash turned into the parking lot. When she shut off the engine and the lights went out, Gorlam’s returned to being a hulking mass of looming darkness. The lack of engine noise created an oppressive silence. The grounds of Gorlam’s weren’t that extensive, but they were big enough to isolate the place, reducing the city noise to a distant buzz.

Sash put one hand on the top of the door, one hand on the back of her seat and somersaulted out of her seat, landing beside the car.

Beelzebub. “What was that about?”

“You know,” she said. “Sentinel stuff.”

I guessed I should be experimenting with my abilities too. Extraordinary speed and reflexes had helped me in the fight with Yarley, but since then I hadn’t used those abilities. When Alex and Jo had left me, I had turned against the idea of using sentinel powers. However, my situation had changed dramatically in the last two days. Walker and the order had made it clear that I had to fight, so I needed to figure out what I was capable of.

Mimicking what Sash had done, I put one hand on the side of the door and one hand on the back of the seat. I pulled my knees back so they wouldn’t catch on the front of the car, then sprang upward with my feet.

My legs flew higher and faster than I expected. I pushed upward with my hands, struggling to rotate my body. I just about managed to get my feet to touch the ground, but as I did so, my face smashed against the side of the car, knocking me backward.

I slammed on the tarmac, the back of my head hitting the ground hard. Everything went black. When I managed to refocus, Sash stood over me, holding out her hand. “Stop messing around,” she said. “We have work to do.”

I groaned, rubbing the back of my head, then I let her help me up. “That was tougher than it looked. You must have practiced.”

“I trust in my ability.”

“Which of us would win if we ever had to fight?” I asked.

“I’d totally kick your ass,” Sash said. “Don’t think that because you are a man, you’d have any advantages. One of the best things about sentinel powers is that it evens out the strength and speed advantage men normally have. And I’m more experienced than you. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“I don’t know about that.” I remembered how easily she had held me off when I’d tried to help Bobbit, and I failed to come up with any good arguments in support of my prowess. So instead I changed tack. “I guess it doesn’t really matter. Sentinels shouldn’t be fighting each other. We are on the same side.” When she had talked about killing me on the plane ride, she had to be joking. I just wanted some confirmation of that.

Sash snorted. “You saw what happened to your friend Bobbit.”

“He wasn’t my friend,” I said, then immediately felt bad. I hadn’t even liked Bobbit, but he had protected me, and perhaps lost his life as a result. “I should have done more to save him.”

Sash led the across the parking lot toward Gorlam’s. “Plus, we are presently pursuing a rogue sentinel. When we find him, we will have to kill him. Because sentinels are more dangerous than shades, the order must hold us to a higher standard.” She glanced across at me. “And you know you are under a stay of execution. If you can’t keep your magic under control, I will fulfill my duties.”

My grin faltered. “No reason we can’t be friends in the meantime. Or friendly at least.”

“Of course. I just don’t want you to be deceived about the state of affairs. Holiday was genuinely good friends with Dashel. But ultimately...”

“The greater good,” I said.

“The greater good,” she repeated.

The concept was being drilled into me by the order, but no one was clearly defining it. Why did I get the feeling I was going to get on the wrong end of a bad interpretation before long?

I know why, Jerome said. It’s because you are ruled by your emotions.

Thanks.

It wasn’t a compliment, Jerome thought. You are ruled by your emotions the way six year old girls are.

Oh, so you were insulting me? I’m surprised. That’s a new one from you, I thought.

What were you saying about sarcasm earlier? Lowest form of wit, right? Jerome thought. Oh, and Sash will so kick your ass when you have to fight her.

What do you mean ‘when’?

Actions guided by emotions, remember. Six year old girls. Sheesh. Keep up.

Chapter 9

Monday 20:15

“What’s keeping you now?” Sash was standing at main entrance to Gorlam’s, pressing the buzzer.

I had fallen behind while I’d had a mental conversation with Jerome. “I’m still a big disoriented. My face and a car had a disagreement not so long ago.” I joined Sash. Despite my years there, I had rarely entered or left through the main door. It was a big, heavy door. The large metal knocker had the face of a gargoyle. Most welcoming to children.

An old man with white stringy hair opened the door. He wore a tattered brown suit. “Can I help you?”

“Sash Huff,” Sash said. “I believe Director Wells is expecting me.”

The old man opened the door wide to allow us in.

“And I’m Rune Russell,” I told him. “And you are?”

“Ger Travis.” He offered his hand, and I shook it. “I don’t understand why you are involved. Shouldn’t the police be taking care of the investigation?”

“Lead us to Director Wells’s office, please,” Sash said.

Travis shrugged then turned to lead the way, with Sash a half-step behind. I hesitated, then hurried to catch up with Travis and fell in step alongside him, wanting to question him. I still had no idea what had happened.

“Given the circumstances, you can understand why the police aren’t qualified to handle this,” I said to Travis.

Travis glanced across at me. “So you guys are, what, like private investigators except for supernaturals. What did Mayor Maxwell call them? Shades, right?”

“That’s us,” I said. “Shade Investigators. Not PIs but SIs. So what can you tell me about what happened?”

“To my mind, those children just seem to have gone crazy. Especially that first girl. But I don’t know anything about magic. It’s a whole new world, isn’t it?”

“You said it, brother. A crazy new world.”

“When you get to as old as me, you think you’ve seen everything. I sure didn’t see this coming. They say these shades can transform into beasts.”

“You’re not as old as all that. You don’t look a day over fifty.” He looked seventy, but it was always good to underestimate.

Travis chuckled. “I’ve got underpants that are fifty years old.”

“Eww,” Sash said from behind us.

Travis stopped outside the office of the orphanage director. This was a door I was much more familiar with, having been sent to the director numerous times, and usually left waiting outside for a long time before being summoned inside for a reprimand. “I’ll see if he’s ready for you.” Travis knocked on the door, then stepped inside, leaving the door ajar.

“Why are you flirting with the janitor,” Sash whispered to me.

“Why do you ask? Are you jealous?” I asked.

Travis returned. “I’m the facilities manager, not the janitor.” He held the door open. “Go right in.” Once we were inside, he shut the door with a slight slam, then fading footsteps came from the hallway as he walked away.

Director Wells stood to greet us. Both his body and face were long and thin, making him look elongated, like a normal person through a carnival mirrors. “Sash Huff and ...” He shook Sash’s hand.

“Rune,” I said. “Rune Russell.”

He shook my hand, then folded his long limbs back onto his chair. “I’m Director Wells. Have a seat, both of you.” He gestured at two chairs in front of him. “This has all been most upsetting for everyone.”

I scanned the office, noting differences from the last time I had been here, looking for clues to the new director’s personality. Several ancient-looking maps hung on the walls, one of which was centered in Mesopotamia. On one windowsill sat a white crystalline rock mounted on a wooden base.

“I’d prefer to get straight to work.” Sash didn’t move to sit. “Can you take me directly to the patients?”

The director’s arm hung in mid-air for a moment, still indicating where he wanted us to sit. He blinked several times, as if trying to process what Sash had said, then he bobbed his head. “Of course, as you wish. I’ve been told to give you every assistance.”

“And would you give me every assistance if you hadn’t been told,” Sash asked.

“Of course.” He blinked rapidly again as if reconsidering. “Though I guess it would depend on your authority. We couldn’t let everyone who wanted to roam around the orphanage.” He chuckled. “Especially not now.” He stood, his thin frame towering over us.

“You ever play basketball?” I asked.

“No, no.” He led the way out of his office. “No coordination, you know. Never been good at sports.”

“What are you good at instead?” I asked.

“Oh, you know.” He waved his hand vaguely and didn’t reply, leading the way down the corridor. He wasn’t much of a conversationalist, so I fell behind to walk alongside Sash.

“Does Director Wells seem like he has something to hide to you?” Sash asked me, speaking loud enough that it was obvious she wanted to be heard. The director stiffened but didn’t turn.

I shrugged. I had been just thinking how nervous he was, but I didn’t understand why Sash had said what he had. Perhaps she wanted to see his response to accusation without making one directly.

I quickly figured out where we going. I had taken this route from the director’s office to the solitary cells a number of times. The corridors felt quieter than they should, for I expected to hear distant whispering from the orphan’s bedrooms. The dim florescent lighting didn’t fully banish the darkness.

Approaching the partition to the solitary cells, I noticed something else was different. The surface of the wall in front of me had a metallic sheen, reflecting the light dully.

At the door, Wells took a fist of keys from his pocket and began to sort through them. I reached forward and ran my fingers along the thin metal plates that had been riveted to the wall. “Titanium plating?” I asked.

“Yes. We didn’t know what to do at first until we were put in contact with your organization.” Wells chose a key and inserted it into the door. “It has worked, improved the situation. We don’t get fires any more.” He pushed open the door, then guided us though. He ducked underneath the lintel, following behind us. The door was also plated with titanium.

The light in this part of the corridor flickered fitfully on and off. Once the director had locked the door again, he used his tall frame to reach up and tap the florescent tube. The light turned solidly on.

Halfway down the corridor, a chair had been placed against the wall and a woman sat on it. She stood and I recognized the long purple-red hair. It was Florence.

Florence hurried over, gave me a brief half-hug, then stepped back. “Rune. Good to see you again. I’m sorry I didn’t visit since, well, since, you know.”

“Since you took Alex and Jo off me,” I said.

“You agreed it was for the best,” Florence said defensively.

“I didn’t mean it as an accusation.” Except I kind of did.

“I couldn’t have known,” Florence said.

“And you are?” Sash interrupted us.

“Sorry, I’m Florence Lynn. I’m a social worker here at Gorlam’s. Are you the investigator? We have been at our wits end here. We don’t know what to do.”

A thump came from the inside the nearest cell, and I moved toward the door, a shiver running through me as I placed my palm against it. Usually Gorlam’s only had one orphan in solitary at any one time, and this was the first choice. I had only spent barely a couple of weeks total inside that cell over the course of many years, but it felt like I’d spent half a lifetime inside it. Time had a way of stretching out in solitary.

Wells leaned over my shoulder to pull back the slot on the door. A shadow from inside dashed straight at me, and I jerked away. Two arms emerged through the slot grabbing for my face. I stumbled further backward and careened off Sash. The body at the end of the arms thumped hard against the door.

I took a deep breath, swaying away from the arms, which continued to wave in front of my face, fingers clawing for me. Sash gave me a small shove as a complaint for banging into her.

The arms were withdrawn, and a face appeared at the slot. She was a girl of about fourteen with wild black hair. She bared her teeth. “I will be free, and then you will all pay for keeping me locked up. Fire can’t be contained. It will be unleashed. I will be unleashed. Then you’ll all be sorry.”

My gaze was drawn to her eyes. She had black eyes just like Jo had when she’d been possessed. My mouth felt dry.

Director Wells leaned forward and snapped the slot closed.

“She’s been possessed by a fire elemental,” I said. I had started to suspect what I was going to find, but only now had confirmation.

“Can you cure her?” Florence asked.

Sash shook her head. “We aren’t here to help them. We have come to find out who is responsible and make sure it doesn’t keep happening.”

“What do we do about them? We can’t just keep them here,” Florence said. “It breaks my heart to watch them get worse and worse.”

“There are others?” I moved to the next door and leaned back as I opened the slot. When no one hurtled toward me, I hesitantly leaned forward to look inside. The sheets, blanket and pillow had been thrown off the bed. A figure lay huddled in the fetal position on the bare mattress. As he became aware of me watching him, he twisted his neck to look at me, a blank expression on his face. He was a boy of about eleven with a buzz cut. After a moment of looking at me, he curled his head back against his chest, returning to the fetal position. His eyes weren't black, so he wasn't in the midst of elemental possession. As I considered what the boy was going through, a horrible feeling sunk into the pit of my stomach.

I shut the slot, moving down to the next door. “What are their names?” I asked.

“The girl is Katie Jones,” Wells said. “The boy is Dennis Whitaker.”

“How many are there?” I asked, pausing at the third.

“Rune, stop,” Florence said. “There’s something I have to te—”

I opened the slot. I gasped. No, it couldn’t be. Not again. Inside the third cell, two girls sat on the bed opposite each other.

One of them was Jo.

Chapter 10

Monday 20:50

I thumped my fists against the door. Florence grabbed my upper arm. “Rune, calm down.”

I threw her hand off. “What’s going on? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“Rune, Jo’s okay,” Florence said. “She hasn’t been possessed.”

“She hasn’t? What do you mean? Why is she in there if she hasn’t?”

“Rune, deep breaths,” Florence said. “Jo is fine.”

I wanted to scream, but I got myself under control. “She’s not possessed?”

“No. Her friend is. And she’s just visiting. Comforting her.”

I looked inside the room again. Jo didn’t seem glad to see me, which wasn’t surprising considering the circumstances upon which we last parted. The other girl had disappeared. I frowned, craning my neck to check all corners. I didn’t figure out where she had gone until I spotted the twitching of a limb under the bed.

“Visiting?” Wells asked. “It isn’t visiting hours. This is highly irregular.”

“What about this situation is regular?” Florence said. “There shouldn’t be any visiting in solitary, but these children didn’t do anything to deserve to be here. We have to comfort them while we still can.”

“Can I go in?” I nodded toward the door.

“Of course not,” Wells said. “It’s dangerous.”

“Then why is Jo in there?” I asked.

“Young Ally hasn’t shown herself to be dangerous yet,” Florence said. “And Jo insisted.”

“Are we taking orders from the orphans now?” Wells asked.

“Open the door then,” I said.

Wells blinked rapidly, his mouth opening and closing like a fish as he composed his thoughts. “I can’t allow—”

“I thought you were glad we were here to investigate,” I said. “Now you are going to stand in our way.”

“It’s not about—” Wells started.

“Good. Then open the door.”

Wells sighed, then took out his fist of keys and started sorting through them.

“I have a key.” Florence stepped in front of Wells and unlocked and opened the door. I stepped inside and she locked the door behind me.

Sash’s face appeared in the slot. “I’m going to get Wells to show me the titanium shielding, make sure there’s enough in place. I’ll leave the social worker to let you out. Meet me back in Wells’s office.”

I nodded, then turned toward Jo, who hadn’t moved since I’d first seen her. “So,” I said.

“So,” she agreed.

“How have you been?”

“Pretty shitty,” she said. “You?”

“Can’t complain.”

“Really? Tyler told me that you have been moping around in the attic the whole time.”

“When were you talking to Tyler?” I asked.

“We keep in contact,” she said.

An uncomfortable silence descended. I wanted to talk about what I had done, but the words keep getting stuck in my throat.

“Can you cure Ally?” Jo asked. “Like you did me?”

I bent down to get a better look at her under the bed, but all I saw was a jumble of limbs as Ally scrambled into the corner. “No. I don’t think I can.” I certainly couldn’t do anything inside the titanium shielding. And Sash had made it clear that she wasn’t going to stand for me using my magic, risking allowing more elementals to pass into the human world.

“Why not?” Jo asked.

There was another reason. “When I drew the elemental from you, I gave it to someone else. The policeman. I can’t do that to someone else.” Expelling the elemental without having somewhere to put it was even more dangerous.

“Did he deserve it? The policeman?” Jo asked.

“No one deserves that. I made a decision and have to live with it.” I hadn’t thought much about what I had done to Duffy, always shying away from the memory. When I had first expelled a fire elemental, resulting in the mansion fire that led to the death of Jo’s parents, I hadn’t known what I was doing. Sending those elementals into Duffy had been deliberate.

“Like how you have to live with what you did to Mom and Dad?” Jo’s voice cracked.

My knees felt weak. “May I sit?” I asked. Jo squirmed further down the bed, and I sat beside her. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“I would imagine so.”

“You got my email?”

“I read it. Very brave of you to send an email,” Jo said.

“It was the only way I could explain it. Even now, no words will come. All I can say is that I’m sorry for what I did. And I’m sorry I didn’t admit what I did earlier.

“Alex said everything that happened in those ten months living with you turned into a lie,” Jo said.

I shook my head. I felt tears gathering behind my eyes, but I didn’t let them fall. “Only one thing was a lie. Everything else was real. More real than anything else I have ever known.”

“You did save me. That has to be worth something,” Jo said. “And I understand you didn’t deliberately harm my parents. But after everything else. How you kept it from us. Alex is right that the time we spent with you has become tainted. Like a reverse version of rose-tinted glasses.”

“Maybe one day you’ll be able to forgive me.”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not a no.” I smiled. Though I’d only met them a year earlier, Alex and Jo had become the only family I’d ever known. Just the possibility that the two of them, or even just Jo, could one day forgive me felt wonderful. “It’s more than I deserve.” I reached across to touch Jo’s hand. She pulled away, and I let my hand fall to the bed, my smile disappearing as fast as it had arrived. “Tell me about your friend under the bed?”

“She’s shy,” Jo said. “Stand up so I can try something.”

I stood and Jo did the same. She pulled the bed away from the wall, then sat again. “Does Faustino want to come out and talk a bit?” she asked.

“Faustino?” I asked.

“Hush,” she said to me, then addressed the crack between the bed and wall. “This guy here wants to talk with Faustino. He thinks he might be able to help with his problems.”

A blue sock puppet with an orange nose crept up by the wall, raising its head above the level of the bed.

“You expect me to talk to the puppet?” Jo wasn’t kidding about the girl being shy.

Jo glared at me, then addressed the sock puppet. “How’s Faustino feeling?” Jo asked.

The puppet’s head bowed low.

“Sad,” Jo said. “Anything else?”

The puppet trembled.

“Scared too. I understand. That’s why we want to talk. This man here understands what you are going through.”

“Jo, I’m not talking to a bloody puppet.”

“It’s not a puppet, it’s Faustino,” Jo said. “And mind your language.”

I leaned forward. The only part of Ally I could see was of her forearm, pale and thing, with blue veins visible. No words came to mind. “What do you want me to say?”

“She’s got a strange creature inside her, and she’s scared. I talked to her about what I went through. Only a few can understand.”

Not everyone is lucky enough to have an elemental as pleasant as me, Jerome thought.

You are just pretending to be nice so I feel sorry for you, I thought back. Then when I let my guard down, you’ll try to possess me again.

You are a really untrusting fellow, you know that, Jerome thought.

I notice you didn’t deny it. I sat down on the bed. “Hi, Faustino.”

The puppet bobbed its head.

I took a deep breath. What did Jo expect me to say? She had said that I was one of the few who knew what the girl was going through, and it was true that Jerome had banished me to a gray nothingness and took control of my body for a time. It was a horrible prospect that I feared more than death. To have someone else controlling my body while I was trapped and powerless... I shivered. However, despite what he had done, later that day I had called a truce with Jerome. I wouldn’t have been able to save Jo without him.

Damn right, Jerome thought.

Ally couldn’t live with her elemental the way I lived with Jerome—she didn’t have a necklace that contained it. However, shades talked about themselves being a combination between human and elemental, not fully one or the other.

“Faustino,” I said. “I can understand how scary this must be for you. Something dark and strange and alien is inside you, and that’s terrifying. The creature is angry and wild, fighting and clawing. It’s young and all it knows is battle. You must resist, but also try to reach an accommodation. Communicate with it. Think of it this way: Faustino and Ally share the same body, yet they can get along fine, perhaps even help each other. Do you see?”

The puppet head disappeared. I glanced across at Jo, unsure of how to take that.

“I’m willing to bet that this creature inside you is also scared,” I continued. “It just responds in a different way to you. It lashes out while you curl into a shell.” Ally wouldn’t have to be in Gorlam’s for long to have experienced orphans who lashed out in anger. “Do you understand?” I asked the empty wall.

The blue puppet head poked its head up once more, bobbed its head yes, then sank back down.

“I guess she understands,” I said.

“I guess.” Jo scowled. “Is that all the help you can give?”

I thought I had done well. “What more do you expect?”

“I guess that’s it, then.” Jo turned to the door and shouted. “Florence.”

The lock clicked, and the door opened. Florence held the door open, and I walked outside. We both turned and waited for Jo.

“Can you give me another ten minutes with Ally, Florence?” Jo asked. “The nights are the worst. She could use a bit more company.”

Florence shook her head. “I’ll see about letting you in tomorrow morning.”

Jo patted the bed. “You hear that, Ally, I’ll be back early in the morning. Try to sleep some. Think about what Rune told you.” Jo walked past Florence and me, then continued down the corridor without stopping.

Florence shut Ally’s door, then bent to lock it.

“I’ll be back in a second,” I told her, then hurried after Jo. The partition door between the solitary cells and the rest of the orphanage was open. “Wait. Jo, wait.”

Jo turned down another corridor without slowing. I had to break into a run to catch her. I grabbed her arm. “Jo, what did I do wrong?”

She finally stopped. “Ally is my friend, and I’ve barely slept since this happened to her.”

“You wanted me to help her understand what was going on inside. I tried.”

“That was well done, for what it was,” Jo said, “but it wasn’t what I wanted you to say to her.”

“It wasn’t?”

“I expected you to promise that you’d figure out how to save her. That’s what you said to me when I was possessed. Even when things were darkest, I always knew you’d come for me.”

“I told you why I can’t do what I did last time.”

“I figured if you just got to know the girl a little. I don’t think it’ll be easy. But you can work out a way, right? At least try?”

“That’s why you wanted me to talk to Ally. It wasn’t just so I could comfort her. You wanted me to get to know her.” The order wanted me to think about the greater good, and not be swayed by emotions. Jo was looking for the opposite.

“You can’t just let this happen, Rune. You can’t.”

“I don’t have a choice.” Sash or one of Walker’s other sentinels would execute me if I used my magic. But I didn’t tell Jo that because it felt like a cowardly excuse. “I’m sorry.”

“If not you, perhaps someone you know can help her,” Jo suggested.

“Perhaps.” Not Sash anyway. She had already said she hadn’t come to cure those already possessed. “I better get back.”

Jo nodded. “Just think about it, Rune. Think about what those three children are going through. I’m in Room 217 if you need my help.” She left me, and I returned the way I had come.

The metal plated partition door had been closed again, and Florence was facing away from me, leaning her forehead against the door. She body was tense and still. Her purple-red hair flowed down behind her, curling into ringlets, the longest strands almost reaching the point where her back met the curve of her backside.

You’re just terrible, Jerome thought.

What?

It’s not enough that you are drooling over Sash. You’d think you’d have enough to distract you between Bobbit’s death, your own sentence of execution, and orphans being possessed. But no, you stand here gawking at Florence.

I can feel more than one emotion at once.

Admiring a woman’s backside isn’t an emotion, you dufus, Jerome thought. And I doubt deep emotions are possible when your thoughts get diverted every six seconds.

Stop exaggerating.

I coughed to get Florence’s attention. “Strange place to sleep.”

Florence jerked. “I wasn’t...” She turned around. “I just allowed my eyes to close for an instant.”

“You must be exhausted.”

“You must think I’m a terrible person, Rune, for what I did. Taking Alex and Jo away from you.”

“Not at all. As I told you at the time, I understand. You did what was best for them.”

“I truly thought that at the time. I know an orphanage isn’t an ideal place to raise a child, but at least we can keep them safe.” She placed her palm on the door. “We could keep them safe.”

“What’s been happening?” I asked her. “Gorlam’s has always sucked a big one, but this.”

“It’s terrible. Seeing what’s happening to these children and being powerless to do anything.”

“How long has this been going on?” I asked.

“Katie was the first. Fourteen, fifteen days ago. At first we thought she was just acting out. Katie had always been wild. Then ten days ago, something similar happened to Dennis. He was a quiet boy; he couldn’t have been more different from Katie. The first fire we thought was an accident, or deliberately caused by Katie. When Dennis’s bed also went up in flames...” Florence shook her head. “Director Wells made some calls, and we moved Dennis and Katie to solitary, and workmen arrived to put in the metal shielding. That stopped the fires, but the children continue to worsen, especially Katie. Two days ago, the same thing happened to Ally. When will it end?”

“How come you are still keeping orphans here?” I asked.

“Most are gone. We have been frantically arranging foster homes and transfers to other orphanages. But we can’t just throw the kids out on the streets.”

“Jo is still here, but Alex isn’t, is that right?”

“No, both of them are still here. Alex pushed for them to be allowed to leave, promising that he could care for them both. I told him that I’d have their pictures sent directly to the police if he escaped, so they’d be picked up as runaways. Now, of course, I wish I just let then leave.”

“I met Alex out and about this morning.”

Florence made a face. “I’m not sure how he does it, but he’s figured out a way to come and leave as he pleases. I told him yesterday that I’d turn a blind eye if he escaped, and he says he is perfectly happy to stay here now, I think just to spite me. And Jo won’t leave Ally.” She touched my arm. “Let’s return to Wells’s office.” We started back down the corridor. “He told me that specialists were arriving to take care of the situation. You and that girl? You two are the specialists?”

I shrugged. “We have certain skills.”

Florence blinked. “Jo told me something of what happened to her. I wasn’t sure how much to believe. But after what I’ve seen in the last two weeks, and, of course, Mayor Maxwell’s announcements, the world looks very different. You are a kind of a good shade, right?”

“Kind of.” The image of Bobbit’s body lying on the runway floated into my mind.

“And you won’t be able to cure them? That’s what the girl with you said.”

“Our main job is to find whoever did this and make sure no one else is possessed. Do you have any idea who it could be?”

“I should have thought more about who it could be, but all my energy has been focused on dealing with the fallout, putting out the fires.”

“Who has keys to get around everywhere?” I asked. “Director Wells, I guess. Travis, the facilities manager. Are there others?”

“Quite a few others,” Florence said. “Most of the social workers, teachers, and cleaners. And Doctor Kressan, of course.” We came to Director Wells’s office door. Florence knocked, then turned the handle and pushed it open.

Inside, Director Well sat behind his desk, and Sash sat opposite, her legs crossed. I noticed how her jeans hugged her thighs, but I dismissed that thought before Jerome could comment. Off to the side, a woman I didn’t recognize leaned against a bookcase. She was middle aged, wore large circular glasses, had frizzy brown hair and looked like she’d slept in her clothes.

I leaned close to Florence, brought my hand up to my mouth to shield it from the others, then mouthed “Doctor Kressan”. Florence glanced at the woman with glasses and nodded.

I took the chair beside Sash and only then picked up on the tension in the room. Wells seemed positively scared.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s ridiculous,” Wells said. “She can’t honestly expect us to agree.”

“You’ll agree,” Sash said. “Unless you have something to hide, of course.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“She wants us to...” Director Wells paused. “Well, it’s just not going to happen, and that’s that.”

“In the middle ages, witches were thrown into the river, bound,” Doctor Kressan said. “If they drowned, they were proved innocent. If they didn’t, then they were executed for being witches.”

“Let me get this clear. We’re talking about medieval torture practice of some sort.”

“They are exaggerating,” Sash said. “No one will die from a little cut.”

“Why does anyone have to get cut?” Florence asked.

“We’ll have to do you as well,” Sash said to Florence. “I hope you don’t faint at the sight of blood.”

“Blood doesn’t bother me,” Doctor Kressan said. “I’ll go first.” She unbuttoned the sleeve of her blouse, baring her right forearm, then put it on the desk in front of Sash.

Sash picked a silver letter opener from Wells’s desk.

“Wait,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m Doctor Kressan, by the way.” The doctor lifted her bare arm from the desk—before Sash could cut her—and offered me her hand. I shook it. “Would you allow me to examine you?” she asked.

“Examine me for what? Do I look sick?”

Sick in the head, Jerome thought.

“I’m not looking for sickness, but what has made you different,” Doctor Kressan said. “I’ve just been introduced to this new world. Shades, sentinels, magic. Fascinating stuff. Shades come from an elemental invading a human host, while sentinels are simply born as normal, and their powers manifest themselves when they get older. But the sentinel powers must come from Brimstone, so how are shades and sentinels related? I’m trying to understand how this all works. I have taken samples from Katie, Dennis, and Ally, and if I could just have some data from a sentinel to compare, that would help me a lot.”

I frowned. “What do you expect to find? This is magic, not science.”

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” Doctor Kressan said. “I think it was a scientist who said that.”

“It was a science fiction novelist,” Director Wells interrupted. “Arthur C. Clarke.”

“Whoever said it, I don’t see how it applies.” I still hadn’t figured out how all this was going to lead to Sash wanting to cut people with a letter opener.

“Don’t you see?” Doctor Kressen’s forefinger jabbed the air as made her point. “The corollary must also be true. Magic can also be explainable by sufficiently advanced science.”

“So you think you can analyze all this and understand it?” I asked. Perhaps Doctor Kressan could come up with a scientific way to exorcise the elementals from the orphans.

“I’m not sure our science is advanced or not,” she said. “But we have to try. I’ve been researching the properties of titanium, trying to figure out what about it allows it to shield us from Brimstone. And where in time and space does Brimstone exist? There’s the multiverse theory. Is it something to do with that, or do we need to go deeper?”

“Dammit, Jim, I’m a doctor, not a scientist,” I said.

“Huh.” Doctor Kressan frowned.

“Just a phrase that came to mind.” Although I quoted the famous Star Trek line, I’d been thinking the opposite.

“We don’t have to blurt out every phrase that comes to mind, do we?” Director Wells asked.

“We don’t have to talk in plural either, now do we?” While Kressan might not have seemed much like a doctor, Wells had the same prissy demeanor of every orphanage director I’d been in front of.

“Can we get on with this?” Sash asked.

“Right,” Kressan lowered her arm bare arm to the desk.

Before I had a chance to react, Sash touched the point of the letter opener against the soft skin on the underside of Kressan’s arm and made a small cut.

Blood welled up, dripping down her arm and onto Wells’s desk.

“You’re getting blood everywhere.” Wells stood up and shuffled back toward the window.

“I’ll get towels.” Florence dashed outside.

“What are you—?” I stopped my question, understanding. Sentinels healed rapidly from wounds caused by normal weapons. Sash was testing for the rogue sentinel.

Director Wells paced back and forth behind his desk. “I won’t allow this to happen to my person. You can’t make me. You don’t have the right.”

Doctor Kressan was crouched over, watching with fascination as the blood continued to flow down her arm, pooling on Wells’s walnut desk. Sash twirled the letter opener between her fingers, keeping an eye on the wound.

Florence returned with a pile of white towels, dropped all of them except one in the corner, then used that one to wrap up Kressan’s arm.

“Don’t mind her arm, clean the blood off my desk.” Director Wells said.

Florence used on corner of the towel to mop the pooling blood.

“Your turn, Director. Once you prove you have nothing to hide, this will go much easier.”

Wells sat down again and held out his arm. “Get it over with.”

“Unbutton the sleeve of your shirt, Director.” Sash lifted the letter opener.

“You can’t use that again,” Florence objected, pointing out the blood on the blade. “It’ll have to be sterilized.”

Director Wells reached down with one hand and pulled a bottle of whiskey from his bottom drawer and slammed it down on the desk. He then unbuttoned the sleeve of his shirt and rolled it up his forearm.

“Sash, this isn’t right,” I said.

“The sooner we get this solved, the less people the rogue can hurt,” she replied

As in agreement, a tremble ran down Director Wells’s arm. He clenched his eyes shut tighter. Sash untwisted the cap of the whiskey bottle and poured some whiskey into the cap. She swirled the tip of the letter opener in the whiskey. “Happy?” Sash asked Florence.

“Not in the slightest,” Florence said.

I glanced over at Kressan. Surely as the doctor, she should be the one objecting to using unsterilized letter openers to cut people open. But Kressan was leaning forward, a look of anticipation in her eyes, as if hoping to see magic in action for the first time.

Sash grabbed hold of Wells’s wrist with her free hand. Wells flinched at that contact but held himself still as Sash made an inch long cut lengthwise along his upper arm.

“Just get it over with,” Wells said.

“It’s already done.”

Wells opened his eyes, then slapped his hand over the wound. He didn’t care as much about the blood getting on the desk when it was his own hand that was cut.

Sash reached for the towel around Doctor Kressan’s arm and unwrapped it. She touched the skin around the cut, and fresh blood trickled from the cut. Sash nodded, satisfied, and rewrapped the towel around Kressan’s arm.

“Your turn.” Sash turned to Florence.

“I can vouch for her,” I said. “I know her, and Florence is definitely not a sentinel.”

“As a sensitive, I can only detect elementals and shades. Have you got a power I don’t know about?” Sash asked me. “An ability to detect sentinels?”

“No.”

“Then your vouch is worthless,” Sash said.

“It’s not happening.” Florence straightened her back.

Sash stood up. “Is that so?”

“If you chose to overpower me, I may not be able to stop you, but if you want my blood you’ll have to take, I’m not giving it voluntarily.” Florence thrust her face forward.

“Why is that?” Sash wasn’t backing down either. The noses of the two women were separated by only a fingerwidth of crackling air. “Do you have something to hide?”

I stepped closer to the two women, but didn’t dare get between them. Was I supposed to protect Florence? Or stand by Sash?

“I’ll submit to a proper medical procedure,” Florence said. “Not this butchery with a letter opener.”

For several long seconds, no one in the room took a breath. Finally, Sash turned toward Wells. “Enough time has passed. Show me.” She nodded down at his arm.

Wells reluctantly lifted his hand off his forearm. Fresh blood spilled down, splattering across several documents, startlingly red against the white of the paper. The cut had clearly not healed.

Sash gave a nod. “We’ll test everyone else tomorrow.” She stared at Florence once more. “To be continued. Come on, Rune.”

I hesitated as Sash walked out. Doctor Wells clutched his forearm again, glaring at the blood on his desk. Doctor Kressan stared into space, lost in her own world, the towel around her arm reddening. Florence glared at me, directing her anger my way.

“I’ll talk to her,” I said to Florence, hurrying out the door after Sash.

I fell into step alongside her. “Are you seriously going to keep cutting people like that? It can’t be the right way to go about this.”

We came to a junction and Sash stopped. “Which way?”

I directed her to the left. “The main entrance is this way. About the cutting?”

“Are you squeamish about blood like Wells?”

“No. It’s just that... I mean, it doesn’t even prove anything. Even if Doctor Kressan or Director Wells isn't our rogue sentinel, they might be in league with one.”

“I realize that,” Sash said. “But this is the best place to start. Look at it this way: If you are running a murder investigation and you find the DNA of a killer, and have a list of suspects, then the first thing to do is to try and match the DNA to the suspects. We are looking for a sentinel and have a way to test for sentinels, so...”

It did make sense when she put it like that. “I guess.”

“I wasn’t looking for your permission,” she said. “Did you notice that all three of the children have been possessed by fire elementals?”

“Does that mean we are looking for a rogue fire sentinel?”

“Once a rift is created by a sentinel, then fire and smoke elementals have an equal chance of coming through from Brimstone. It doesn’t matter whether the rift was created by a fire or smoke sentinel.”

“So if it was random, what’s the chance that all three happened to be fire elementals? It has to be a hundred to one. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“Not a hundred to one,” Sash glanced across at me. “Not even close. Only eight to one.”

“Math isn’t my strong suit.”

“Do you have a strong suit?”

“Ouch.” We entered the reception area. Travis must have heard our footsteps because he was already opening the main door. He held it open for us as we exited.

“See you tomorrow,” Sash said, speeding up and taking the steps three at a time.

I came to a stop. “You’re not going to leave me again?”

Sash didn’t answer, just swiftly crossed into the parking lot. She vaulted into the white Porsche and gunned the engine.

“Seriously.” My voice was lost under the noise of the engine as Sash drove the Porsche out of the parking lot. She accelerated past without even turning her head. Travis shrugged, then closed and locked the door.

I just stood there, feeling like a fool, the night air corrupted by the smell of exhaust from Sash’s car.

Don’t worry. She likes you and is playing hard to get, remember. Jerome mentally chuckled.

Beelzebub.

Chapter 11

Tuesday 07:20

I woke up to the Imperial Death March. It took me a moment to figure out where the music was coming from. Right, my phone. I must not have been at my happiest when I’d chosen that ringtone.

The mobile showed an unknown number, and I briefly considered not taking the call before deciding it was most likely Sash.

“Rune, get your lazy ass out of bed.” Not Sash—Alex. And his words and tone were reminiscent of when we lived together.

I smiled and sat up in the bed. “Good to hear from you,” I said.

Disappointingly, his tone changed, becoming more formal and cold. “This isn’t a personal call.”

Alex was kind of my boss now, I remembered. “Surely you don’t need to talk about server specifications this early in the morning?”

“The mayor is having a press conference about the prison in front of City Hall at nine o’clock. We need everyone involved to be there.”

“I thought the project was supposed to be secret.”

“It’s too late for that. See you at eight. And change into...” He paused. “Forget it. Wear whatever you want, just be there.” He hung up.

I stared at the phone for a moment. Although Alex had rung me for work reasons and it hadn’t exactly been friendly, it still felt like progress. When I had talked to Jo the night before, there had been talk of a future when things would be different. The relationship between the three of us would never be the same, but perhaps we could be... I wasn’t sure. I wanted friendship, but perhaps I’d have to settle for them not hating me.

I climbed out of bed, wrapped myself in a towel, grabbed my wash-bag and went downstairs to the bathroom. The showers in Ten-two were finicky, but the one that morning was perfect with a strong flow and piping hot water.

It improved my mood further. After dressing in my black T-shirt, black jeans, and leather jacket—I wasn’t going to change for the mayor and certainly not for Alex—I descended the narrow flight of stairs to the first floor landing, then continued onto the main stairs. Halfway down to the ground floor, I stopped dead. Pete was standing in the entrance hall, stark naked, dripping with... was that milk?

“What the hell, Pete! I don’t want to see that.” I turned my head away and raised my hand to block my vision.

“You don’t have to look, dude,” Pete said.

“Believe me, I’m not looking. I have never been as diligently not looking in my life. Possibly no one in the history of humanity has not looked with this much intensity. Put some clothes on, please.”

Pete grunted and wandered into the living room.

I waited until I was reasonably sure he wasn’t going to reappear again, then I crept down the stairs. I kept my hand in front of my face as I approached the living room. Pete sat slumped on the couch with a beach towel draped across his legs. I didn’t exactly want to be in the same room as his exposed chest but the most objectionable parts of him were covered, and I had to know what was going on with the milk.

As I stepped through the doorway, a figure jumped out at me from behind the door. I dashed out of the way.

“Eeeeyah!” came the shout.

“Stop!” I shouted, recognizing the voice.

Tyler froze, his fist raised over his head holding a stake. “Oh, it’s you,” he said. “Whoa, dude, how did you move so fast?”

I peered closely at Tyler’s bloodshot eyes. He was wasted. “I didn’t move fast,” I told him. “You are just moving in slow motion.” Tyler waved his arms through the air slowly. “Oh my God, you are right, dude. What should I do? Will I be stuck like this forever? How can I return to normal speed?” His voice grew increasingly panicked as he freaked himself out.

“Let me try something.” I picked the TV remote off the coffee table, pointed it at Tyler and pushed a button. “There you go, you should be back to normal now.”

Tyler’s hand waving sped up, and he gave a big sigh of relief. “Thanks, dude.” He let his hands fall to his side and plumped down beside Pete. “How did you know to do that?”

“Experience.” I had learned a thing or two from hanging around with reality-challenged weed smokers. “What’s with the stake?”

Tyler looked down at his hand, realizing he still held the pointed wooden stake, and he dropped it to the floor. “I thought you were a vampire.”

“Didn’t Pete tell you I was coming downstairs?” I looked across at Pete, who stared straight ahead. For all the world, he looked awake but he hadn’t stirred since I’d entered the room. I waved my hand in front of his face. He couldn’t have fallen asleep so fast, could he?

“Does Pete have narcolepsy?” I’d known an orphan in Gorlam’s who’d had that. He had fallen asleep at the strangest times.

“Only if having narcolepsy means having consumed lots of narcotics,” Tyler said.

“What’s with the milk?” Having spotted a pile of empty milk cartons piled up in the corner of the room, I no longer had any doubt about the white liquid which still dripped from Pete’s hair and beard.

“Dude,” Tyler said. “Milk is slimy.”

“So you had a milk bath too?”

“Cold too. Cold and slimy.”

“What did you expect?” I asked.

“Like a bubble bath. Except more luxurious.”

“Why? Because both bubbles and milk are white?” I shook my head. “Never mind.” Trying to understand Tyler and Pete thought processes was a black hole I generally avoided. “Why did you both decide to take a milk bath?”

“To keep away the vampires.”

“Enough with the vampires. Even if they exist, why would you think milk would stop them?”

“We were watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and,” he hesitated, “I think there was something about that in there.”

“No, there wasn’t." Crosses, stakes, and holy water affected vampires in that show. Definitely no mention of milk.

“Pete said we couldn’t trust holy water or crosses. He feared that some of the vampires might be Muslim or atheist.”

“In any case, you can’t trust any of the details to be true. Just because silver affects werewolves in a TV show doesn’t mean it actually does.” Titanium was the only vulnerability I’d learned so far, and I hadn’t seen that mentioned in any fictional world.

“You said watching Buffy was a good idea.”

“I meant just for understanding heroism and for learning to be brave, and willing to fight back against evil.” I bent down and picked the wooden stake off the floor. “You shouldn’t watch it if it makes you likely to stick spikes into innocent people’s chests.”

Tyler glanced across at the laptop. “That’s right, it wasn’t Buffy, it was on the internet. That’s where we saw about milk.”

“Learning from the internet is probably worse than learning from Buffy.” The internet contained great information, but there was also plenty of crazy shit and hysteria. Good information had to be filtered from the bad, and that wasn’t Tyler’s strong suit.

“We spent hours online last night. Do you know about the Lusteer Shade Society.”

“The what?”

“LuSS for short. They have a webpage. It’s led by a giant fire bird.”

“A phoenix?” Heff, I realized. I wasn’t surprised he hadn’t been idle.

Tyler reached across and opened the laptop. He pressed the power button, but nothing happened. He leaped to his feet. “It’s happening!” he shouted. “They said an EMP pulse to destroy our technology would be the first step to an invasion and full takeover.”

“Calm down. Calm down.” I found the loose end of the laptop charger and plugged it in. “See, it’s working again.”

Tyler rubbed the stubble on his chin. “That’s okay then.” He sat back down.

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing a transformation?” I asked him. “Personal growth, fresh clothes, and the clean-shaven look. This is a definite regression.”

“I can’t think about all that with Vampire Armageddon on the horizon.”

“Just forget about vampires,” I said through clenched teeth. “Concentrate on things we know are real. That’s another thing you can learn from Buffy. Even though a new supernatural terror cropped up every week, they didn’t forget to live their lives. Buffy was a cheerleader. The characters went to bars, dated, fell in love.” I glanced around. The living room looked like it was in the middle of an Armageddon but it had been like that since I’d moved in. “They tidied up their living spaces and they took care of personal hygiene using products other than milk.”

Tyler bent over the laptop screen and navigated the browser to the website of the Lusteer Shade Society. “Here it is.” He leaned back to let me see.

I stared at a picture of a giant phoenix spouting flame from its open beak. I had only got a brief look at Heff in his animal form, but enough to be pretty sure that was him. What could be the purpose of this society he was setting up? I hovered the cursor over the About link, but I didn’t click. I was already going to be late to this press conference; I’d have to research this society later.

“The society are going to fight the new prison.”

The secret prison? “How do you know this?” I asked him.

“Pete and I read the message board on their website last night. They had just found out about it, and they were angry. The person with the user name firephoenix said they weren’t going to let the prison be built.”

“That’s not good.” It did explain the decision to hold a press conference. The news must have leaked, and the mayor was trying to get ahead of the story. “Listen, I better go. We’ll talk more about this society and everything else later.” I started to stand, then gave an almighty jerk when a slimy hand grabbed my wrist. Pete had come back to life as fast as he had fallen asleep.

“Let go of me.” I pulled away from him, but he didn’t let go, and as I moved away, he rose and the towel threatened to fall off his lap. I quickly settled back down on the couch.

Pete stared at the Heff in phoenix form on the computer laptop. “They are coming for us. What are we supposed to do?”

“It’s not as bad as you think,” I told him. “Likely what’s happening won’t affect you.”

“How can you say that,” Pete said. “Look at that thing. It can form fire out of thin air, dude.”

I was quite talented at the forming fire out of thin air myself, but this wasn’t the time to mention it. “It’s not coming for you though. You watched Buffy, right? Outside of the main heroes, there was a whole world of people who knew nothing about magic and supernatural creatures.”

“But we do know about them,” Tyler said.

“That doesn’t mean you have to worry. In fact, worrying too much is the worst thing you can do. It’s like terrorism.” I groaned. I was trying to calm them down, then I went and compared what was happening to terrorism. “Terrorism in a good way.” I slapped my own forehead. Had I just said that?

Pete nodded like I was suddenly making sense. “Terrorism in a good way. I see.”

“I mean...” I tried to gather my scattered thoughts. “The chance of getting killed by a terrorist in America or Europe is thousands of times less likely than getting killed in a car accident, yet with all the news coverage and hysteria, it seems like a compelling threat to be constantly worried about.” I pried Pete’s hand off my wrist and stood. “I really have to go.”

“So you are saying these shades are not a threat?” Tyler asked.

“No, just that there’s no point worrying about things that you are powerless against.”

“We are powerless against them.” Pete leaned forward, putting his head in his hands.

The towel fell to the floor, and I ran out the door.

Chapter 12

Tuesday 08:20

By the time I arrived, the area all around City Hall was buzzing. The plaza was packed with people, and TV vans lined the street. I parked my scooter and hurried through the crowd.

Wide steps led up to the gray dome of City Hall, and halfway up was a lectern bristling with microphones placed on top of a wooden dais. Behind the lectern Mayor Maxwell was deep in conversation with Findley, and behind them stood Sash.

Higher up on the steps, with a mobile phone stuck to his ear, Alex surveyed the crowd below him. I’m not sure how he managed to spot me, but he did. His arm shot up and he gestured me forward angrily.

His attitude caused me to slow. I didn’t care if everyone jumped to his orders, I could see that he was still a little boy pretending to be a man with his flashy suits. He’d only told me about this event an hour ago; he couldn’t blame me for being late.

Distracted by my thoughts, I collided with a young woman. A sheaf of papers in her arms went flying.

“I’m so sorry.” I managed to catch a large chunk of the paper in mid air, then scrambled to pick up the remaining sheets of paper from the ground. I handed them back to her.

The woman smiled. “Thanks. No harm done. My name is Caroline Black.” She held out her hand.

I smiled back. “Rune Russ...” I trailed off. Something about this whole thing seemed off. Artificial.

“What’s wrong?” Caroline asked.

I studied her. A long elegant dress. A pretty face, augmented by professional makeup. Blonde shoulder length hair. A bag at her side with a tablet sticking out of it. “Are you a reporter?”

“Of course. This is a press conference so you can’t go two steps without stumbling into one of us. That’s my reason for being here. What’s yours, Mr. Russ?”

I reached for one of the loose papers in her arms. She twisted her body to keep them away from me, but not before I got a look at it. “Why are you carrying around blank sheets of paper?”

She chuckled, then pointed out a TV van parked close by. A man with a camera on his shoulder stood by the open door watching us. “There’s a printer inside the van, and I grabbed a few sheets from the tray.”

“And then you ran over to crash into me?”

“It’s an icebreaker. Got us talking didn’t it?”

“Like a corny chat-up line?” Except with less honesty. She obviously hadn’t expected me to see through her ruse.

“The quality of the chat-up line isn’t the most important thing,” Caroline said. “It’s all about the delivery. Don’t tell me my charm is letting me down.” Her smile held more than a hint of flirtation.

“What do you want?” She wasn’t knockdown beautiful, but she had an energetic liveliness that I was starting to find attractive despite her deception.

“Who is that young man in a suit standing behind the mayor?” Caroline asked.

Of course. She had seen Alex wave me over; that was why she had bumped into me. “I haven’t a clue who he is.”

“And what about that young woman staring at us?” Caroline gestured up to where Sash was glowered down at me.

“Haven’t the faintest.” I had no idea why Sash would be mad at me.

“Of course not.” Caroline waved the blank printer sheet of paper. “When these spilled from my hands, the speed with which you caught them was remarkable. Supernatural, almost.”

I backed away from her. “Not at all.”

She followed me. “Mr. Russ, after the mayor’s announcement this weekend, all things supernatural have gone from the funny pages to mainstream. Everything’s changed, and all of a sudden the mayor is surrounded by new people. The media is scrambling to catch up. I work for the Lusteer News Channel, and I’d love to interview you.”

“You’ve got me confused with someone in the know.” She tracked me as I continued to back away.

“The interview doesn’t have to be right now,” Caroline said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She finally stopped following me, turning away. I kept reversing until I emerged from the thickest part of the crowd. I skirted around the edge of the throng, this time keeping my eyes open for crazy reporters looking to collide into me.

When I had put some distance between us, I searched Caroline out again, seeing her talking to the cameraman beside her van.

She has to be attractive, doesn’t she? I thought wistfully.

Don’t pretend you aren’t loving it, Jerome thought. Though you liked it more before you figured out she was shaking you down for shade info.

It would have been easier to walk away from her if she had wrinkly skin and a pudgy body.

I dunno, Jerome thought. That body might not be pudgy, but it sure is undulating.

Mmmmhhh, undulating.

You are the worse, Jerome thought. You may have walked away, but you are still staring at her and she knows it.

Why do complications have to be good-looking?

They don’t. You just fixate on the good-looking ones.

Do not.

Do too. Harriet Ashley, Doctor Kressan, and Elizabeth Lowndes are all possible problems for you, but you don’t dream about them like you do with Florence, Sash, and now Caroline.

Can you see my dreams?

Jerome mentally chuckled. Which one? Sash or Florence?

I flushed. Neither. It was just a question.

Tell me more about this dream, Jerome thought. PG-13, R rating, or something you’d only find on the dark web.

“Hey.” Someone grabbed my arm, and I swiveled around. Sash.

Pity I can’t communicate directly with sensitives, Jerome thought. I’d love to tell her about that dream you had. Did we settle on it being R-rated or dark-corners-of-the-web rated?

The heat in my face bloomed into full blush. “Why are you creeping up on me?” My stomach tightened at having her unexpectedly standing so close to me.

“Creeping? I came over to find out what you were telling the reporter.”

Ask her if she is jealous, Jerome thought.

“Shut up.”

Sash’s eyes widened. “What did you say to me?”

Ha ha, you told the person who decides whether to execute you or not to shut up, Jerome thought.

“I didn’t mean for you to shut up,” I told Sash. “I meant myself. My own thoughts.”

“You were telling your own thoughts to shut up?” She no longer seemed mad; she looked at me like I was crazy. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.

Probably various reasons she could decide the need to execute a sentinel who is on probation, Jerome thought. Stupidity, insanity, recklessness, emotional imbalance. You are ticking all the boxes.

Don’t forget it’s worse for you if I get killed and you end up alive but stuck in a coffin with me. I turned my attention back to Sash. “Before my mouth ran away with me, you were asking about the reporter.”

Direct her back to what she was mad at you about. Good plan, Jerome thought.

“What were you telling her?” Sash asked. “You know that news about the prison was leaked yesterday, right? Findley and I were just discussing who it could be when we look down and see you talking to a reporter.”

“That wasn’t my doing. Do you know the old bump-into-someone-with-blank-printer-paper-in-hand move?”

“You are so weird.”

“Why, thank you.” I twirled my hand and did a little bow.

She gave a head-shake. “I have to get back.” She climbed up the steps back toward the dais.

Get any good material for the next dream? Jerome asked.

I told you, there was no dream.

Picture this, Jerome thought. She is wearing black leather and approaches slowly, her tongue wetting her lips. Your hands and feet are tied down; you are spread-eagled and powerless. Your chest pounds with anticipation. Then she stabs and kills you.

You aren’t funny.

Chapter 13

Tuesday 08:35

The conference had been due to start at eight, but the mayor was still showing no urgency to get started, and the crowd was growing restless. Directly in front of the dais, the majority of watchers were clearly all reporters, but the surroundings of the plaza was also beginning to fill up with people. I didn’t know if that was due to passersby stopping to see what was going on or if word was spreading beyond the press corps about this event.

The main road in front of city had been closed off, but a stretch limo trickled through the crowd with shouting police moving people out of the way to let it through. The limo pulled in behind the TV vans, and the driver stepped out. It was Konstance.

The ninja, Jerome thought.

The ninja indeed. The last time I had seen Konstance, he’d been wearing a black mask, and he’d stabbed me in the stomach with a sword. Presently, he wore dark sunglasses and a black suit, looking more FBI agent than ninja. Konstance opened the back door of the limo, and his employer, Richard Sulle, got out.

I had expected Sulle as soon as I saw Konstance. What I certainly didn’t expect was the next two people to emerge from the limo. Florence and Jo. I ran across. What were the two of them doing in Sulle’s limo?

Richard Sulle was first to see me. His smile reminded me of a great white shark, his teeth bright against his well-tanned skin. “Rune Russell. We meet again. What a surprise.”

“Why have you brought them?” I nodded at Jo and Florence.

Sulle smile gleamed. “You expect me to answer to you?”

Before I had a chance to reply to me, Alex barreled me out of the way. “Jo shouldn’t be here. I made myself clear.”

“Mayor Maxwell told me to bring her,” Sulle said. “I thought there had been a change of plan.”

Alex shook his head. “There wasn’t. This is unacceptable.”

“Let’s straighten this out.” Sulle led Alex toward the dais. It appeared Sulle had no problem answering to Alex.

Konstance, standing behind Florence and Jo, made a stabbing motion in my direction, then winked at me. I scowled, feeling the urge to summon my firesword. That’d wipe the grin off his face.

Also cause a mass panic, Jerome thought.

I don’t intend to do it.

“Come with me.” I guided Florence and Jo away from the limo and Konstance’s grin.

“I want to apologize for last night,” Florence said.

“For what?”

“For how I was. The situation at Gorlam’s has me all flustered. I must have seemed an awful pile of goop.”

“You were more, I don’t know, passive than I remembered. Not as sure of yourself.” She seemed much more refreshed today.

“Exactly,” Florence nodded. “Goop. All this supernatural stuff threw me for a loop. Shades, sentinels, and God knows what else.”

“You are dealing with it better than most.” I thought of Tyler and Pete. “A lot better. And of course you faced down Sash. I wouldn’t have had the courage.”

“That had to be done,” Florence said. “I can’t believe it was allowed to go on as long as he did. I’ve talked to Doctor Kressan, and the test that woman wants to run will be organized properly from here on. The doctor will use a scalpel and make sure everything is sterile, and bandage it up after someone has checked for unusual healing. We’ll call in the employees at Gorlam’s one by one, telling them it’s a swab test for, I don’t know, Doctor Kressan can use some medical jargon.”

“I’m sure that’ll work for Sash,” I said.

“I don’t care what she wants,” Florence said. “That’s the way it’s going to be.”

“How is Ally?” I asked Jo.

“I didn’t get a chance to meet her yet today, but I’m sure she’s still terrified. Have you figured out a way to help her?”

I shook my head.

Florence spoke up. “Jo and I are investigating. We’ll figure out who’s behind the possessions.”

“You shouldn’t be doing that. Leave it to me and Sash.”

“I’ve recorded who was first on the scene after each of the children were attacked and who else was close. Both Doctor Kressan and Director Wells were on duty during each attack.”

“It can only be a sentinel,” I said. “Sash thinks her test is the best way to start.”

“Where did she learn her investigation skills, the Spanish Inquisition?” Florence asked. “Wait, don’t answer, maybe she was alive back then—who knows with all this magic stuff happening? You two aren’t going to solve anything the way she is going about things. I made a list of social workers who were on duty on the nights in question.”

“Could you email me your notes so I can look them over?”

“I guess so.” Florence didn’t seem happy to share. I guessed she associated me with Sash’s more bloody investigation tactics.

“I’ve started asking the other orphans if they have seen anything unusual,” Jo said. “They’ll often talk to one of their own quicker than an adult.”

“Jo, please don’t. Whatever about Florence, you definitely shouldn’t get involved. This is dangerous.”

“You think that the only thing I’m useful for is holding Ally’s hand.”

“Of course not.”

“Would you object to Alex investigating the possessions?”

“There’d be no point in trying to stop him.”

“So because I’m a girl, you can order me around?”

“No, it’s not like that.”

“And you don’t want Florence putting herself in danger either. Because she’s one of those weak female types.”

“I never said that.”

Florence looked across me at Jo. “He’s a bit of a chauvinist pig, is he?”

“Not a pig, but he has plenty of ingrained chauvinism to work on,” Jo said.

Schooled. Jerome mentally chuckled.

I’m supposed to feel bad about feeling protective?

Apparently. Keep up, Jerome thought.

“What are you two doing here anyway?” I asked, deciding to change the subject. I knew a losing battle when I saw one. “I gathered that the mayor wanted you here, but Alex didn’t.”

“No one told me,” Florence said. “When I insisted Jo couldn’t be just be taken out of the orphanage, I was told to accompany her.”

“It’s to do with where used to live, Collier Mansion,” Jo said. “Alex and I inherited the charred remains of the house.” She glanced across at me. When I said nothing, she continued. “The whole thing was a big mess. Some of the grounds belonged to the Wyndhams, our grandparents—who wanted nothing to do with us—insurance premiums hadn’t been paid, and the house had been mortgaged to the hilt. Alex did some deal where we wiped our hands of everything.”

“What’s that got to do with—I have to go.” I dashed from Florence and Jo, leaving them with the confused expressions.

I had just seen someone who meant bad news.

Heff, the phoenix shifter.

Chapter 14

Tuesday 08:55

By the time I reached the place where I’d seen him, Heff had disappeared. I searched frantically. He had been in human form, with a gray hoodie pulled low over his face, but I had gotten a brief glimpse of his unmistakeable spiderweb tattoos.

All faces turned in the same direction and a hush descended. The press conference was starting.

“Thanks for coming out, everyone, and sorry about the delay in starting,” Mayor Maxwell said. “These are chaotic times.” He paused. “I know that the city is still reeling from the announcement I made over the weekend. There has been little outright panic, and for that I am proud of the people of this great city. I know the fear that is in the hearts of each and every one of you, for I have that same fear myself. But as I said on Saturday, the best way to deal with that fear is to be open and shine a light on the unknown.”

Mayor Maxwell’s voice reached the entire plaza through large speakers placed to the side of the lectern. While I listened to the mayor’s speech, I continued to move through the crowd, searching the faces, looking for the gray hoodie. According to Tyler, Heff had said on the message board that he intended to make sure this prison never happened. Whatever he was planning, it wasn’t going to be good.

“However,” the mayor continued, “I also wanted to assure everyone that the authorities aren’t just reacting to events. We are being proactive. Many believe that the world has been turned upside down and that the city is powerless to help you. I can assure everyone that is simply not true. It’s an unprecedented problem, but one we are dealing with in a calm manner just like we dealt with the clogged sewer system last year. In fact, we are confident that this problem will prove much less smelly.”

The mayor paused, but apart from one titter, no one was inclined to laugh.

“I have every expectation that the vast majority of these shades will be productive members of society,” the mayor continued. “Those who aren’t will have to be dealt with the same as any other criminal. To that end, I’m today announcing the building of a specialized prison. Such facilities exist in other parts of the country, but here at City Hall, we feel it’s important to have one in Lusteer City.”

A murmur ran through the crowd.

“Before we get into the details, I want to briefly mention one brave man. His name was John Collier, and he was one of the first reporters to investigate supernatural activity in this city. He and his wife died in a fire, and we believe that was because of what he tried to expose criminals within the supernatural world.”

Behind the mayor, Alex stared at the ground. I couldn’t see where Jo was.

“Good, brave men willing to stand up for what is right is what has made our country great, and I salute you, John Collier. Your sacrifice wasn’t recognized at the time, but I want to announce that, in recognition of your courage, the prison will be built on the grounds of where you died and will be called the John Collier Prison.”

As the mayor paused for a round of applause, he glanced behind at Alex, who gave a stiff shake of his head. “John’s family asks that you respect their privacy. Now I’m sure you’ll have heard of our so-called budget problems.” Mayor Maxwell grinned. “Heck, you know about them better than me, since the majority of them have been invented by members of the press.” He didn’t get a single laugh but that didn’t stop Mayor Maxwell from smiling to himself. “Nevertheless, I won’t deny that things are tight, and the last thing we want to do is to have to raise taxes in these uncertain times. So I’m happy to announce that this prison is a public-private partnership led by a corporate consortium.” Maxwell half turned and held out his arm. Richard Sulle approached.

“That’s like giving the keys of the prison to the criminals,” I muttered to myself. Sulle might not be a shade, but no one could convince me he was on the right side.

Maybe no one is on the right side. Jerome thought. Just varying shades of wrong. Pun intended.

That’s a scary thought.

Welcome to the real world.

The mayor put an arm on Sulle’s shoulder. “Richard Sulle was the person who led the consortium that built Verge Tower. He has very generously offered his time and expertise toward this project.”

I was continuing to look for Heff, but the only thing my search was turning up was angry glares from those I bumped into. I decided I needed a better way. The row of TV vans gave me an idea, and I headed toward them.

The mayor stepped away from the microphone and Sulle took his place. “My time and expertise are all very well, but I know what I’m really wanted for,” Sulle said. “Money.”

The time the crowd laughed.

“I know I won’t be believed, but I’m not in this for profit,” Sulle continued. “The announcement by the mayor a few days ago has shocked the city, and it still hasn’t recovered. I can see it in the way people walk, in the way they jump at shadows, even in the way they hold themselves.” Sulle paused, his eyes scanning the crowd. “I was born in Lusteer, in an old slum neighborhood called Calico. Do you know what happened to Calico?” Sulle lifted his arm and pointed to the skyscrapers of the central business district. “The tenement buildings were knocked down and something better and stronger was built. Forever onwards and upwards, my friends, in this great city and this great country. I’ve lived here long enough to know the psyche of a person from Lusteer. We can be knocked down, but we’ll never stay down. We’ve been dealt a shock, and it will take a while to come to terms with it, but when we do, we will emerge stronger than before. No one is taking our city from us, whether they come from heaven or hell.”

A cheer rose up. I looked around in surprise. This was my first ever press conference, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t normal for people to stand up and applaud at these things. The mayor had gotten virtually no reaction, yet everyone went nuts for Sulle. I shook my head in disgust.

Reaching one of the TV vans, I hopped first onto the hood, then onto the roof. I quickly looked around to see if anyone had noticed my remarkable jumping, but everyone was fixated on Sulle. From the top of the van, I could see everything much better. I scanned for Heff.

“We are all in this together,” Sulle said when everyone had quieted down. “Whether we be a politician, a citizen, or even a company. When I went around to the CEOs in the city and told them that the people of Lusteer needed this prison, they didn’t hesitate. They acted with generosity, and I was able to raise enough money to get this project off the ground in just a few days.”

I wondered why the mayor had let Sulle take the microphone. Surely an experienced politician would want to take full credit for the project.

A sharp voice rang out. “Is it true that Transkey have been awarded the contract for building the prison?”

Sulle surveyed the crowd before his gaze fell on Caroline Black standing at the side of the seating area. Her cameraman stood behind her with his camera on his shoulder.

“You are?” Sulle asked.

“Caroline Black of Lusteer News Network.”

Sulle gave her a respectful nod. “Transkey is the perfect—”

“What about the rumors that the Transkey CEO is also the head of the criminal gang called the Whites,” Caroline interrupted.

“Well, if I had to address every rumor—”

“How come Ms. Ashley isn’t here now?”

“This man here,” he gestured toward Findley sitting behind him, “Findley Matthews will be in charge of operational matters. I think you’ll find—”

“It is known that the Whites are mainly all shades.” Caroline continued to interrupt Sulle. “Why would you trust shades to build their own prison?”

I mentally cheered Caroline for her questions. I had started to see why the mayor stepped back for Sulle. Mayor Maxwell wanted to take credit for the idea but have a buffer so that any blow back didn’t fall on him.

Sulle’s smile hadn’t completely died, but it was on life support. “Quite a narrative you have created based on rumors, Ms. Black, and it appears you have supplied your own answers, so you clearly don’t want to hear from me. Now if anyone has any questions not based on fabrication.” He turned to another reporter. “Yes, you sir. You have a question?”

I didn’t hear the other reporter’s question because I had spotted two men wearing the loose style of clothing that shifters wore. I jumped from one TV van to the next down to the last one in the row. A policeman shouted, but I didn’t hear his words.

I jumped off the last van and sprinted toward the two shifters. Before I reached them, however, I swerved away, seeing a man with a gray hoodie disappearing into an alleyway. He was carrying something in his hand. I redoubled my pace, dashing after him.

I almost collided straight into him because he had stopped only a few paces into the narrow alleyway. I skidded to a stop.

Heff stumbled away, turning to face me. “You,” he said.

He held a walkie-talkie, and I slapped it from his hand. “Just give up,” I told him. “I already beat your boss. You know you are no match for me.”

“You really think you beat him, don’t you?” Heff asked. The spiderweb tattoos on his face pulsed as his expression changed. 

“He’s dead, I’m alive. He couldn’t be more beaten.”

“You understand sacrifice, don’t you?” Heff said. “You were willing to risk yourself for that girl, your friend. Yarley was never about personal glory. He wanted to help us rise up. And he did. You birthed an ally that will bring the shades to new heights.”

I shook my head. “I was there, you weren’t. He wanted to kill me.” Self-sacrifice was for the good guys, not the bad guys. Everyone knew that.

“You chose a good host. A weaker human wouldn’t have been able to contain the power of those three elementals inside him.”

“You met Duffy? Since it happened?”

“Yes. And I have felt his power, and told others about him.” Heff smiled. “He’s retreated to the mountains to gather his strength. He’ll be back. It might not be for a year. It might not be for two. It doesn’t matter. When he’s ready, we’ll be waiting to join our strength to his. We’ll have you to thank when that happens.”

“Maybe two years, eh?” I stomped the walkie-talkie on the ground into pieces. “Why don’t you take a vacation until then?”

“The battle is eternal,” Heff said. “We stop fighting when we die.” He raised his arms and flames sprung up around him.

My two fireswords sprang into being and I lowered myself into a crouch. “I’m ready for you,” I shouted.

“Your time will come. You don’t need to seek out your end.” The flames disappeared, and where a man had been a moment earlier was now a giant bird with red and yellow features. A warm wind blew into my face as he beat his wings rapidly and rose into the air.

I stepped forward, swinging my swords. He flew backwards, gaining altitude and staying out of my reach. I jumped at him, reaching up as high as I could, but he flew over my head, heading out of the alleyway and back toward City Hall.

I ran after him. Screams filled the air as Heff swooped low over the gathered reporters. Those diving to the ground below him didn’t distract Heff; his path was taking him directly toward the dais. Among the shouts of panic, I spotted Caroline Black screaming at her cameraman to keep recording. When he instead turned and ran, she picked up his camera from where he had dropped it and directed it at Heff.

I bumped and stumbled forward, my progress slowed by people fleeing the opposite way. Despite the obstructions, I moved faster than a normal man could run. Still, I couldn’t come close to matching the speed of Heff’s flight.

Behind the lectern, Konstance was dragging Sulle away, and a half dozen bodyguards had surrounded the mayor. Findley had fallen to the ground, and Alex was helping him back to his feet. I couldn’t tell where Jo was, I could only desperately hope she wasn’t in danger.

Heff dived toward the dais. He opened his beak, and flames shot out. I slowed, too far away to do anything, only able to look on in horror. On the dais, slipping past fleeing bodies, one person moved forward rather than backward. Sash. She charged forward to meet the flames. Her double bladed staff appeared in her hands, black against the red fire, and it turned the flames back.

Fire from a shade’s mouth met the solid black smoke of a sentinel’s multani, and the smoke won. The flames disappeared, and Heff changed direction, soaring back into the sky. Sash jumped into the air, her staff leaping for Heff. She missed just short, the blade of her multani cutting through the air just below the phoenix's underbelly.

I heard a shout to my left and turned. The fleeing crowd circled wide of two muscular men with smoke drifting off their skin—the two shifters I had seen earlier. I sprinted toward them.

Both were wavering, seemingly unsure of which direction to go, unsure even of whether to transform or not. One held a walkie-talkie in his hand, and both watched the fire phoenix rise higher into the sky. I must have broken the coordination of their attack when I’d interrupted Heff and smashed his walkie-talkie.

With my fireswords still in hand, I placed myself between the two shifters and the dais. “Don’t even think about it,” I told them. “It’s over.”

They took one final look skyward, then turned and ran, the smoke around them thickening as they changed. Once they were fully transformed into long legged gray-haired beasts, their speed increased. With squeals of surprise, people hurtled out of the path of the two fleeing shifters.

I didn’t bother pursuing, instead looking up in time to see Heff disappear behind the dome of City Hall. It was over.

“Drop your weapons!” came a shout from behind.

I twisted my head round. Three policemen had their guns aimed at my back. I recognized one who’d shouted at me earlier when I’d run on the TV vans. “Drop them,” he said. “Do it now. And hands on your head.”

I let the fireswords disappear and lifted my hands to the back of my head. Their bullets wouldn’t kill me, but I knew from experience that they would hurt like hell. And with Heff and the other shifters already having fled, I had no reason to risk a bullet.

“Get on the ground,” the cop shouted.

I fell to my knees, then eased myself onto the ground. Two cops jumped on me, wrenching my arms behind my back, and cuffing me.

The boys in blue to the rescue.

Chapter 15

Tuesday 14:20

Sash pulled into the parking lot at Gorlam’s and shut off the Porsche’s engine. Neither of us made an immediate move to get out, the morning’s events on both our minds.

“Thanks for helping me get released,” I said. “The cops wouldn’t listen to a word I said.”

“I didn’t have much to do with it,” Sash said. “It was mainly Sulle and Mayor Maxwell.”

I didn’t like having to be grateful to Sulle. We lapsed back into silence for a few moments.

“I thought you had him,” I said finally. “Just after you blocked his fire. When you jumped into the air.”

“Next time.”

I looked at her. Her face was slightly flushed, her hair windswept. She looked as sexy as hell, and I felt a sudden urge to reach forward and kiss her.

Easy, tiger, Jerome thought.

He was probably right. Now wasn’t the time. “You did the most important part, saving everyone from injury and worse. No one ended up with so much as singed hair. I don’t dare to think what would have happened if you weren’t there.”

“It’s my job. I wouldn’t be much good if I couldn’t hold off a single shifter.”

Yet I hadn’t stopped him. “I ran into Heff before he transformed,” I said. “I shouldn’t have let him get as far as he did.”

She glanced across at me. “You have to be careful. When I saw you charging wildly through the crowd I was worried you’d do something stupid.”

It hadn’t even occurred to me to use magic. Could I have done anything at such a distance? I had no idea. Possibly it was a good thing that I didn’t know what my magic was capable of. 

“Surely this is a time when using magic would have been called for,” I said. “Heff could have killed dozens if you hadn’t been there to stop him.”

“You don’t get to make that choice. What if you had stopped him but unleashed a fire elemental that killed hundreds?”

“That wouldn’t be good.” If Heff was to be believed, I could already have birthed a shade that was going to cause huge devastation. Best not to bring that up. “Do we have to fear that the rogue we are chasing will use magic on us?” I asked.

“Possibly. But it’s dangerous. Whenever he uses his magic, there’s a chance of an elemental passing through the rift. It will enter him. He can then try and expel it, but that’s not always easy. It helps if he’s expelling it into somewhere the elemental is willing to go.

“So you think the rogue is using the orphan as a magical release value? Whenever an elemental enters him, he expels it into a child.”

“Certainly seems that way,” Sash said. “Anyway, if we meet this rogue, don’t let him using magic induce you into doing the same.”

“Can I take it you’d regret having to kill me if it ever comes to that?” I asked with a smile.

“You do grow on one.”

“You don’t compliment much, so I’m happy with that.”

“I’m not sure it’s a compliment,” Sash said. “What kind of things grow on people. Toenails? Fungus?”

She compared you to a fungus, Jerome thought. What are you waiting for? Kiss her now.

“Other things grow on people too,” I said. “Friendship. Love.”

Sash opened the door of the Boxster and climbed out. “We better get started.”

I reached for the door handle, then stopped. Vaulting out of the car had failed previously, and this was a good a time as any to retry.

I put one hand on the side of the door and the other on the back of the seat and kicked upward with my legs. This time it went perfectly. I somersaulted backward out of the car and nailed the landing. I raised my arms in the air, seeking acknowledgment, but Sash wasn’t even looking.

Her gaze swept back and forth across Gorlam’s structure. “I didn’t realize how big it is,” she said.

“It used to be a convent,” I said. “Back in the days when being a nun was an actual thing.”

“We should do a loop,” Sash suggested. “It’ll allow me to get a lay of the land.”

“Sure thing. This way.” I led her to a small gravel path, and we started around the near side of the building. I wondered if wanting to explore the grounds meant Sash was thinking about the investigation beyond what Florence had referred to as Spanish Inquisition methods. “Are you okay with what Florence arranged?” I asked. “Doctor Kressan performing the test?”

“Of course,” Sash said. “As long as I’m there to observe.”

“What will you do if the test doesn’t show anything?” I asked. “I still think Wells has something to hide. Florence told me that both the director and doctor were on duty for each of the three possessions.”

“I like to do things in a methodical manner,” Sash said. “If this test shows nothing, then we’ll move on to other avenues. No point second guessing the results until then. Making assumptions that are not based on actual evidence isn’t the way to go about anything.”

“I guess.”

Sash gestured at the wide lawns that swept from the main building to the trees on the edge of the orphanage grounds. “Are the children allowed out here?”

I snorted. “Hardly.”

“Why not?”

“Half of them would churn the manicured lawns into mud. The other half would escape.”

“Are they allowed any fresh air?”

“If they deserved fresh air, then God wouldn’t have killed their parents.”

“That’s harsh.”

“I lie. There’s a small yard over the other side. It has a basketball rim, but no basketballs. We’d sometimes play soccer with a crushed can.”

“You sound bitter.”

“I am bitter. But I’m working on it.” I wasn’t one to dwell on the past, but Gorlam’s brought old feelings welling up.

We came around to the back end of the building, and Sash nodded at a circular hole in the top corner of one window. “That always like that?”

“This corner of the convent has always been derelict.” I shrugged. “I guess they ran out of money during refurbishment at some stage years ago. Orphans are usually small and malnourished; they don’t need much space.”

“And that road?” She pointed out the disused single lane track that curved into the trees at the back of the grounds.

“It comes out on Getties Street. Occasionally, vans and trucks use it for deliveries.”

“Not really visible from the front,” Sash said. A fold in the slope of hid the corner of the grounds from the parking lot.

“It’s not lit up at night either.” I smiled. “I’m not saying I escaped from here seven times or anything, but if I did, I would have jumped the gate out onto Getties Street each time.”

Sash smiled back.

Just then, a cloud drifted away from the sun and a ray of light spilled over us. It felt like a moment, and I decided to seize it. I pursed my lips, leaned close and...

Sash turned away, and my lips mashed against her cheek.

Noooo! Jerome thought. Not the cheek. Disaster.

My face heated. Typical Jerome. He had nothing to say when important things were happening like phoenix shifters attacking the city, but when I got stuck in a mildly embarrassing moment, he was all over it.

Mildly embarrassing. Jerome mentally chuckled. Keep telling yourself that.

“What do you think you are doing?” Sash asked.

She looked more hot and bothered than when she had been fighting off Heff. I didn’t know if it was bad or good.

“Maybe I misjudged the mood,” I said.

“We are investigating child possessions. And we are standing in the shadow of a building that clearly still gives you the heebie jeebies due to childhood trauma. What possible reason would you chose now to try to kiss me?”

Tell her only women need a reason, Jerome thought. Men just need a place.

Jerome’s joke made me smirk.

Her face flushed redder. “And you know I expect to have to kill you.”

“And the kiss makes that less likely or more likely?”

“More likely. Definitely more likely.”

“I’m going to have to work on my technique.”

“Technique? I thought you were trying to headbutt me.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Sounds like you are falling for my charm.”

“I’m not.”

I tilted my head to the side and grinned. “Did I specify goofy charm?”

Before she could reply, a shout yanked our attention away from each other.

“Hey, who’s there?” Old man Travis jogged around the corner, moving sprightly despite his age. When he recognized us, he slowed. “Oh, it’s you. You shouldn’t be here.”

“We are meeting Doctor Kressan for some tests,” Sash said.

“I’m aware of that,” Travis said. “I still can’t have people wandering around the grounds without my knowing about it. It’s a huge insurance liability.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t sue if I stub my toe,” I told him.

“You scoff, but the amount we pay in insurance is insane,” Travis said. “And these kids don’t even have rich parents to sue the school. In my previous job, it was even worse.”

“Can we see in there?” Sash gestured at the derelict part of orphanage.

“Aren’t you listening to anything I’m saying?” He sighed. “Okay, fine. Wells will probably let you in if I don’t. And it’s cleared out right now. Safe enough. Can I bring you to Doctor Kressan’s office straight after?”

“Of course,” Sash said.

Travis led us to a pair of solid wooden doors with a thick chain wrapped around two steel handles. He unlocked a padlock, and the chain made a snick-snick sound as it unlooped, then fell to the ground. Travis kicked the chain aside, then pulled open the two doors.

We entered, and he switched on a light. Several bare bulbs hung from the ceiling high above. I remembered breaking into this part of the building once. At that time, it had been full of rubbish and bricks spilled from half-fallen walls.

It was completely different now, the rubbish and rubble all cleared out, turning it into a wide open warehouse-like space. Sash dragged her toe along the dust on the floor. “Looks like this place was cleared out not long ago.”

“It fills up with rubbish, and we try and clear it out at least once a year,” Travis said. “What are you expecting to find in here? What could it have to do with magical possessions?”

“Just getting a feel for the place,” Sash said. “Why don’t you take us to Doctor Kressan so we can get out of your hair?”

“That I can. Quickest way is through here.” Travis nodded toward a door in the corner. The hollow sound of our footsteps echoed faintly through the rafters as we walked across the wooden floorboards.

As Travis bent down to unlock the door, I tried to figure out my bearings, working out which part of the orphanage we’d emerge into. The lock clicked, and Travis pushed open the door. It was only when I saw the sheen of metal on the inside of the door that I realized this corridor led past the solitary cells where Ally, Dennis and Katie were locked up. Suddenly I didn’t want to pass through.

“Could I have another quick look around in here?” I asked.

“No,” Travis said.

“Did you see something?” Sash asked.

“No. It’s just a feeling. You go on ahead.”

Travis shook his head, but Sash ignored him and started down the corridor, pointing at the door at the other end. “Unlock this for me.”

Travis looked at Sash, then back at me. “Don’t go far,” he told me. “I’ll be back in a moment.” He hurried after Sash.

I did a quick loop of the room. I wasn’t expecting to find anything, though a bunch of metal working tools occupied one corner. I bent down to read the label on a large machine with a hose attached to it. A plasma cutter. I guessed metal working tools weren’t unexpected, considering that a whole section had been retrofitted with titanium shielding.

I returned to the solitary cells corridor. A tingle ran down my back as I passed inside the titanium shielding. I wasn’t sure if that was my imagination or an actual physical effect. I brushed my fingers against the doors of the three possessed orphans, but I didn’t stop.

I’d had no good reason for staying behind, but I was glad I did. Things had felt weird between me and Sash since the attempted kiss and this gave me the chance to visit Jo.

Chapter 16

Tuesday 14:55

Jo had mentioned to me that she stayed in Room 217, so I headed in that direction. I had traversed several corridors when I heard a door open behind me. I turned around. Emerging was none other than Alex. “What are you doing here?” I asked him.

“I live here, remember,” Alex said. “What about you? Shouldn’t you be at work? I’m still waiting on those specs.”

“Did I forget to tell you?” I walked back down the corridor to stand in front of him. “I figured it out. We need big ones.”

“Big ones?”

“Yeah. We need big servers. About...” I bent my fingers at an angle to indicate a level, lifted my hand over my head, and wavered it up and down. “About... about mountain high. And wide too. About the width of a fat momma joke.”

“If you aren’t going to take your job seriously, I can get someone else,” Alex said.

“I take the job seriously, just not you.” I reached forward, grabbed his skinny black tie and flicked it forward.

“Very mature, Rune.”

“You look like a toy businessman. I don’t know how you expect anyone to take orders from you.”

“People already do,” Alex said. “Ability and hard work is more important than age. Not everyone is as focused on appearance as you.”

I looked over Alex’s shoulder into his room and spotted a large desk with two monitors on it. I pushed the door open wider.

“Hey!” Alex tried to stop me, but I shoved past him.

“What’s going on here?” I asked. “I’ve seen many bedrooms in Gorlam’s but never one like this.” Normally a room this size would hold four orphans. Here, the single bed was crowded into the corner by a closet and a desk and a black swivel office chair.

Sitting beside the two monitors were a phone and a printer and, I moved closer... Was that a fax machine?

A shelf at head height circled the room, crammed with books. I picked up one at random, How to Win Friends and Influence People, then tossed it on the bed. “How did you swing a room like this?” I picked up the handle of the phone and listened to the dial tone. “Is this an external line?”

Alex took the phone receiver from me and replaced it on the cradle. “I’ve put aside my personal issues with you so we can work together. If you can’t do the same, then I’ll have you taken off the project.”

“I’m more important than you,” I said. “If not for my I.T. skills, then for my other skills.” I opened the closet. It was lined with suits, and I reached out to brush one.

Alex slammed the closet closed, and I snatched my hand back just in time. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he said. “Sash Huff is the sentinel who is tasked with protecting us. As I understand things, you are an apprentice of some kind, and not a reliable one. Where were you when she was fighting off the phoenix shifter today?”

“I was...” I stopped what I’d been about to say; I didn’t need to defend myself to Alex Collier. “I’m surprised you’re still in Gorlam’s, considering how much you think you have risen in the world.”

“I tried to get out at first, but Florence Lynn was determined to make us stay here. She thinks I’m still a child.”

“Well, technically...”

“Some of us grow up faster than others. Anyway, right now I’m satisfied with my setup. I’ll leave when I’ll ready. Based on how Florence squirms whenever I thank her for making me stay in such a safe place, I doubt she’ll stand in my way in the future.”

“Aren’t you scared because of the possessions?”

“Not for myself,” Alex said. “Whoever is doing this is picking on the weak. I wish Jo wasn’t so close to it all though. Now.” He waved me away. “Scram.”

I hesitated. I hadn’t been prepared to talk to Alex about what had happened to his parents, but I had to say something. I opened my mouth, and once again, words failed me. “Did Jo show you the email I sent?” I finally asked.

A shadow passed over Alex’s face. “I am trying to get past what can’t be changed. Best you don’t bring it up.”

“I didn’t mean—” I stopped myself. I was sure he’d read the email. There was no point in making further excuses. “I just wanted to apologize from the bottom of my heart for everything I did. You don’t know how much I wish things could be different.”

“Do you want me to feel sorry for you, Rune?”

“No. I better go.” I stepped out of the room.

“Wait.”

I turned back, hoping for—I didn’t know what—perhaps the start of a dialogue.

Alex’s expression was closed though; he was all business. “The shades have made it clear they are going to make things difficult for us. It’s likely they’ll attack the construction site to slow the build, so we’ll need to get a protected structure built as fast as possible. I have ordered a delivery of titanium to arrive tomorrow night and I’d like the sentinel and you to guard it.”

“I can’t speak for Sash but sure.”

“And needless to say, we don’t want this getting around. Don’t talk to your reporter friend about it.”

“She’s not my... sure.” Beelzebub. Why did that reporter have to talk to me? And how come everyone managed to see it?

Alex shut the door in my face.

I leaned my forehead against the door and released a heavy sigh. Then I continued to Room 217 and gave a knock.

“Come in.”

I’d met Jo for the first time in this room just over a year ago, and she was in the exact same position now as she had been then, lying on her bed with her laptop in front of her.

“How is everyone in the Pentagon?” I asked.

She looked up and smiled. “They really should stop sending missile codes to each over via email.”

“They don’t.” I hoped that was a joke. “Do they?”

“Not exactly, but you’d be surprised at the stupidity of people in charge of sensitive information.”

“I work in I.T. so I have some idea. Luckily, no one in Transkey has missile codes or anything like that.”

“You’d be surprised how much is spread internally via unencrypted emails that companies would be horrified if it become public.”

That gave me a thought. The news about the prison had emerged shortly after Transkey got involved—perhaps it had been as simple as a stray email being snooped on. If not that, then who had leaked the information? Could it have been Findley? I didn’t see him in league with the shades, but I could see him being careless.

I looked around. When I’d last been in this room, Alex had also stayed here. The other bed was stripped of bedclothes and the shelves above were empty. I felt a pang of sadness, which took me a moment to understand. I had always assumed that, despite everything, Alex, and Jo and I would one day live together in Ten-two again. That Alex and Jo, who hadn't even had a falling out, no longer stayed in the same room as each other told me that was folly. They had outgrown me, even if I hadn’t them.

“Did you see this?” Jo turned around her laptop, and I crouched down to look at the screen to watch a video clip. Heff was charging at the mayor and Sash stepped forward to protect him. The clip froze, showing the Sash’s silhouette as black as the staff. The outline of Heff, in contrast, was blurred by the brightness around him, his red and yellow feathers merging with the flames around him.

Caroline Black appeared on screen, holding a microphone in her hand. The screenshot of Sash facing Heff remained as a backdrop. “On Saturday, we were told that our world had changed,” Caroline said. “Today we were shown the truth of that.” She raised her hand to point up at the flying phoenix. “Hearing is one thing, seeing is quite another. The mayor has told us we need not fear, but residents of the city cannot help but quake in their beds tonight. While no one knows the full consequence of what happened today, one thing is sure. Nothing will ever be the same again.” She paused for effect. “I talked to a number of eye witnesses and, after expressing their fear, one question was on everyone’s lips. Who is Lusteer’s savioress?” Caroline moved her hand to indicate Sash. “Who’s that woman? This is Caroline Black of Lusteer News Network.” The clip shut off.

Jo shut her laptop. “Your friend is famous.”

“I’m not sure she wants that,” I said.

Jo climbed off her bed, knelt down, and pulled two whiteboards out from under Alex’s bed. “I’m assuming you want to know how Florence and my investigation is going.”

I shrugged. “Why else would I be here?”

I examined the first whiteboard. Along the top were three photographs held on by magnets, and underneath were the names scrawled out and circled. Travis, Kressan, Wells. Connected to each name were various bubbles, each with something scribbled inside.

“This makes everything so clear. You’ve solved it,” I said, reading from a selection of the words written in the bubbles. “It was done by the archaeologist in the private boys’ school with the medical paper.”

Jo ignored my attempt at humor. “By narrowing it down to those on duty on all three nights—not a perfect system—but a start, we come up with three names,” Jo said. She used a marker to tap on the first picture. “Mr. Travis has worked here for fourteen months. Before that he worked for an exclusive boys’ private school. He was forced to resign—I haven’t discovered the details of exactly why yet.”

“When I was talking to him earlier, he ranted about insurance,” I said.

Jo drew another bubble, wrote insurance in it, then linked it to Travis’s name. “Thanks. I’ll look into that.” She tapped on the second picture. “Then we have Doctor Kressan. She’s even more recent. What she is doing in a place like this is a total mystery. She earned her medical degree at Lusteer U and co-authored a number of medical papers. I scanned them and could barely understand a word. How did she go from that to being the resident physician at an orphanage? From being involved in cutting edge medical science to giving vaccinations and putting plasters on cuts?”

“I doubt she has much of a bedside manner.”

Jo tapped the third picture. “Director Wells has been here slightly longer than the other two. He is an amateur archaeologist. A few months ago, he went on a dig in South America, and came back earlier than expected. He—”

“How are you finding all this out?”

“Mainly internal emails here in Gorlam’s. As you can imagine, the security of their system isn’t that good.”

“I hope you are being careful. I don’t want to think how many federal laws you are breaking.”

“Psssh. I’ve done much more dangerous hacking than this.”

“That’s really not comforting.” I examined the second whiteboard, which held pictures of Katie, Dennis, and Ally, and a further series of bubbles. “Why are you investigating the victims?”

“I’m looking for the connection between them. If we can figure out why they were chosen, that might give a clue as to who did it.”

I read some of the characteristics of each on the whiteboard. Katie was violent and unstable. Dennis was antisocial and intelligent. Ally was shy and passive. “They don’t seem similar.”

“What’s on the whiteboard is only the headlines. I’ve looked into their backgrounds, types, academic records, date of births. I’m normally good at finding patterns, but this time I have nothing.”

“Very thorough.”

“I need to discover something fast to help Ally in time.” Jo’s mouth twisted. “I saw her earlier. She’s getting worse.”

“You have to be careful visiting her. You know what you were like when you were possessed. You weren’t always in control.” I massaged my neck, remembering Jo strangling me with elemental-enhanced strength.

Jo nodded sadly. “I know. Florence won’t let me inside with her any more. I can only talk through the little slot in the door. It’s horrible. Dennis is becoming violent too. Katie has actually calmed down some, though I wouldn’t like to meet her outside the cell.” Jo tapped on the word unstable on the whiteboard. “I was frightened of her even before she became possessed.”

“Aren’t you scared? Katie might be dangerous, but whoever is behind this is much worse.” Jo had already been possessed once, she had to fear it would happen again.

“I want to learn to be brave.” Inside her smile, I saw the terror in her heart. “Being scared is a necessary first step.”

Beelzebub. I remembered Jo when her eyes had turned black, and I had an urge to take her out of Gorlam’s immediately. If I dragged her out by her hair, though, she’d accuse me of being a chauvinist again. “Be careful, will you? Let me know first if you find out anything.”

“I will, Rune.”

“I better go. I was due in Doctor Kressan’s office an hour ago.”

She was lost in thought staring at the white boards, so I let myself out.

Outside in the corridor, I paused, thinking back on the conversation with Jo. Not on what had been said, but on what hadn’t been said. Neither of us had mentioned her parents and what I had done. A part of me wanted to charge back in and apologize again, but maybe this was a better way of moving on. Perhaps by interacting with Jo and Alex on other subjects, things between us would return to the way they used to be. Or as close as possible.

I still didn’t want to see Sash in Doctor Kressan’s office, and Jo’s analysis had given me the urge to question Wells, so I headed to his office.

I stopped outside his door, feeling a moment of dread, a deja vu from dozens of times when I’d been sent here in trouble. Though the situation was completely different, I repeated what I’d done when I had been younger. I shoved my fear deep down within me, plastered a cheeky grin on my face, and charged in without knocking.

Director Wells was sitting in front of his computer, his fingers resting on the keyboard. He jerked at my entrance, almost jumping out of his chair. “What is it? What do you want? Did you find the rogue sentinel?”

“Did I disturb your porn watching? Anything good?”

“What? No. Of course not.”

“You can tell me. No don’t, let me guess.” I dragged over a chair, turned it around so the back faced forward, then sat down, one leg on either side. “Guy like yourself be probably interested in a bit of BBW. Am I right or am I right? And maybe a dash of BDSM, you on the receiving end, of course.”

Director Wells blinked rapidly. “There’s something wrong with you.”

“You bad boy.” I smiled widely. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

He unfolded himself from his chair. “Excuse me. I have work to do.”

“Sit down, Director.”

He instantly complied, and I felt a jolt of pleasure. I had been in this seat, scared and powerless, so many times, and I was enjoying this reversal.

“We haven’t found the person responsible, and you are our prime suspect.” That wasn’t exactly true, but I wanted to apply pressure. Shake the apple tree and see what fell.

“What do you mean? You already tested me. I let her cut me. The water ran red in my shower last night.”

“Don’t exaggerate. Just because you aren’t the rogue sentinel doesn’t mean you aren’t involved.” I switched on his desk lamp and aimed the light at his face.

He raised his arm to shield his eyes.

“Your pupils are dilating, Director.” I was enjoying this way too much. “A sure sign of your guilt.”

“You don’t know what you are talking about. If you knew anything about me, you’d know I was incapable of doing this.”

“Tell me.”

“Switch off that stupid light first.”

I switched it off. “Tell me.”

“I have given my life to help children like those three,” he said. “And it sickens me to see them suffer.”

“Given your life to see them suffer, more like.”

“What do you mean?”

“I know what staying in places like this is like. Crap food, nothing to do, straight to solitary for those who step out of line. The only escape is getting fostered out and often only to families who just take in kids for the government grants and who hand them back when the children, surprise, surprise, act out.”

“No, no, no.” The Director shook his head rapidly back and forth. “It’s not like that, not at all.”

“Tell me.”

“Wherever I’ve gone, every job I’ve had, every orphanage I’ve managed, I've made improvements. It’s always an uphill struggle."

“Boo hoo you.”

“And the worse thing is that nothing I ever do seems to make a difference. Ultimately, each child has their own personality, their own angers, their own flaws, their own mistakes to make. I’ve seen it again and again. Whatever I do, nothing changes.” Director Wells stood, walked to the door and held it open. “That hasn’t stopped me from doing my damnedest to help them each and every day. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I intend to continue that work.”

Chapter 17

Wednesday 23:25

Three of us sat crammed in the front seat of the van with me between the driver and Sash. We all stared into the darkness ahead, none of us saying anything.

The driver took a curve too fast, throwing me against Sash. As I pulled myself back into position, she scowled at me. I directed my own scowl toward the driver; he didn’t acknowledge it. He hadn’t said a single word since I’d met him; he’d only grunted when I’d asked him his name. Not only was he the most silent person I’d ever met, he managed to inhibit conversation in others. It made for an uncomfortable journey.

We were being taken to escort the delivery of the truckload of titanium back into Lusteer. After my conversation with Wells, I had once more decided against joining Sash in Doctor Kressan’s office, instead returning to Transkey. She had let me know that no sentinel had been discovered, but other than that, we’d had little interaction since then. Which meant that the awkwardness of the failed kiss still hung between us.

I needed to get her chatting to break the ice, but the driver’s all encompassing gloom got in the way of that. I leaned forward and peered through the windshield. In the darkness, I was just about able to make out that we were traveling along a long bridge. We were traversing the mountains to the west of Lusteer and had passed over any number of bridges and gone through a similar amount of tunnels.

Were these mountains to which Duffy had retreated? I wondered. What had Heff meant when he’d said that Duffy was gathering his strength? Surely Sash and Walker and the rest of the sentinels wouldn’t blame me if Duffy turned out to be a major threat.

It was a happy moment when the driver slowed, indicating the journey was almost over. The driver waited for a gap in traffic, did a U-turn, then pulled into a rest area on the other side of the road. He nodded at the passenger door. Sash opened it and practically fell out. I wasn’t far behind her, slamming the door shut behind me.

Only after the van pulled away did I notice that there was no sign of the truck we were supposed to escorting. “Hey!” I ran after the departing van and slapped it on the side.

The van accelerated away. “I’m going to kill Alex next time I see him.” I turned to Sash. “How long we are supposed to wait out here in the dark?” Though actually, it barely felt like full dark. The moon was bigger than I had ever seen it, bright enough to make the night a dull gray rather than black. “Do you have a number to ring?” I asked Sash. “So we can make sure we are in the right place and that the truck is on time.”

“Let’s just give it a few minutes first,” she said.

“Sure.” A truck roared past, sending a blast of cold air our way. I stepped further away from the road and zipped my leather jacket shut. “Anything new on the investigation in Gorlam’s?” I asked.

“Wells has given me the personal files of all the orphanage employees, and I’ve started to look through them,” she said.

“None of the three of them is the sentinel, but I bet either Kressan, Wells, or Travis is involved,” I said. “Did Doctor Kressan talk to you much while you were doing the test?”

Sash nodded. “Too much. She’s like a three year old with her questions. Why is the sky blue? But why does it reflect off the sea? But why is the sea blue? But why? But why?”

“I presume she was asking about sentinels rather than the sky color?”

“She wanted to know all about Brimstone. She’s only just heard about it, and already she’s obsessed.”

“Do you think that’s a sign she could be involved?”

“If she was involved, she’d already know more about the magical world. Believe me, she wasn’t faking her ignorance.”

A pair of headlamps lit us up as a truck turned in our direction. We waited while the truck came to a stop, then we approached it. I climbed up the steps and opened the door, receiving an immediate friendly greeting.

“Howdy. I’m Danny the truck driver.” Danny was a chubby man with thick white handlebar mustache. He wore a wide-brimmed black cowboy hat. 

“Howdy.” I climbed in beside him, happy that our new driver was going to the be the opposite of the last one. Sash got in behind me.

Danny tipped his hat to her. “Ma’am.”

Sash smiled at him, then scanned the cabin. She nodded toward a small bed behind the front seats. “Can I sit there.”

Danny nodded.

“It’s going to be more fun in the front with me and Danny,” I told her.

She maneuvered herself around me and climbed into the sleeper berth. There, she leaned against the corner and tucked her legs under her.

“Let’s get going then.” Danny shifted the truck into gear and powered it back onto the road. It accelerated slowly.

“Why do you call yourself Danny the truck driver?” I asked. “Seems a bit superfluous. The truck underneath your backside is a big hint.”

“My wife always used to introduce me like that. At parties, church, everywhere,” he said. “I was never sure why, just a quirk of hers, I guess. After she passed away, I found myself doing it automatically.”

I glanced away. “Sorry to bring up your loss.”

“Don’t worry, young man. I like to remember her. And not in a sad way.” When he grinned, the tips of his mustache flared outward. “She loved a smile and a laugh, and that’s how I picture her. ‘I don’t know why people are miserable when they could chose to be happy,’ she’d say to me.” He pressed the clutch, and the gears grinded as he shifted up. Danny tapped on the dashboard. “This lady here is a hard worker, but she hates third gear.”

I glanced behind at Sash. Talking to Danny was a lot more fun than the last driver’s silence, but it still felt like a lost opportunity.

Danny saw me looking over my shoulder. “Get in the back,” he told me.

“What?”

He winked. “I prefer not to have people up front distracting me when I’m driving.”

I glanced back again. Sash moved her legs so she was taking up the whole bed.

“There isn’t enough room,” I said.

“You’re a resourceful young man, I’m sure. You’ll find space.”

“I don’t know.”

“Who’s the truck driver here? Inside my cabin, I’m like the captain of a ship. I give the orders.”

I couldn’t help grinning. “Fair enough.” Sash gave a scowl, but she didn’t stop me when I eased her legs out of the way and sat down beside her.

“And my radio’s broken,” Danny said. “So I want to hear plenty of chat from you two. You wouldn’t want me to fall asleep at the wheel.”

Sash turned away when I looked at her. I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“I’m hearing too much silence,” Danny said. “Say the first thing on your mind.”

“Sash’s skin is very white and very smooth,” I said.

Sash groaned. “You think now is a good time for compliments? Really?”

“Who’s giving compliments?” I said. “A compliment would be saying your skin is beautiful. I’m just talking facts. Very smooth and translucent under the shine of the ceiling-light.”

“Please stop,” Sash said. “Danny doesn’t want to hear this.”

“Whatever you two want to talk about is fine with me,” Danny said.

“Rune, have pity on the poor truck driver who has to listen to your clumsy seduction techniques.”

“I’ve heard worse,” Danny said.

“Danny, if you’d seen his kissing attempts, you wouldn’t be encouraging him,” Sash said.

“Bad, were they?” Danny asked.

“Imagine someone sticking their tongue out, then trying to headbutt you,” Sash said.

Danny shoulders shook as he laughed long and loudly.

“I’m not putting up with any more of this,” I said. “Sash, hold very still.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to kiss you again.”

“If you try, I’ll knock your head off.”

I leaned in closer to her, holding her gaze. My left hand reached forward and grazed her hair. She nudged her head away slightly.

She’s not joking, Jerome thought. Don’t do it.

My head continued to inch closer to hers, slowly, ever so slowly. Her eyes were unreadable, pools of shadow under the ceiling-light.

Abort, abort! Jerome thought. Think about how hard a sentinel can hit.

Her expression gave no hint as to whether I could expect a punch or something more pleasant. After the immediate jerk away, her head remained still.

Second by second, my face came closer to hers. She smelled of the night air, cool and mysterious. My lips brushed hers ever so faintly, and I paused. Only the tingle in my upper lip told me we were touching. I could hear the breath entering and leaving her body.

I rolled my head and our lips touched fully for the first time. She felt warm and wonderful. Joy exploded within me. My face pressed closer, the roll of my head massaging my lips against hers. The kiss felt warm, wet, and delicious.

“I can’t see what’s happening,” Danny said. “Someone tell me.”

Sash broke contact, climbing out of the back and returning to the passenger seat.

I sighed. “Way to break the mood, Danny.”

“He’s not much better than last time, I’m sorry to report,” Sash said.

“You didn’t hit him though,” Danny said. “There is that.”

“I intended to. I still don’t know why I didn’t.”

“Maybe you don’t find him as repulsive as you pretend,” Danny said.

“He has his moments.”

I leaned forward, sticking my head out. “Did you hear that, Danny. Not repulsive.” I fist-pumped. “Score.”

Sash shook her head. “Look at him. He’s like a little puppy.”

“What do you think, Danny?” I asked. “I’ve been trying to tell her all about my goofy charm.”

“You two make an adorable pair,” Danny said. “Treasure this, you two. Youth is wasted on the young, they say, and it’s true. Before you know it, you’ll be middle aged, or worse, old like me, and feelings will lose their intensity. Nothing is ever like the first time. First kiss, first love.”

“First heartbreak.” Sash’s voice cracked, and she turned to stare out the side window and into the darkness.

Danny opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. He hunched over the steering wheel, peering forward.

The momentary gloom brought on by Sash’s words and body language didn’t dim my mood for long. I had kissed a girl for the first time. And not just any girl, but the beautiful, incomparable Sash.

Just then, Sash tensed, leaning forward to stare into the side mirror.

“What’s going on?” I asked her.

“Something’s happening,” she said.

Danny sat straight in his seat. “What was that?”

“What?” I asked.

“Something happened to the truck,” he said. “It felt like something big landed on the trailer.”

I hadn’t expected anything to happen on this trip. I’d thought Sash and I were here as a precaution. How did whoever was out there even know about the titanium? “Were you warned to expect anything?” I asked Danny.

“When I was told to pick up security, I was worried,” Danny said. “When it turned out to be you two kids, I figured it was some joke. I hadn’t worked out the punchline.”

“The punchline has just landed on the roof,” I said.

A shadow swept past the windshield. Danny leaned forward, staring upward. “And the thing that just flew overhead?”

“Another punchline.” I turned to Sash. “What do we do?”

“We get rid of them.” She pushed open the truck door, and a blast of cold air burst through the cabin.

“Wait. You can’t—” Danny shouted.

Sash disappeared outside, and the door slammed shut behind her.

“Is she crazy?” Danny said.

“Most definitely.” Unfortunately I had no choice but to help her.

Chapter 18

Thursday 01:55

I yanked on the handle and pushed the door open. It instantly crashed shut. Beelzebub. I leaned my shoulder against the door, using my body to hold it open as I squeezed out, getting a foot onto the step underneath the door and twisting around.

Danny said something, but the words were snatched away by the roar of wind in my ears.

“What?” I cupped my ear in his direction.

“What do I do?” Danny shouted. “Should I stop?”

I shook my head. That would make it easy for whoever was attacking to get the titanium. “Keep going!” I shouted. “Just keep her on the road.” I pulled my body fully outside and the door slammed shut.

The wind whipped at me, threatening to tear me off the truck. I held on tighter and leaned close to the door. Sets of headlamps streamed past me from the opposite lane. A car beeped loudly, and I realized that the truck was drifting across the middle line. Get it together, Danny, I mentally ordered.

I twisted around to look behind. A dark pickup swerved back and forth just behind the truck. When a gap in the traffic opened up, the pickup pulled alongside the truck and a shadow jumped from the back of it and onto the trailer.

Wind thundered through my ears, blocking out all other sound. I crabbed backward seeking out handholds and footholds, keeping myself flattened against the truck as much as possible. I swung myself around and into the gap between the truck and trailer, glad to get a brief respite from the wind. I shivered, realizing how cold I was.

A ladder on the front of the trailer allowed me to quickly climb up onto the roof. Due to the full moon, I could make out what was happening clearly. Standing on the roof, leaning into the wind, Sash faced off against two shifters in wolf form.

And from behind, a phoenix swooped down toward her.

“Watch out!” I shouted. Even shouting at the top of my lungs, I couldn’t be sure she could hear me over the roar of the wind. She must have though, because she suddenly swiveled, her double-bladed staff appearing in her hands. The phoenix’s wings flapped wildly and he rose higher, flying above Sash’s head. She swung at him and missed.

I ran to help her, keeping low and taking long strides. My feet bounced against the metal paneling of the roof. The wolf shifter furthest away retreated to the back of the trailer, swung his legs over the side and clambered down. The closer shifter opened his snout and snarled, spreading his arms wide and showing his claws. I joined Sash; we stood side by side. I summoned my fireswords, and they sprang to life, creating a bubble of red light that surrounded the two of us.

Despite his earlier display of aggression, the shifter now backed away. He clearly wasn’t keen on taking on two sentinels. I glanced over my shoulder, keeping an eye out for Heff, then I started forward after the shifter.

The truck lurched, flinging me toward the edge of the trailer. Continuing backward, I could see the hurtling traffic below. I clawed at the air, but with nothing to grab onto, I had no way to stop my fall.

Sash leaped forward and clutched hold of my arm. I didn’t immediately stop, and for an instant I thought Sash and I would both plummet off the side of the truck. Then Sash braced herself hard, stopping my momentum. She yanked me back to safety.

The truck lurched again. I wobbled, but this time managed to maintain my balance. I looked down to see what the hell Danny was up to. The pickup had caught up, and it was swerving across the front of the truck, trying to force it off the road.

Sash shouted something, but her words were snatched away by the wind. I cupped my hand to my ear. She pointed to herself and nodded toward the two shifters at the back. She then gestured for me to deal with the pickup.

I nodded, let my fireswords disappear, lowered my head into the wind, and staggered toward the front of the trailer. Sparks flew high into the night air as the pickup skidded against the side of the cab. The truck jerked back and forth as Danny struggled to regain to control.

Inside the bed of the pickup, a woman stood holding onto the roof of the cab, swinging back and forth as the pickup swerved to avoid incoming traffic. I crouched, preparing to leap down onto the pickup. Jumping was clearly a foolhardy, idiotic idea—I didn’t like my chances of landing on the pickup, and even if I did, I was likely to immediately roll off. And that was without the woman trying to stop me.

What choice did I have? I couldn’t allow the truck to be run off the road.

Before I had a chance to jump, though, the woman slashed out with an arm in my direction. I didn’t know exactly what was coming my way, I just had the sense of darkness rippling. I leaped into the air.

It wasn’t meant to be a backflip, but it turned into one. I managed to get my legs under me just in time, bending my knees as I landed on the other side of the trailer, right on the edge. I spread my arms wide as a wobbled back and forth, struggling to regain my balance. Once I’d steadied, I stepped forward so my heels no longer dangled over the edge. Only then did I allow myself to take a breath.

I glanced back to check if Sash had noticed my acrobatics.

Idiot, Jerome thought. Then: Watch out.

The woman slashed her arm back the other way. The darkness rippled again. This time I summoned my left firesword and used it to block what was coming my way. As fire made contact with smoke, light flared and I was able to see what she was attacking me with. She wielded a thick cord of black smoke that reached all the way up to me.

A mountain reared up in front of us, and the truck and pickup charged into a tunnel side by side. After a brief flash of darkness, the roof lights provided at least as much light as the moon had.

The woman pulled back her hand back and whipped it forward once more. Her cord of smoke withdrew, then came for me again, lashing toward my head. I summoned my right firesword and blocked once more.

I took a moment to glance back to make sure Sash wasn’t in trouble. Both shifters clung to the back of the trailer and Sash had started to climb down after them.

We swept out of the tunnel and out onto a long bridge. There, Heff was waiting. The phoenix was circling a section of road, fire billowing from his beak, creating a cloud of fire right in the path of the truck.

The cord of smoke disappeared, and the pickup retreated back behind the truck. With heavy traffic coming the other way, the truck had nowhere to go except straight through the flames. Just as the truck dashed into the cloud of flame, I jumped off the roof of the truck and into the gap behind the cabin, letting my fireswords disappear.

The truck charged through the fire and out the other side. I thought it had survived undamaged, when a pop rang out, loud even over the growling of the engine and the whine of the passing wind. The truck wobbled, then a second pop sounded, then a third. I had an instant to realize that the tires were exploding before the truck twisted onto its side. I was jolted upward, but I managed to grab hold of the ladder on the trailer.

The metal of the truck screeched against the tarmac of the road, spraying a wave of sparks before it. Between the sparks and the remnants of the fire, the night had brightened into a harsh orange twilight. The trailer, still attached to the truck, fishtailed wildly. The truck was heading toward the barrier at the side of the bridge.

Danny, I thought, and I jumped onto of the side of the truck. The door faced upward, and inside Danny lay slumped against the steering wheel, a trail of blood running down the side of his face. I reached for the door handle, then realizing I didn’t even have time to open it, I crashed my forearm into the side window. The window smashed into pieces, showering glass down on top of Danny. I reached both arms into the truck, grabbed Danny, and yanked him upward.

I pulled him up about a foot, then he rebounded back down, the seat belt snagging him. I glanced up. The truck was slowing but not fast enough. It was about to smash into the barrier with the yawning darkness beyond beckoning us. Beelzebub. I dived into the cabin and fumbled around until I found the seat belt attachment and clicked it open.

The truck smashed against the barrier with a horrible grinding noise. I grabbed Danny once more and pulled. This time he came free. I wrenched him out of the cabin.

The front of the truck toppled over the edge, and I jumped. Because the cab was going downward, I had to spring extra hard just to get any upward momentum, especially holding the heavy Danny in my arms. I landed on the thin strip of road between the barrier and the edge of the bridge, making sure I was underneath Danny, cushioning him. I would heal, he might not.

I bounced hard, Danny’s bulk knocking the wind out of me. We rolled and Danny made some contact with the ground, but I protected him from the worst of it. When we came to a stop, I released him and let him fall off me.

I groaned, then turned on my side to see what was happening. The truck had disappeared over the edge, and the trailer was being dragged after it. The back of the trailer swung open, and the two wolf shifters jumped off.

Where is Sash? The panicked thought forced me to my feet. I lurched into a hobbling run, chasing the trailer which slid further and further over the edge of the bridge. Ignoring various hurts, I sped up. The trailer’s progress toward the chasm had no great speed, but it had a resolute inevitability.

As I reached the trailer, the back of it seesawed upward. I jumped and grabbed hold of the back bumper. The trailer dragged me high into the air, and I swayed below it, frantically clinging on with one hand. I clawed upward with my right hand until I had purchase with two hands, then I hooked my left leg up, managing finally to get on top of the bumper. The back of the trailer angled from vertical toward horizontal. It made climbing easier, but it meant the truck was on the verge of toppling over.

I caught a brief glimpse of Sash trying to climb up from inside the trailer, then the door crashed closed on her. I glanced back at the bridge. I still had a chance to jump back onto it, but I couldn’t do that with Sash trapped inside the trailer.

I hope you know what you are doing, Jerome thought.

The trailer picked up speed, sliding downward ever faster. I grabbed the handle of the back door and wrenched it open. The moment I did so, Sash sprang out. I released the door, allowing it to slam back shut.

I looked upward, ready to spring back onto the side of the bridge, but it was too late. The truck was in freefall, already twenty paces below the bottom of the bridge and picking up speed.

Beelzebub.

You need a new curseword, Jerome thought. A stronger one for when you do epically stupid things.

This healing ability of sentinels, do you know how extensive it is?

This is one way of finding out, Jerome thought. Wouldn’t be my choice. But what do I know, I’m just a dumb necklace.

My jacket blew up around my ears as we continued to increase in speed. I forced it back down and looked across at Sash, hoping she had a better idea than me about what to do. Whatever the strength of the wind had been when the truck was driving along the highway, this was a hundred times worse. Even trying to talk was pointless.

She reached a hand toward me. I took it, and she jumped off and away from the truck, bringing me with her. We stayed alongside the truck, though, moving at the same speed. In the valley far below, we were hurtling down toward a forest.

Sash spread her arms and legs wide, adjusting her body so that she was horizontal like a freefalling parachutist. I mirrored her movements, still holding her hand. With our new body positions, the trailer gradually distanced itself, falling faster than us.

We were still plummeting at an ever increasing speed though. From the way that Sash had thought to spread herself out, she had likely parachuted before. If only she actually had thought to bring one. My jacket flapped around my head, the zipper cutting against my ear and the left side of my face. The next time I jumped to certain death, I was going to make sure to zip up my jacket first.

I should be feeling terror, or perhaps having my life flash before my eyes; instead random thoughts were popping into my mind. This was hardly the time to be thinking about my jacket.

The treetops came ever closer. I made a yanking motion with my free hand, indicating that Sash should pull the parachute cord. Amazingly, she giggled. I could barely get a smile out of her most of the time, and here we were, seconds away from crashing into the ground at terminal velocity and she giggled.

With a hollow thump, the truck crashed into the forest. I released Sash’s hand and we both coiled ourselves into the fetal position.

Branches whipped against my arms and face. The ground rushed at me, then blackness took me.

Chapter 19

Thursday 04:10

Move, move, move, Jerome thought.

I screamed as waves of agony tore through my body. Leave me alone so I can curl up and die. In the state I was in, I wasn’t sure I could even curl up.

Look up. You have to move.

I managed to get my eyes open. Shadowy tree trunks surrounded me. I decided against checking out my injuries. I didn’t want to find out that I looked worse than I felt. What do you want me to see?

Look upslope.

I twisted my neck, then strained my eyes against the gloom, trying to figure out what I was seeing. A tree trunk cracked, and a looming darkness strained forward. Is that? It couldn’t be.

Yes. The bloody truck is about to squash us flat.

Us? I remembered that the last time I was this badly injured, Jerome had tried to possess me. You aren’t thinking?

Only if you force me into it by just lying there. Now move!

I rolled my body over, unleashing a scream that echoed through the trees.

Not that way, fool, Jerome thought. The quickest way to safety isn’t directly away from the path of its fall, but off to the side. Everyone knows that.

I clenched my eyes shut and waited for the worst of the pain to abate, then rolled in the direction Jerome wanted. Another scream tore through me.

I rested to allow me to get my breath back. How is this even possible? The truck fell first, I asked Jerome.

It fell upslope of you, Jerome thought. A gust of wind sent a shiver running through the treetops, and the trunks creaked alarmingly. Among saplings which are not putting up much resistance.

I rolled over again, then again. Each time, a new wave of agony shuddered through me, and my vision dimmed as I threatened to fall unconscious.

I couldn’t allow that happen. I sucked in jagged breaths, then prepared to go again.

With a sound like a whip snapping, a tree broke and the truck rumbled and slid toward me. I covered my head with my arms and waited. When it didn’t fall on top of me, I looked up again. A lower down row of trees had stopped its momentum. It still strained forward, and this row of trees was the last line of defense.

I rolled over again, biting down on the scream, then again.

That truck really wanted to kill me. First on the road, then falling off the bridge, and it still wasn’t done. Paint an evil grin on its front fender and give it a part in a Stephen King horror already, I thought.

Despite the pain, I kept going. I had no choice. I didn’t want to wake up with a face full of grinning truck fender.

I had almost escaped the truck’s shadow when I spotted a flash of red fabric. Sash’s blouse. Beelzebub. I twisted around to get a better look. She lay face down with her body twisted around a fallen tree trunk.

“Sash!” I shouted.

No response.

“Sash, you have to move.” She was sprawled right in the path of the truck. I rolled myself the way I had come, back toward her.

Remember what happened the last time you stupidly tried to save her when she got herself stuck in the trailer, Jerome thought.

I’ve no choice.

Just saying.

The trees shivered again, the truck inching ever closer to toppling.

I grabbed hold of a root and wrenched myself forward, then dug my fingers into the ground and pulled again, my body slithering behind me. My pain had diminished enough that I didn’t need to scream after each movement, instead storing up the screams and unleashing a roar whenever I couldn’t contain it any longer.

I reached Sash and gave her arm a shake. “Sash.”

Her head lolled back and forth. I saw a glimpse of bone sticking out from her thigh, and I dry retched, suddenly glad she wasn’t conscious. I still had to get her out of the path of the truck.

I staggered onto one knee, trying to stand, but fell again. I wasn’t ready for that. Instead I dragged Sash along the ground, ignoring the slash of blood left behind. I crawled forward a pace, then pulled Sash after me, giving her a mighty wrench because a piece of her clothes was caught on a root.

I repeated that again and again. Sash and I both became plastered in mud. My breathing came in heavy gulps.

Finally I decided we were out of range of the truck and stopped. That was easy, I don’t know what you were worried about, I thought.

The trunks of several trees snapped. The truck rolled down the slope and crashed into the dirt where Sash and I had been moments earlier. Dust and twigs splashed over us.

Sure, easy, Jerome thought back.

I didn’t appreciate the mockery, but Jerome did deserve some credit. Thanks for helping me and not, you know, forcibly possessing me.

Does this mean you’ll be nicer to me from now on?

I am nice to you.

You don’t think about what I want, only about how I amuse you.

How could you possibly have wants? You are just a bloody necklace.

No response.

What do you want? Jerome? Jerome?

Nothing. The stupid necklace was giving me the silent treatment. Jerome chose the moment when our mangled bodies were contorted in pain to throw a hissy fit.

I only cared because the lack of distraction forced me to focus on the pain sensors in my body, which were all firing full blast. Although having to move made things worse in one way, it had also distracted me from thinking; I had a purpose. Now all I could do was lie and wallow in the pain.

I had been trying to avoid looking too closely at either of our bodies, but from what I could tell, Sash was in worse condition than I was.

A cold wind swept over us, and I pulled my arms tighter around her.

“Getting your feel in while I’m unconscious, are you?” Even Sash’s voice sounded broken.

“What? No, I never.”

“Don’t freak out on me. I’m not serious.” Sash opened her eyes. “Do you hurt as much as me?”

“Does it feel like a million tiny razor blades are flowing through your veins?”

She nodded. “While each individual fiber of my bones has been snapped into a million pieces.”

“Then you hurt as much as I do,” I said.

“Let’s not talk about it. Distract me,” she ordered.

Without thinking, I leaned close and kissed her.

She gasped as she broke contact. “We’ve just fallen hundreds of feet, and that’s the first thing you think to do. Do you have that much of a one track mind?”

I shrugged. “I’m a guy.”

“That was the worse kiss anyone in the history of humanity has ever received.”

“I thought I was getting better.”

“The last time my lips hadn’t been shredded by tree bark.”

“Perhaps I distracted you from the pain everywhere else in your body.”

She managed a small smile. “Somewhat.”

I smiled back. “I think you are healing. Your face doesn’t look totally busted anymore. Close to symmetrical even, though it’s hard to tell under all that crusted blood.”

“Now that’s a compliment I can get behind,” Sash said.

“You still look like you hit every branch on the ugly tree on the way down.”

Sash’s laugh was cut short by a gasp of pain. “I hit a lot of branches,” she said. “If I’d known where the ugly tree was I would have avoided it.” She considered. “Or maybe not. Sometimes I wish I was plainer.”

I sighed. “Pretty girl problems. You wouldn’t like it as much if you knew life on the other side.”

“Maybe you are right.” She snorted out a laugh. “Tell me something that hurts.”

“We’ve already agreed that everything hurts.”

“Not physical. Something emotional. I want to be distracted, and that isn’t a cue for you to kiss me again.”

I looked at the wreckage of the truck in front of us. “Do you think that’s going to explode?” I asked.

“If it does, then you’ll get out of telling me something real,” Sash said. “Not otherwise.”

“I could throw a fireball at it.”

“By using your magic?”

“For a good cause.”

“I may be in a bad way, but I can still take you out if I have to.”

“You’re a hard woman.”

“The hardest,” Sash agreed. “You were about to say?”

I sighed. “It’s been two months since Alex and Jo stopped staying with me, and they aren’t coming back. Nevertheless, I haven’t touched any of their things. The room where we lived together feels like a mausoleum.” I shook my head; I wasn’t explaining it well. I tried again. “You know how parents often leave a child’s bedroom untouched after his or her death. Sometimes for years or decades after. It’s like that for me, only Alex and Jo aren’t dead, and I obviously am not even a parent to them. Which only makes it more pathetic.”

“You are right. That does sound pathetic.”

“When someone opens their heart to you, you aren’t supposed to stomp on it.”

“Maybe if you manned up, I wouldn’t have to.”

I smiled. I should have known not to expect sympathy from Sash. Still, it felt good to express what had been bothering me. The pain was easing and Sash fit snugly in my arms. “The loneliness of the empty room hurts, but the feeling of vulnerability is worse. I grew up in an orphanage, and learned I couldn’t rely not anyone else. Not the social workers, not the other orphans, not the intermittent foster parents. At a young age, I became independent, both physically and emotionally. My happiness didn’t depend on others.”

“The need to love and be loved is not a weakness,” Sash said. “It’s part of being human.”

I didn’t know what to say to that—it wasn’t the kind of thing I’d expected from Sash. “Your turn,” I said.

“For what?”

“You know what. I opened up to you, now it’s your turn.”

“I was in love once,” she said in a quiet voice.

“If you aren’t talking about me, I’m not interested.”

“Complete, all-consuming love.”

“And you had been giving me the impression you barely felt emotions.” I wanted her to open up, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear about her past boyfriends.

“He was older than me, and I was sixteen when we first met. Others didn’t understand, but he protected me. He was one of a kind, the strongest man I’d ever known.”

“What happened? Did he run off with someone younger?”

“He died.”

My grin fell from my face. “I’m sorry. How did it happen?”

Sash shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She eased out of my embrace and stood.

“Wait, you can’t stop there. You haven’t told me anything.”

“We should go.”

“How are you even standing? Your thigh bone was sticking out of your leg only a short time ago.”

“Time heals all things. Let’s climb back up to the road. We can take it slow at first.”

I looked up through the trees. Even with the sky beginning to brighten, the bridge was too far away to be visible. I couldn’t imagine we’d able to climb all the way back up there in the state we were in. “Could we call for...” I touched the pocket which held my mobile, feeling the broken pieces of plastics and electronics. “I guess your mobile is as broken as mine.”

She nodded. “Afraid so. Let’s get moving before the cold seeps into our bones.”

I wasn’t cold, but I felt the lack of Sash’s body warmth. Maybe I was finding the replacement to the hole left by Alex and Jo. Perhaps I would never regain my independence but instead find something better.

I nodded at the wreckage of the truck. “If they retrieve the titanium, it’ll still be usable, right? Sheets of metal can’t exactly break.”

Sash stretched her arms above her head, her body making a sound like knuckles cracking. I grimaced in sympathy but she gave no indication of pain. “There’s no titanium in there,” she said.

“What do you mean? The shades didn’t get a chance to steal it.”

“The trailer was already empty by the time the wolf shifters broke in. They were as surprised as I was.”

“That makes no sense.”

Sash nodded grimly. “I have some questions for your friend Alex.” She twisted her body again to the sound of knuckles cracking.

For Alex’s sake, I’d have to make sure I was close to him when that happened.

Chapter 20

Thursday 06:15

The hike up from the valley floor was a nightmare. I hadn’t completely healed, and numerous trips and falls as well as grazes from stray thorns gave me a host of new injuries. Sash was better at navigating through the darkness, so I fell into a rhythm of following her.

As we reached the higher slopes and the first rays of dawn crept out from between the peaks, the climb became easier and Sash picked up the pace. Though tired enough to fall over, I wasn’t going to let myself fall behind. Instead, I made faces at Sash’s back, mentally complaining about her being a hard taskmistress.

I glanced up and saw a distant slash of white light cut through the darkness, followed by another, then another. I paused to listen and heard the distant rumble of traffic.

“Sash, hey, wait.” She turned around and I pointed out the road. “We are nearly there.”

She looked where I pointed, then nodded. “It’s not the highway we fell from, but it’s a road. We’ll be able to get a lift back to the city.” She indicated a rockface. “I bet if we climb up that, we’ll get pretty close.”

“Maybe.” I frowned. “I’m sure there are easier routes up too.”

“Weakling.” She took off running toward the base of the rockface.

“Stop!” I shouted, then shook my head and ran after her. The run got my juices flowing, and I sped up. Sash sensed me gaining on her, and she starting going faster, her feet sending clumps of dirt and small stones careening down behind her. I sped up, managed to overtake her and touched the rockface just before her.

I gulped in big breaths and grinned at her. She didn’t stop, reaching up to immediately start climbing. “Wait.” I grabbed her free hand. “A quick rest.” She looked reluctant. “Please.”

She turned her back to the rock and leaned against it. “A few minutes. I want to get to the prison asap.”

“We are going directly there? Shouldn’t we freshen up first.” By which I meant having a twelve hour sleep.

“Don’t you want to find out who sent the shades after us? And why we were sent to guard an empty truck?”

“It’s just I’d prefer to be alert enough to process what I’m being told.”

“Our job was to bring the truck to the construction site. We should let them know what happened. I can do it if you want.”

“If you can keep going, so can I.” Sash had been injured worse than I, she had to be at least as tired. “Can I ask you something?” During the hike up, I’d replayed the fight with the shades in my mind, and one thing in particular nagged at me.

“As long as it’s not too personal,” Sash said. “I was blabbing earlier about all sorts of stuff. It must have been an effect of my weakened state, because that’s not me.”

“You can’t fool me by shuttering up again. I know you now. I’ve seen inside you—the white of your bone, in fact. And not in a good way.”

“What did you want to ask?”

“You got the drop on Heff on top of the truck. I know you had a chance to take him out. And the same on the steps of City Hall. I’m thinking you aren’t the killer you pretend to be.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Yeah.” I gave her a gentle shove in the shoulder. “What was it like? I think big bad Sash isn’t as hard as she makes out.”

She didn’t return my smile. “If you are trying to convince yourself that I won’t kill you if the need arises, you are wrong. I will do my job.”

“You’ve already admitted that you’ll feel bad about it, though.”

“Maybe.” She faced me. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Off the record. I won’t hold it against you whatever you say.”

“Be careful. That’s like signing a blank check. You wouldn’t know what I’d come out with.”

“What do you think about Walker and the sentinel order?”

I tensed. “This feels like a test.” One that could be dangerous.

“It’s not a test. You can be truthful.”

I bent down and picked a stone off the ground, then threw it into the darkness. It pinged off a tree trunk. I threw another, that one disappearing without a sound. Being honest might be a bad idea, but I couldn’t lie to Sash after what we’d just been through together. “I’m not sure exactly what to think. At times it feels like Walker could be worse than the shades. And do I even have a choice? Perhaps it’s better if I don’t think. I’m sure Walker would prefer if I don’t. Just do as he orders, or die—aren’t these my only options?”

“Go on,” Sash said when I lapsed into silence. I tried to read her expression, but she kept her face blank.

“The thing is, though, that I hate people being possessed. I hate the thought of it happening to anyone.” I remembered the gray nothingness to which Jerome tried to banish me and shuddered. “To be in stuck in limbo like that, no longer in control, perhaps watching an elemental use your body to do terrible things.” Of course, I had deliberately caused Duffy to become possessed, one of the things I’d done that I had to learn to live with. “Jo almost lost herself to an elemental, and now I find myself unable to help the three orphans in Gorlam’s. Walker is a hard man, but a lot of what he does is aimed toward preventing possessions. What he did—what you all did—to Bobbit wasn’t right, but the purpose behind Walker’s actions is...” I was drifting off topic. “I guess I still haven’t answered your question, have I?”

“What about that elemental around your neck? I told you on the plane that I might be able to rid you of it, and you haven’t followed up on that.”

Jerome, any thoughts? He was still keeping quiet. “I guess the relationship between me and my necklace has fallen into the it’s complicated category.”

Sash straightened. “Let’s get going. It’s nearly full morning.” She grabbed hold of a jutting out rock with her left hand, then swung her legs to a foothold a few paces up. Without missing a beat, her right hand swung up and grabbed a handhold a pace higher.

It was a display of ridiculous skill and athleticism, better by far than what the best freestyle climber in the world could do. And she had been severely injured just hours earlier.

As I followed her, I started out tentatively, not wanting to test my newly healed body with another fall. It didn’t take long, though, until I was matching Sash swing for swing. I forgot about my doubts concerning Walker, forgot about my earlier agony, and lost myself in the joy of what my body was capable of.

At times, being a sentinel was awesome.

Chapter 21

Thursday 07:30

Sash got the taxi driver to drop us off on Harris Avenue.

We’d been lucky enough to flag one down almost the instant that we’d reached the road. The taxi driver, seeing our dirt covered clothes, had given us a strange look but hadn’t questioned us. Disappointingly, Sash had climbed into the front. I would have preferred for us to snuggle up together in the backseat. On the journey back into the city, I had almost drifted asleep on several occasions, but I jerked awake each time.

“Why are we stopping here?” I asked Sash, getting out of the taxi to join her. Harris Avenue abutted the grounds of the Collier Mansion, but the main entrance was on Dorset Street.

“It’s a long way around on the roads,” she said. “Why do that when we can just go this way?” She jumped up, grabbed hold of the chain link fence and flipped herself over.

“I’m too tired for this shit.” Nevertheless, I followed Sash’s example in vaulting over the fence.

She led the way through the trees.

“How come you know the layout of the estate so well?” I asked Sash. “I lived here as a vagabond for several months and never entered via Harris Avenue.” She wasn’t even from Lusteer.

“Part of our job is protecting this prison build, so I’ve examined the layout in detail.”

Of course she had. “I’ve been preparing also, just in a different way. By watching episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

She smiled. “I used to watch that a bit. Guilty pleasure.”

“No need to be guilty. It’s a quality show.” I held up my palm. “Joss Whedon high five.”

“Who’s that?”

“The show’s creator.”

“I’m not that into the show. I just like it.”

I let my hand fall. No high five for Joss Whedon. None for me either. “There’re two kinds of people in the world,” I said. “Those who appreciate Joss Whedon’s genius and those who haven’t yet discovered it.”

“Two types of people. Geeks and those who know the difference between reality and their favorite TV shows.”

Ouch. “I have a few friends who are trying to come to terms with recent events by watching Buffy.”

“That’s stupid,” she said. “Are they going to start roundhouse kicking shades and hope they disappear into dust?”

“Better than milk baths.”

“Why do conversations with you have to turn weird?” She stepped between two trees and came to a sudden stop, and I stumbled against her.

I stepped around to stand beside her. We’d emerged out of the trees, and I blinked several times, trying to take in what I was seeing. The last time I’d been on this estate had been before the mansion had burnt down, so I didn’t expect things to be the same, but I certainly hadn’t expected this much of a difference.

Several giant metal poles holding arrays of bulbs angled downward—giant stadium lights—were placed at regular intervals. They had clearly allowed the work to continue all night. The bulbs were still lit but, with morning well advanced, they no longer made any noticeable effect on the ambient light.

At the far end of the estate, all that remained of the section of forest which had held the treehouse I’ve lived in had been reduced to a pile of stripped tree trunks. A fleet of bulldozers and diggers were churning the last few green patches into mud.

Where the mansion itself once resided had changed the most. Hundreds of workers swarmed over the area, and already a compound was taking shape, with a large metal structure half built.

“This isn’t right,” I said.

“Why?” Sash asked.

“They shouldn’t just be getting started—this looks like it’s been worked on weeks. And is all that metal they are using titanium? Shouldn’t they need the shipment we were supposed to escort in?”

“Look out!” Sash nodded over my shoulder.

I turned. A wolf shifter stalked forward, his shoulders hunched over, his long arms swinging low, almost reaching the ground. He came to a stop, flexing his claws and unleashing a high-pitched howl.

I stumbled a few steps back, then realized he wasn’t alone. I swiveled around. Two other wolf shifters were also approaching. I swallowed hard as a giant snake slithered through the mud toward us. Its skin was yellow with black and red rings. Bright coloring normally indicated poison in snakes, but in this instance I figured the coloring meant a fire shade. The snake shifter lifted his head high and opened his mouth to show fangs like daggers.

Sash's double bladed staff sprang into existence, I summoned my fireswords, and we stood back to back.

“These are guarding the prison, right?” I asked Sash.

She nodded. “They must be.”

A screech caused me to look up, where I saw an eagle shifter circling low enough that his talons grazed the top leaves of the trees.

“We are on your side!” I shouted out.

One of the wolf shifters snarled, and they all edged closer. My back pressed firmly against Sash’s back as the circle closed around us. “They don’t look friendly, Sash.”

A huge black furred beast bounded down the slope. A bear shifter. He rose on two legs, a giant shaggy head taller than the rest. He roared, and one of the wolf shifter moved aside to let him through.

The beast shambled forward. The fireswords trembled in my hands. My gaze flickered across at the snake, whose head shifted from side to side, and up at the eagle overhead, then back to the bear. If they attacked, would we be able to hold off all of them?

Smoke swirled around the bear,  and between one step and the next the beast became man, and Nathan, Harriet Ashley’s square-jawed, wide-shouldered bodyguard, stood before us.

“Nathan!” I exclaimed. “I’m glad to see you.”

He didn’t look glad to see me. “Why did you sneak in by the back fence?”

I realized he was completely naked. He was almost as hairy in man form; thick black hairs matted his chest. I very deliberately kept my gaze high. “We are just taking a short cut.”

Nathan frowned. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Hmm.” Now that I thought about it, I didn’t believe it myself. I glanced across at Sash.

She was unfazed by Nathan’s hairy nakedness. “We figured we’d check what the security was like.”

Why hadn’t Sash told me that initially? “The truck was ambushed,” I told Nathan. “We came to report.”

“We know.” Nathan glanced upward. “Go get the jeep.” The eagle shifter tilted as he changed direction, and he headed back toward the compound. I noticed for the first time that the eagle wore blue robes. I looked around at the other shifters. Like Nathan, the snake wasn’t wearing anything, but the wolf shifters all wore loose robes—some animal shapes had to be easier to clothe than others.

“The rest of you, return to your patrols,” Nathan said.

The giant snake lowered his head down the ground and slithered away, churning up mud as he went. The wolf shifters disappeared into the trees, leaving Sash and me alone with Nathan.

I shifted awkwardly, making sure my gaze didn’t roam. “So,” I said. “Here we are. Standing here.” Some of us naked and hairy, some not. “The prison. It’s... it’s further along than I expected.”

I wanted to accuse Harriet Ashley of lying to us, but something about having a muscular naked man in front of me made me non-confrontational.

“Bringing in Transkey was a mistake,” Nathan said. “Since we did that we’ve had nothing but trouble.”

“How are you so far along? I thought everything was kicked off Monday. And that was only the planning stage.”

“We started planning months ago and broke ground several weeks ago. We just tried to keep the higher ups who knew down to a minimum.”

“How is that even possible?” I asked. “Did the mayor know? Surely you can’t start building a prison without the city giving the okay.”

“If we could have, we would have. We didn’t start discussions with his office until as late as possible.” Nathan made a face. “Once the politicians get involved...” He shook his head. “City Hall has more leaks than Brimstone has elementals.”

“So when you started you just kept City Hall in the dark. What if they didn’t agree?”

He shrugged. “I guess we would end up with a field of mud and no idea what to build on it. That wasn’t going to happen. We could see what was coming.”

“Did you even have rights to build on this estate months ago when you started planning?”

“Alex Collier was involved from the start,” Nathan said.

Of course he was. I nodded up at the stadium lights. “You’re working both night and day?”

“We knew the shade community would react when they found out, which gave us a narrow window to build as fast as possible. Once we have titanium walls and defenses in place, it’ll be much less vulnerable to a shade attack. Plus, the lights are a permanent part of the compound, helping to secure it and to prevent escape when the prison is in operation.”

“You talk about the shade community as if you aren’t part of it. If I hadn’t just seen you transform...”

“Shades who prefer confrontation to integration are in the majority,” Nathan said.

An open-top jeep pulled up along side us. The driver’s blue robes told me he was the eagle shifter in human form, though nothing else about the short slim man with a greasy smirk suggested he could turn into a giant eagle.

“Get in.” Nathan jerked his thumb at the jeep.

Sash climbed into the front seat. I got into the back alongside Nathan and was glad when he pulled a pair of trousers and shirt out of a backpack.

To avoid seeing too much flesh while he was maneuvering himself into the clothes, I looked out the side of the jeep, watching the buzz of activity across the construction site. Harriet Ashley and her team had done amazingly well to keep an operation as big as this quiet as long as they had.

I was still full of questions, so once Nathan got his trousers on, I faced him again. I had to shout to be heard over the jeep’s throaty engine roar. “You don’t seem to be short of titanium!”

“We were short until very recently!” Nathan shouted back.

No thanks to us. “So the truck we were guarding was what? Bait?”

“No one at City Hall knew the details of that delivery!” Nathan shouted.

The jeep hit a hollow and bounced into the air, and I had to grip the side to stop myself been thrown out. The track continued bumpy, preventing further conversation. As I digested everything Nathan had told myself, I felt myself grow angrier. It was becoming clear that Sash and I had been sent out into the mountains as a decoy. Heff and his shifters might had led the attack that sent us off that bridge, but they weren’t ultimately to blame. No, that responsibility lay with those we thought allies.

We stopped in front of the compound, where Alex—who else—was waiting for us. He wore muddy boots and a yellow hard hat, and he carried a clipboard.

I jumped from the jeep and strode forward to confront him, then half-turned at a shout from behind. I just had time to brace myself before a handlebar-moustached weapon of mass destruction threw himself at me. I just about managed to keep my feet.

I prized myself free of him. “Not so tight, Danny.”

“I’m just so happy that you’re alive.” He stepped back to examine me. “You are even uninjured. How is it possible?”

“No thanks to you. Falling off the bridge wasn’t as bad as landing on the road with you on top of me.” I gave Danny a mock punch in the gut. “I think you need to go on a diet.”

Danny patted his expansive stomach and grinned. “I’m a big man but, as my wife always told me, that just means there’s more of me to love.”

“Your wife was too understanding.” I patted my sides. “I think my ribcage has permanently contracted by several inches.”

Danny slapped my shoulder. “No bother to you.” Nathan and Sash joined us. “And you saved the girl too.”

“No, I saved him,” Sash said.

“The important thing is you saved each other.” Danny smiled.

“Danny told me you lost the truck,” Alex said.

His words brought my anger rushing back. I grabbed Alex’s collar, and lifted him off his feet. “What about—”

Nathan lifted me up by the back of my jacket. “Let him go.”

I dropped Alex, and Nathan tossed me away from him. I landed in a crouch, my right hand touching the ground and my left firesword springing to life.

Nathan growled, and smoke drifted from his skin as he prepared to shift.

“Stop.” Sash moved to stand between us. “We all have enough problems without fighting among ourselves.”

I let my firesword disappear and straightened. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking,” I told Nathan.

I leaned close to Sash. “I thought I would have had to keep you from Alex’s throat, then I went and grabbed it myself.”

“I’m as angry as you, but now’s not the time to bring it up,” she said. “You can barely stand, let alone fight.”

“I’m—” I wanted to disagree, but she was undoubtedly right. I was running on fumes, my anger giving me a deceptive energy.

I glanced across at Danny, who was looking from Nathan to me and back again. “I’d been trying to figure out how I imagined everything I saw out on that highway,” he said. “I guess it’s all real, huh?”

Alex put his hand on Danny’s shoulder. “We need you to fill out some forms about what happened tonight. Why don’t you go to the office with Nathan? He’ll tell you what you should and shouldn’t say.”

“Usually, there’s nothing I hate more than paperwork,” Danny said. “Right now, though, I don’t mind so much. I could do with the normality.”

“Hop in the jeep, it’ll take you to the office. I’ll be along shortly,” Nathan said to Danny, then very deliberately shifted closer to Alex.

Danny climbed into the jeep, and the driver drove off. Once the noise of the jeep’s engine faded, Sash addressed Alex. “Care to explain why the truck was empty?”

“Do we have to do this now?” Alex yawned. “I’ve been here all night. I’m sure you’ve figured out the gist of it.”

“We both nearly died tonight defending nothing,” I said. “We deserve an explanation.”

“You feel you deserve something from me, do you?” Alex stepped toward me, Nathan shadowing him. “That’s rich.”

“You can’t throw that in my face forever,” I said.

“I don’t see why not. They’ll be dead forever.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. Suddenly my anger was gone, and all I wanted to do was crawl into bed.

“Just tell us why,” Sash said.

“Fine,” Alex said. “Someone in Transkey is leaking information to the fire phoenix and his shades. We haven’t had time to figure out who yet, so we decided to use what we knew. Those in Transkey involved in this operation were all made aware of this truckload of titanium and that it was important enough to be guarded by two sentinels. Meanwhile, we brought the titanium into the city in small batches, warehoused it discretely, and we have been bringing it here as needed.”

Alex had lied straight to my face back in Gorlam’s when he’d asked me to guard the truck. He’d known all along. I opened my mouth to say something to him, but nothing came out.

“Does he need to go to hospital or something?” Alex asked.

“Who are you talking about?” I asked. My shoulders swayed from side to side.

Sash moved up beside me. “Let’s find a bed for you before you collapse in a ditch.” She put an arm around my back and guided me forward.

My head fell against Sash’s shoulder as we walked. “Why int yo tirer?”

“Huh?” Sash turned her head so she could hear me better.

I took a breath and tried again. “Why aren’t you tireder than me?” She had been the one with the worse injuries.

“I’m stronger than you,” Sash said. “And don’t you forget it.”

“I’m glad.” When rescuing Jo from Yarley, I had had to be the strong one. I didn’t have to like Walker to be glad he’d sent Sash to Lusteer.

“Wait here,” she said, leaning me against the giant wheel of a digger. “I’ll get a taxi or organize a lift for us. I watched her walk away, then an instant later, she reappeared by my side and guided me forward. Had I fallen asleep while standing?

A van drove past us, and I recognized the white haired man who drove it. He was... It didn’t come to me. It knew it was important, but the knowledge drifted just out of reach.

Sash guided me into the back of a car, and I fell asleep before I touched the seat.

Chapter 22

Thursday 16:35

When I woke, my sheets were smeared with mud and blood.

I groaned and rolled into a sitting position. Not only had I not undressed the night before, I hadn’t even taken off my jacket. I didn’t remember even arriving at Ten-two—had Sash carried me to my bed? My whole body felt stiff. I stripped off my clothes piece by piece and left them in a messy pile.

The hot water from the shower loosened my muscles, and once I redressed in clean clothes, I felt almost new. I ran my fingers through my still damp hair, then examined myself in the mirror beside Jo’s bed.

I looked normal. No one could have guessed that I’d fallen off a bridge the night before. I picked up my leather jacket and brushed off the worse of the crusted dirt. Lifting it higher, I turned it one way, then the other, noting the tears and holes which allowed light to stream through it. In places only the stitching on the edge held it together.

Still, I put it on. It’d do for the present. I went downstairs, and the Buffy theme tune drew me into the living room. Pete and Tyler were both leaning forward, watching an episode from one of the later seasons.

The living room was less chaotic than usual, though the hole in the wall that Tyler had made with a hammer hadn’t been repaired. I had a feeling that it had become a permanent feature of the house. On the coffee table, an A4 notepad lay open. I picked it up and read some of the scribbles. “Are you taking notes on the show?”

Tyler paused the episode. “We have to, dude. It’s complicated. Lots of twists and turns.”

“What are you trying to figure out?” I remembered what Sash had said. “How to roundhouse kick vampires?”

“No. We want to know who the bad guys are,” Pete said.

“Vampires bad, humans good, is the general message of the show, I think.”

Tyler stood and picked up the notepad. He walked across the room, then back again, turning pages. “We have Angel, who is a vampire but good.”

“Except when he lost his soul,” Pete interjected.

“Except then,” Tyler agreed. He flicked through a few pages. “And then we have Spike. Also a vampire. Pretty bad all round.”

“Except when he redeems himself at the end,” Pete said.

Tyler walked to Pete and offered him the notepad. “Do you want to do it?”

“It’s okay, you do it,” Pete said. “Just making sure you are getting it right.”

Tyler resumed pacing. “So vampires are usually bad, but not always. And there are several instances of humans who are bad.”

“Cordelia was really annoying,” Pete said. “Did you write that down?”

“We are crossing too much into judgment territory there,” Tyler said. “We have to remain objective.”

“I admire your diligence,” I said. “I honestly didn’t think you two had that much dedication inside you. But I’m not sure it’s going to help you much.”

Tyler ignored me. “We are thinking that we can map shades to vampires. And humans are humans of course.”

“And we map the chosen ones to sentinels,” Pete said.

“You know about sentinels?” I asked cautiously.

“Of course. Ever since that picture appeared in the paper, everyone’s talking about the girl who saved the mayor. Allegedly, sentinels are the guardians who protect humans from shades,” Tyler said. “Same as Buffy.”

“So the sentinels are the chosen ones like Buffy?” I liked that.

“But we can’t assume these sentinels are good either,” Pete said.

“That I can agree with.”

Tyler flicked through the pages and came to a page where he’d drawn a big massive snake. He pointed at it violently, his finger almost tearing through the page. “See! See!”

“I’m seeing, but I’m not seeing,” I said.

“The mayor of Sunnydale was a villain who turned into a giant snake monster and one of the chosen, Faith, was on his side.”

Pete held up the newspaper. The main picture was Sash holding off Heff with Mayor Maxwell being escorted away by his bodyguards. “The mayor and his chosen one. Coincidence?”

“Of course it’s a coincidence. You can’t pick plot points out of a decade old TV show and think they hold relevance. That’s crazy even for you two. You are making better progress when you stick to generalities.”

Tyler held up his picture of the snake again, as if that made his point, then sat down beside Pete when he realized it didn’t. “Maybe.”

“The Lusteer Shade Society hold meetings to introduce people to the world of shades,” Pete said. “All welcome, they say.”

“Surely no one would be crazy enough to go to such a meeting?” I asked, watching them both carefully.

“Both the Gazette and the News Network have presented this society as being evil. The mayor clearly feels the same way.”

“Of course. They are shades and criminals,” I said.

“When the mainstream media, big business and the politicians are all in agreement, it’s never good for the ordinary person,” Pete said.

“Not everything is a conspiracy.”

Tyler’s phone rang, and I decided to use that as an excuse to leave.

Tyler called me back. “Rune, wait. It’s for you.”

I returned to the living room. “Who would be calling me on your phone?”

“It’s Jo.”

I hurried over and snatched the phone off him. “What’s going on?”

“Are you okay?” Jo asked. “I kept trying your phone and got nothing.”

“The phone and I went skydiving without a parachute. Only one of us survived.”

“I think I figured out what’s happening in Gorlam’s. But there’s something else.” Jo’s voice had an edge of panic.

“Where are you? Are you in danger?” Tyler was watching me, so I retreated to the hall for privacy.

“I’m fine, but when I couldn’t get in contact with you, I went to Alex’s room. His book shelf is broken, books split everywhere. It looks like someone took him.”

“I just saw Alex not...” I trailed off. It had been seven or eight hours ago, and he’d been intending to return to his bed for rest. “You said you discovered something. What was it?”

“I found some emails that Director Wells sent to a friend of his, a fellow amateur archaeologist. Director Wells claimed he had found a crystal in a dig, an artifact he didn’t share with the rest of his team. He said that the crystal was yellowish in color but when light touched it, a fire lit up its center.

“Don’t crystals sometimes change color with light?” I asked.

“Director Wells’s colleague told him that was likely what caused it, but Wells claimed this was different. He was convinced there was something supernatural about what he found, even discussing it with the shaman in a nearby village. The shaman talked about fire summoning crystals from his people’s mythology. Needless to say, Director Wells’s colleague thought his friend had gone off the deep end.”

“But we know better,” I said, feeling excited. “A fire summoning crystal. It must be able to allow fire elementals to cross from Brimstone. That’s why none of the three children have smoke elementals inside them. That’s why Sash’s test didn’t work. There never was a rogue sentinel.”

“That’s what I figured as well,” Jo said. “This fire summoning crystal must be for real.”

Suddenly I remembered something from the night before. The glimpse of a man’s face through the windshield of a van. My recognition faculties had been dimmed by exhaustion, but now I realized it had been Travis driving a van out at the Collier estate. “Did you find out any more about Travis?” I asked Jo.

“No. Why do you care about him now that we know who’s behind this?”

“You’re right, forget about it,” I said. “Where are you right now?”

“In my room in Gorlam’s.”

In the center of trouble. “Stay exactly where you are.” Being outside Gorlam’s would be better, but best not to risk traveling the corridors when she didn’t need to. “Okay?”

A silence stretched out.

“Okay?” I repeated. “If shades are involved, I’m the one who has to confront them. You know that.”

“Rune, be quick. I’m sure something bad has happened to Alex.”

“When I’ve found Alex and everything is sorted, I’ll come and let you know. Have you rang the police?”

“They weren’t interested. I was told Alex needed to be gone twenty-four hours before a missing person’s report could be filed.”

“Try the mayor’s office. The Collier name is being put on the prison they are building so maybe you can get someone there to listen to you.” I hung up,

I took two steps into the living room and threw Tyler’s phone back to him. He tried to snatch it out of the air, but missed. The phone bounced off the couch and onto the floor.

“What’s happening?” Tyler asked. “Is this to do with shades?”

“I have to go.” I nodded at the phone. “Ask Jo.”

Chapter 23

Thursday 17:30

I pulled hard on the brakes, and my scooter skidded to a stop. The gate to the back entrance to Gorlam’s had always been closed whenever I’d been there before, but not this time. It was wide open.

I was as worried about Alex as Jo was, but on the way over, with time to consider, I had decided it was best not to charge blindly through the front door. It was best to figure out what I was dealing with. I could have done with some backup but, unfortunately, I had no way to get in contact with Sash. Her phone, like mine, was broken, and she had never told me which hotel she was staying at.

Inside the grounds, I immediately directed the scooter off the road and into the trees. I cut off the engine, then continued on foot. A black van was parked close to the orphanage. Was it the same one Travis had driven to the prison build? I couldn’t be sure.

I crept up alongside it and looked in the window. The front was empty, and two large wooden crates were crammed into the back. I pressed my cheek against the window, trying to get a look at the writing stamped on the crates, but I couldn’t make out anything. I was nearly sure, though, I had seen similar crates at the prison compound. They surely contained titanium.

I continued past the van and to the double doors that Travis had taken Sash and me through a few days earlier. They were slightly ajar, and I peeked inside. The room was no longer empty. Hundreds of large crates were stacked inside, of the same type I had seen in the back of van.

I turned my body to the side and eased myself between the doors and inside. Each crate was waist high and cube shaped, stacked four or five high in places, almost reaching up to the rafters on the ceiling. I walked between two rows of crates, twisting around as I did so, keeping an eye out for anyone else. Dead silence was all that greeted me.

Am I’m being paranoid? I thought to Jerome.

He loved to gleefully made fun of me at times like this, but he stubbornly remained silent. He hadn’t spoken to me since just after I’d crash landed. I struggled to remember what had gotten him mad. Right, something about me not respecting him as an individual. Stupid necklace.

Some things were making sense, though others continued as murky as ever. Alex had needed to warehouse the titanium before bringing it out to the prison build and had chosen a place he knew well. Clearly, Travis was working for Alex, which explained how Alex was capable of equipping his room as an office and leaving whenever he wanted to. How did all that fit in with Director Wells and his summoning crystal, though? And who had kidnapped Alex, if that was what happened?

A forklift with a single crate under its prongs faced the far wall. Beside it, a crate lay open, and I peeked inside, the silver shine of metal confirming what I had already guessed. I ran my hand against the cold titanium and shivered.

Beside the crate, a section of the floor had been turned into a workspace. Hammers and masks and gloves, plus a welder and the large machine I had previously noticed, a plasma cutter, were scattered about with scraps of metal between them. It took me a few moments to spot what was being worked on. Strips of metal had been twisted into the beginning of—I peered closer—some kind of cage. I shivered again. Who was a titanium cage being built for?

I headed for the door leading through to the solitary cells, then paused, spotting a shape sticking out from behind one of the crates. Dread rose up within me. I realized that I was looking at a black leather shoe with its toe pointing upward. I approached, and the shadows retreated, revealing first the legs, then the rest of the body.

Travis’s white hair was matted with blood, and savage wounds cut through his neck. Blood pooled beneath him, having long since stopped flowing. I stood there, staring, unsure of what I should do. Then I heard a scream.

I turned and sprinted for the solitary cells. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought it was Alex. I sprinted to Ally’s cell, pulled open the slot. It looked empty, which probably meant she was hiding under the bed. I dashed to the next room and checked that. Dennis was sat on the bed, staring at the wall. He didn’t turn to look at me.

I continued to the next door, pulled open the slot. The bed was overturned, bedclothes strewn across the room. A naked figure lay huddled in the corner.

“Alex?”

A bloodied tear-streaked face turned my way. “Help me.” His voice came out in a croak.

A figure dashed across from the other side of the room, flying at him. Alex raised his arms, cowering into a shell. At the sound of several loud smacks, I pounded my palms against the door. “Stop!” I shouted.

Katie turned her head to stare at me. She bared her teeth and hissed. Her black eyes were bloodshot, and her tangled hair stood up on her head, calling to mind Medusa’s snakes. Dried blood and dirt plastered her face. Without having transformed, she looked more like an animal than any shade.

“Hold on, Alex. I’ll get you out.” I backed away from the door, looking around. If I could have used my multani; the firesword would have cut through the door in an instant. The titanium shielding didn’t rid me of all my abilities, but I wasn’t strong enough to break through the reinforced door. I needed to find keys.

I raced for the door through to the main part of Gorlam’s. It was unlocked, and I flung it open, hurrying down the corridor, heading toward Director Wells’s office. I turned a corner and collided straight into Doctor Kressan. I managed to grab her before she fell, but her glasses went flying.

“What’s going on?” She bent down and patted the carpet around her feet before her fingers found the glasses. She picked them up and put them on.

“I need your keys,” I told her.

“You can’t just demand...”

“I don’t have time to explain.” I grabbed her handbag and dumped everything out until I came to a bunch of keys. I dropped the bag.

“This is highly irregular,” Doctor Kressan said.

“Which are the keys to the solitary cells? Quick.”

“The longest ones.”

“Like this one?” I selected a thin copper key.

“What’s going on?” Doctor Kressan knelt down, scooping up what had spilled from her purse.

“I recommend you take the rest of the day off. Or at the very least stay in your office for the next few hours.” I ran back the way I had come.

At the door to Katie’s cell I jammed a thin copper key into the lock and twisted. It didn’t turn. I selected a similar key that also failed to turn. Finally, the third key clicked the lock open. I grabbed hold of the handle of the door, then hesitated.

I looked through the slot. Alex was still crouched in the corner, but Katie lurked out of sight. How was I to get Alex out without freeing Katie?

Before I had figured out a plan of action, footsteps slapped behind me. As I tried to turn, a hand grabbed my arm, shoving me against the wall. I shook my left hand free, then aimed an elbow behind me. It landed with a satisfying thud, and the grip on me loosened. I half-turned—enough to catch a glimpse of a spider web tattooed face—then my face was slammed back against the wall, and my arms were locked behind me.

“Kill him,” a woman’s voice said.

I struggled, but the grip on me just tightened. I kicked backward with my foot, missed, and received a punch in the lower back in return. It was hopeless; the shades had as much strength as me, and at least three of them were holding me.

The door beside me sprang open, knocking one of the shades back. I twisted around and came face to face with Katie, who had just charged out of her cell. We both paused for an instant, then she turned and dashed down the corridor. I also tried to flee, but I only made it three steps before a pair of arms wrapped themselves around my legs.

I slithered forward but couldn’t shake my legs free of the arms clinging onto them. Up ahead, Katie passed through the doorway and disappeared behind a row of crates. A weight crashed down on my back, trapping one of my arms underneath me. I flailed out with my free hand, trying to dislodge whoever was on top of me, but I couldn’t even reach him.

A hand pushed my face against the cold tiles of the floor.

“Lock the cell up again,” Heff said. “Don’t let Alex Collier get free.”

Footsteps walked away. A door shut, then a lock clicked. The footsteps returned, and a woman leaned down. I recognized her as the shade who’d attacked me with thick cords of smoke. She was in her mid twenties with sharp elfin features and short black hair.

“What about him?” she asked. “Are you seriously not going to kill him? He already attacked us.”

Heff leaned down beside her, peering into my face. “He was defending himself, Zara. We were doing the attacking.”

“Doesn’t change that we all could have been killed for a bloody empty truck,” Zara said.

“That was the boy’s doing,” Heff said. “And if spending all day in a room with that crazy girl hasn’t made him regret what he did to us, nothing will.”

“If you’ll just let me and Alex go, no one else has to get hurt,” I said.

Heff ignored me. “Even if this crystal works the way Director Wells claims, sentinels are too useful to just kill one who might switch to our side.”

“Only Yarley thought I could switch,” I said. “And the stupid bastard died for his mistake.”

Heff straightened and kicked me in the face.

Pain exploded in the back of my head, and blood spurted from my nose. Me and my big mouth.

“What do we do with him?” Zara asked. “He’s too dangerous to allow outside the titanium shielding.”

“How’s that cage coming along, Jonesy?” Heff asked.

“Another few hours,” a man’s voice replied.

“You claimed to be the best metalworker in the city,” Heff said. “I’ll give you another hour. It doesn’t have to be pretty.”

“Are you thinking of putting him in it?” Jonesy asked. “What about the girl?”

“She’s escaped now. Plus, I’m not sure she can be helped. When shades go feral during birth, it’s extremely difficult for their sanity to return.”

“I designed the cage for children,” Jonesy said.

“Don’t worry, he’ll fit,” Heff said. “He’s not as big as he thinks he is. Unlock one of those empty cells, we’ll throw him in there for now.”
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I strode back and forth. Only two strides took me from one side to the other, so even that was frustrating. I glanced back toward the door. Zara’s face was visible through the slot, watching me. Just give me an excuse, you know I want to kill you, the expression on her face said.

I sat down on the bed. The pacing hadn’t helped me come up with any kind of plan. Perhaps Sash would arrive, but as far as I knew she wasn’t even aware that I was here, so I had to plan without expecting her help. The titanium kept me from summoning my fireswords, and I could see no obvious weaknesses inside the cell. And even if I did, I couldn’t do much with Zara watching.

“Are you not tired of staring at me?” I asked Zara. “Is my animal magnetism that compelling?”

Her lips pressed in a firm line, and she continued to stare at me with a strange intensity. I had yet to meet anyone from Brimstone with the slightest sense of humor, except...

I should try to bring Jerome back on my side. He had helped against Yarley and even if he couldn’t help, at least I wouldn’t feel alone.

Jerome, I’m sorry, I thought.

No reply.

Jerome. Please. I need you.

What a surprise! He gets in trouble and comes crawling back to me.

I’m not crawling... I shook my head. I didn’t want to argue. What to you want from me? So you want acknowledgment. I tried to figure out what Jerome wanted me to say. You are not just a necklace. You are a... I hesitated. You are a friend.

You think I care about that touchy feely crap? Jerome thought. I want something real.

Despite what he said, I had a feeling that calling him a friend did make him happy. It made me feel good, at least. Tyler and Pete had talked about how the line between good and bad wasn’t clearcut. Elementals possessing humans were one of the worst parts of the supernatural world, and Jerome had even tried to possess me. Yet he had become a friend. What do you want, Jerome?

I want to live. I want a body of my own.

So, you’re going to wait until I’m weakened then try to steal mine, right? I’ve come to terms with that, and consider it a quirk of our friendship. Maybe we are more like frenemies.

No. You’re ugly, and you smell bad. I want a different body.

Everyone smells bad some of the time, I protested. What do you mean a different body?

And you have to help me get it.

There’s absolutely no way I’m willing to help you possess someone.

Then we’ve nothing to talk about. You don’t get to enjoy the privilege and pleasure of my frenemyship.

Wait. Maybe. Let me think. I couldn’t let him straight-up possess a person. But perhaps a way would crop up.

The door slammed open, and Heff and Jonesy charged in. Before I could react, they had twisted me over and pinned me against the bed.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Heff said.

He wrenched my arm behind my back, straightened it and used it to lever my torso downward. He maneuvered me off the bed, bent over double. Controlling my body with my arm, he forced me out the door. My feet stumbled forward, moving just quick enough to stop my face from hitting the floor.

The titanium cage was in the corridor, and I was forced head first inside it. My head slammed against the bars.

“He won’t fit,” Zara said.

“Does someone have a knife?” Heff asked. “A few jabs in the soles of his feet, and he’ll fit in.”

“Or perhaps we can just cut off the parts that stick out,” she said.

I grabbed the bars of the cage with my hands and pulled, twisting my body around and worming my legs closer to my body until I got everything in. My body became so contorted and squashed up that my head ended up between my knees.

Heff closed and padlocked the cage shut. “It’s amazing what the human body is capable of with the right incentives.”

Heff unlocked Katie’s cell, entered it, then emerged a moment later, holding Alex by his arm. Alex’s struggles were ineffectual, and Heff forced Alex to move toward the warehouse-room full of the titanium crates.

Zara and Jonesy stood on either side of the cage, lifted it up and carried it after Heff. When Alex looked behind him, I saw the despair in his eyes. I wanted to tell him that everything would be alright, but given that I was squashed into cage, nothing I could say would provide any comfort.

Jerome, if we get out of this, I’ll help you find a body. I won’t let you push out someone else’s soul, but we’ll find a way.

Deal, Jerome said.

Now that you’re back on my side—any ideas on how I can get out of this?

No. You’re totally screwed this time.

Even jokey ideas. Beggars can’t be choosers.

You shouldn’t have come on your own, Jerome thought.

That’s not helpful.

I’m playing to my strengths, Jerome thought. Rubbing your nose into how badly you screwed up.

Now I remembered how much I hated Jerome and how annoying he was. Deal’s off. Go back to being silent.

Too late for that. Do you think he’s going to use the summoning crystal to have you possessed?

I hadn’t thought that.

I, for one, welcome our new elemental overlord.

Zara and Jonesy dropped the cage. I grunted as a bar thudded into my gut, and I twisted myself around so my nose wasn’t touching the ground. I wriggled my fingers until I got my hand and wrist outside the cage, then tried to summon a firesword. Nothing.

Heff, watching me, smirked, then lifted Alex up and dumped him on one of the crates, leaving him with his head and legs bowed over the edge of the crate

Other than a pair of gray underpants, Alex was naked. His arms and legs looked thin and spindly. I mentally winced to see Alex like this. I knew how proud he was. To go from wearing suits and having meetings with the mayor to being tossed around naked would hurt him badly.

Heff turned to Zara. “Go get Director Wells. Let’s see if he can do what he claims.”

At the sound of an engine, I turned my head to see the forklift drive in and pick up a crate. A small truck was parked outside with its back open and crates visible inside.

Heff waved the forklift driver over, and the man shut off the engine.

“How’s progress?” Heff asked.

I recognized the man as one of the two wolf shifters who’d been at City Hall when Heff attacked. The second shifter was Jonesy, the self-proclaimed best metal-worker in the city.

“The truck is full.” The forklift driver climbed out. “It’ll take several more trips to empty the place.”

Heff nodded. “Take the truck and unload it. Get back as fast as you can.”

He nodded and went outside to shut the back of the truck.

Alex raised his head. “Stealing the titanium means nothing. We have plenty to get started with and there’s plenty more where that came from. You won’t stop the prison.”

Heff smiled across at Alex. The webbed tattoos on his face changed shape slightly every time his expression changed, though, it never took on a pleasant aspect. His smile held no humor. “You thought you were hot stuff, didn’t you? Only sixteen years old and already the young dynamo who is driving the construction of an important project.” He took a step closer to Alex. “You figured you could make fools of us and that it wouldn’t catch up with you. How did you enjoy your time in the cell?”

Alex let his head fall back and turned away.

Heff leaned down so his face was close to Alex’s. “You were still dressed in a suit when we put you in that cell. Now look at you. Naked and sniveling.” Heff grabbed Alex’s face and twisted it around, forcing Alex to face him. “What did she do to you in there? What hurt you the most? Was it the pain or the humiliation?”

He released Alex’s face and stepped back. “You’ve only a few bruises and scratches on your body and face. The pain in your eyes looks worse. Is it the feeling of powerlessness that hurts so much?”

Zara returned, dragging Director Wells with her.

“Either way it’s pathetic that you became this broken so easily.” Heff turned toward Director Wells. “Even the humans who appear strong are weak. You did good work here.”

Wells shook himself out of Zara’s grasp. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to see the summoning crystal in action.” Heff nodded at Alex. “And I have just the test subject.

“No!” I jerked at the cage. It wasn’t me that Heff intended to have possessed, it was Alex. “No, you can’t.” I threw myself forward as hard as I could. The cage turned onto its side, slamming my body against the bars.

The overturning cage pointed my face in a new direction, and I caught a glimpse of two people hiding behind a crate. I swiftly turned my head so I wouldn’t be caught looking at them.

Florence and Jo.
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Heff pushed my cage with his foot so it rose in the air and slammed down again. “Rune can’t contain himself. He wants to see the transformation too.”

Director Wells shook his head. “You don’t understand. I only did it to help children, cure those who had no other hope. It shouldn’t be used on someone like Alex.”

“You wanted to turn the orphans into strong specimens, like me,” Heff said.

“Let me explain.” Director Wells blinked rapidly. “When I first suspected the power of the crystal, I had no intention of using it. To find out more about your world, I went to one of the Lusteer Shade Society meetings. There I saw you talk. You told of how you had been a heroin addict, trying to kill yourself one needle at a time before your transformation. And how afterward you were stronger, and happier. How you felt vital.”

“I know what I said,” Heff said.

“I’ve seen so many leave an orphanage and know that they were destined for a life on the streets or in prison, and I've been powerless to help them. I saw a way I could finally help.” Wells took a small yellow crystal from his pocket. “I chose carefully. Katie, violent and uncontrollable. Dennis, seemingly quiet and innocent but showing all the signs of being a psychopath. Ally, clinically depressed and already self-harming.” He shook his head. “I thought it would help them. But Katie has worsened each day with no end in sight. It’s been a disaster.”

“I’m glad my speech had such an effect on you,” Heff said. “But you didn’t get my full meaning. It’s not just weak humans, like I was, who are elevated when they become shades. Everyone is elevated. Alex can go from being a pretender in a suit to having real power.”

“No,” Director Wells said. “I won’t be part of helping you have a healthy boy become possessed.”

Heff reached across and dug his thumb into Alex’s flesh. Alex screamed. “He is nothing but a sniveling weakling.”

Director Wells backed away. “I won’t do it.” Zara grabbed Wells’s arm and held him.

Heff moved past my cage, stopping by the metal working tools. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Florence and Jo scuttling further behind the crates.

“What’s this called again?” Heff touched the body of the plasma cutter.

“It’s a plasma cutter,” Jonesy said.

“How does it work.”

“Press the red button on the body of the main machine, then pick up the torch and press the trigger.”

Heff pressed the indicated button. “This is the torch?” he asked, picking up the handle with a nozzle on it at the end of a long tube.

Jonesy nodded.

“What temperature does it go up to?”

“Twenty thousand degrees,” Jonesy said.

“Hot enough to cut titanium.” Heff pressed the trigger, and a red flame flared. “How does it work on human flesh? What’s the melting point of skin and bone?”

Jonesy smirked. “I couldn’t say for sure.”

“Maybe we should do some experimentation.” Heff pointed the torch in Director Wells’s direction. “Or perhaps you’d prefer to demonstrate that crystal of yours instead?”

Director Wells looked wildly around, then tried to run away. Zara yanked him back so hard that he fell to the ground. She then bent and picked him up and shoved him toward Heff and his flame.

“There’s no escape.” Heff released the trigger and the flame of the plasma cutter disappeared. He dropped the torch. “Repeat after me: I will do as I’m told.”

“Can we try it on someone else? I had considered a fourth orphan.”

Heff grabbed the director’s throat. “Repeat after me.”

“I will do as I’m told,” Director Wells mumbled.

“Louder.”

“I will do as I’m told.”

“That wasn’t too hard. Now come on.” Heff walked over Alex and put a hand on his chest to hold him down. Zara shoved Wells forward.

I glanced back toward the crates behind me again. Florence’s head was peeking out. She nodded toward the plasma cutter, a questioning look in her face.

It took me a moment to figure out the question and when I did, I grimaced. Was she really thinking of trying to cut the cage open with me inside it?

“What do you need beside the crystal?” Heff asked Wells.

“Just a strong flashlight.”

“Where’s the one you used previously?” Heff asked.

“In my office. Front left desk drawer.”

“Jonesy, go get the flashlight from the director’s office,” Heff said.

Florence ducked her head back behind the crate, and I turned to see Heff looking in my direction. I held my breath, but he gave no indication that he had seen Florence. “It was pure luck that we found out about Director Wells today,” Heff told me. “Like everyone else, I presumed a rogue sentinel was causing the possessions.”

“I thought you met him when you were giving a speech?” I said, willing him to concentrate on me and not look at the crates behind.

“We followed Alex when he left the Collier estate, mainly hoping to find the source of the titanium. We hit a bullseye when he led us here. We found the titanium, were able to grab Alex and throw him in a cell with the crazy shade—just for kicks—plus when I recognized the good director as someone who had been to one of our meetings, I realized he was involved in the possessions, and he wasn’t long in telling us the truth. Now we get to see this fire summoning crystal in action.”

“If we get a few of these crystals, we’ll have no need for the sentinels.” Zara scowled in my direction. “We’ll be able to kill them all.”

“What did I ever do to you?” I asked her.

“Sentinels are our enemies.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Heff said. “I sleep with one eye open when Zara’s around. I’m worried she’ll decide that fire shades are her enemy too.”

“I miss Brimstone,” Zara said. “Things were easier there. We fought, and the better elemental won. None of the underhanded stuff that happens in this world.”

Each shade seemed different in how much of their personality came from the human, and how much came from Brimstone. Zara was all elemental.

Jonesy returned with the flashlight and handed it to Director Wells.

Wells took it, then held up the summoning crystal. He paused, scrunching up his face, his eyes blinking rapidly once more.

“If I have to turn on the plasma cutter again, it will taste flesh,” Heff said.

“Forgive me.” Wells said to Alex, then placed the crystal on Alex’s chest.

“Help me hold him down,” Heff said, grabbing Alex’s left arm. Zara took his right hand side, and Jonesy wrapped his arms around Alex’s knees.

I twisted my head around to look for Florence and Jo. Florence had stuck her head out again, and I nodded her forward. Jo followed. They tried to keep my cage between Heff and them so they weren’t being totally obvious. We really had to hope that he remained distracted though.

Director Wells was shining the flashlight at the crystal. The center of the crystal glowed red. We had little time. Florence crouched close to me, and I pointed a finger toward the torch of the plasma cutter and nodded my head. Even though I’d given my permission for what was about to happen, my lips twisted as Florence’s finger closed on the trigger of the torch.

When I’d walked through the fire and out of Yarley’s bar, I’d been able to use my magic to protect me. But I was inside titanium now, so I couldn’t do that, and even if I could, I dare not risk using magic.

I sensed a rift opening, and I glanced up at Alex. The red glow had expanded beyond the crystal. Alex stared wildly at the magic light eating into his chest. He didn’t show evidence of pain; the fiery light didn’t burn—the danger came from beyond. In Brimstone, the elementals were beginning to sense the rift.

I had little room to maneuver, but I crammed my body toward the front of the cage as much as possible. It was a delicate balance, getting as far away from the plasma cutter as I could without tipping the cage over and alerting Heff to what we were doing.

Florence aimed the plasma cutter at the bars of the cage.

Will I survive that? I thought to Jerome.

Perhaps, but you’ll always smell like sear-grilled burger afterward.

This isn’t funny.

I squeezed my eyes shut and prepared for the pain. When a few second passed with nothing happening, I opened them again. Florence’s hands trembled, her finger hesitating on the trigger. She shook her head. She couldn’t do it.

On the crate, Alex’s body shuddered several times.

Jo leaned forward, wrapped her hands around Florence’s and guided the other woman’s finger to press the trigger. The flame on the torch flared into life, and as the flame met the titanium, a torrent of sparks shot into the cage. I turned my face away. Although sparks stung my neck and cheeks, I didn’t feel the immediate burning pain I expected. I wasn’t in the direct path of the plasma flame, and my leather jacket provided some protection against the sparks.

Heff and the others were still bent over Alex, none of them having heard the plasma cutter. Through the rift, I could sense what was happening on the other side of the veil. This time was slightly different than the last time I had experienced Brimstone. Only the fire elementals were becoming aware of the rift.

Within the cage, the heat was fast becoming unbearable. Sweat popped up all over my body. The worse part, though, was the bars which I was gripping. They pulsed with heat, searing my hands. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to release them. However, that was the one thing I couldn’t do. My grip on the bars was keeping my body close to the front of the cage and away from the flame of the plasma cutter.

The acrid smell of burning leather and flesh filled my nostrils. The bars changed color as the heat continued to rise. Tears of agony dripped from my eyes, and my forearms shuddered with the effort of holding on in the face of unbearable pain. I desperately needed to know how close Florence and Jo were to cutting through but I dared not turn around for fear of the sparks blinding me.

I screamed then, unable to hold it in any longer. It was a scream of pure agony that came not from my throat but from deep within my soul.

Heff and the others would know by now I was trying to escape, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. My watery eyes saw red and orange sparks and black smoke and nothing else.

“Is it done?” I shouted. My voice was a ragged thing, emerging from my parched throat in a rasp.

“Nearly,” Florence said.

“Now, now, now,” I roared. I couldn’t take any more; I was being cooked to death.

“Go!” Jo shouted. “Do it.”

I kicked backward with my legs. A section of the cage came free, and my legs escaped the heat. I shoved away from the bars, springing free of the cage. Being released from the red-hot bars felt like the most blissful pleasure imaginable.

I remained where I landed for a brief moment while my vision cleared. The rift to Brimstone was still open, though nothing had yet passed through. I jumped to my feet, tucked my burning palms under my armpits, and jumped over the overturned cage, crashing straight into Director Wells. Wells hit the crate, sending Alex falling to the floor. The crystal went flying across the room.

The red glow disappeared, and the rift to Brimstone snapped shut.

In a whirlwind of smoke and fire, Heff transformed into a red and yellow feathered giant phoenix, and Jonesy changed into a grey-haired wolf. I stumbled back away from them, and my left elbow hugged tight to my side. I looked down and saw part of my leather jacket half-hanging off and a hole in my T-shirt revealing a nasty gash on my side. I must have cut myself emerging from the cage. Strangely enough I felt no pain there.

Or perhaps not so strangely. I raised my hands in front of me. Red blisters, raw and weeping, covered my palms and fingers. Agony throbbed through them. I shrieked; I wanted to just fall to my knees and cry until the pain passed.

Jonesy was bounding toward me on four legs. I curled my fingers and summoned my fireswords, fearing that gripping them would prove impossible. The pain in my palms didn’t worsen though.

I swung my left firesword at Jonesy’s head. He leaped to the side and away. I pulled my right arm back, but when I tried to strike, my arm didn’t cooperate. I glanced behind. My right wrist was held tight in a cord of black smoke.

I brought my left firesword forward to cut myself free, then found my left wrist also caught tight. Zara pulled on the cords, sending me stumbling forward. Jonesy jumped onto a crate and used it to send himself high, springing toward me.

His claws swung for me. I threw myself low, diving under him. I rolled away from Jonesy, and because that also brought me closer to Zara, the tension in the cords slackened. I flicked my wrists forward in a crossing motion, each fireswords cutting the cord attached to the opposite hand. Once they were separated from Zara, the parts of the cord attached to my wrist changed into wisps of smoke, then dispersed.

I sensed a movement of air to my left and turned just in time to raise my left firesword and block the fire gushing toward me. Heff soared past me, the fire creating a trail of fire beneath him. Several crates continued to burned as Heff flew up into the rafters.

Jonesy leaped for me again, his claws and teeth bared. I let myself fall onto my back, swinging both fireswords at the same time. Jonesy blocked my swords with the claws on his hands and thrust his legs downward, aiming for my midriff.

I rolled aside, letting Jonesy fall where I’d just been. As I did so, I spotted the summoning crystal lying on the floor twenty paces away. I leaped to my feet and ran for it. The crystal couldn’t be allowed to remain in Heff’s hands, or he would use it to create an army of shades.

My legs were yanked out from under me, and I slammed face first on the concrete. I twisted around to see Zara’s cords wrapped around my legs. She dragged me toward her.

I crunched into a sitting position, reached forward to slashing through the cords with my fireswords, then jumped back to my feet. Zara whipped her hands in front of her, and the cords of smoke came for me again, but this time they subdivided into thinner tendrils, dozens of black threads seeking me out.

I jumped high out of their reach, somersaulting on top a crate. As I landed, a spike of pain jabbed down from the wound and into my gut, doubling me over. That caused me to remember my other wounds, especially my palms. They were on fire, and not due to the swords they held.

I couldn’t let my injuries affect me. The part of the pain that the adrenaline of battle didn’t dim would simply have to be endured. I straightened and jumped to a stack of crates piled three high. Heff was circling around the rafters, but the height of the crates got me close to him. I leaped, striking out with my fireswords. Heff swerved away, and I landed on another stack of crates.

Jonesy scrambled up the sides of the crates, cat-like in his agility. I leaped away from him, letting my fireswords disappear, and grasped one of the rafters with the undersides of my arms. Making sure not to let my palms touch anything, I swung around until my legs hooked onto the rafter, then I scrambled up.

I tightrope-walked along the top of the rafters, hopping from one to another, trying to get above Heff. Below, Jonesy jumped from one stack of crates to another, stalking me. Heff dived lower to put distance between us. I dived for him anyway, spreading my arms wide and summoning the fireswords once more.

I had judged my jump well, my dive bringing me right into Heff’s path. His wings beat furiously as he tried to swerve. He couldn’t change direction quickly enough, though. I tensed, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Then a cord snaked around my chest and yanked me backward. Falling away, I flailed out with both fireswords, and one of them made the barest of contact. Red and yellow feathers floated free.

I slammed down against the concrete. I ignored the shudder of pain, and immediately cut myself free of the cord. Heff’s bird-like screams thrilled, and he flew back above the rafters. With Jonesy still high on top of the crates, Zara was isolated. I charged her.

She retreated rapidly, her hands twisting before her. Black tentacles reached for me. My fireswords moved rapidly through the air before me, slicing through the black smoke. As fast as I cut through them, they reformed even quicker. The closer I got to Zara, the more tendrils that protected her.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jonesy jumping from crate to crate, getting closer. Heff still screeched as he flew close to the ceiling. I ignored them both, concentrating on Zara. Sweat ran down her forehead, and her movements took on a jerky desperation.

Jonesy leaped off a high crate, diving down in my direction. I couldn’t continue to fight all three and expect to survive; I was already tiring. Instead of dodging Jonesy or blocking him, I let the wolf shifter attack envelope me. My fireswords disappeared. I stepped in between his claws, my face touching his chest, breathing in his rank odor.

I held him upright and turned him so his back faced Zara. His teeth and claws reached for me, then he stiffened as cords of black smoke wrapped themselves around him. As I had hoped, Zara’s magic trapped Jonesy instead of me.

Taking advantage of their entanglement, I summoned my right firesword once more and sliced it through the wolf shifter's neck. Zara's tendrils of black smoke, still wrapped around the Jonesy’s corpse, began to disperse, and she frantically started to create new ones. I didn’t give her the chance.

I thrust my left firesword through her heart and she too, fell dead. Jonesy, in death, transformed back to human form. I looked up at where Heff still circled. I stretched my arms wide, pointing my fireswords upward. “I’m ready for you, you bastard!” I shouted. “It ends now.”

Heff had other ideas. He swooped down but not toward me, instead diving for the door. I raced after him. By the time I reached the doorway, the phoenix had exited and already risen high into the sky, his short wings vibrating rapidly.

“Come back, you coward!” I shouted after him.

I let out a deep sigh, letting my fireswords disappear. As frustrating as seeing him fly away was, at least I had the satisfaction of knowing I had won. Or had I? The crystal, I thought, and dashed back inside. To my great relief, it still lay where I had last seen it. I bent to pick it up.

A chilling scream rang out.
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I quickly scanned the area. Florence was crouched against a crate with Jo under her arm. Alex hadn’t risen from where he’d fallen, lying face down. The scream had come from elsewhere.

Had I been in time to stop an elemental from taking Alex? I put the crystal in my pocket and rushed over to him. I put my arm on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

He groaned and rolled over. When he saw me, his covered his eyes with an arm. “Get away from me.”

“Do you feel different?” I asked him.

“Don’t look at me,” he screamed. He dragged himself into a corner and curled into a ball. “Don’t look at me,” he repeated, this time his words becoming sobs.

None of the elementals made it through the rift this time, Jerome thought.

I released a long breath. You sure? I had no idea what I could do if Alex had been possessed.

I’m kind of an expert on elementals, Jerome thought. Being one and all.

Something going well for once. That was kind of amazing.

“Rune!” I swiveled at the shout from Jo.

Florence held the torch of the plasma cutter in front of her with the flame on. Her other arm was behind her, holding Jo back. In front of her stood Katie. The girl was hunched over, staring wild-eyed at Florence and Jo.

I ran. “Hey, get away!”

Katie dashed past Florence, trying to grab Jo’s arm, but Florence forced the girl back with the plasma cutter.

I stopped at Florence’s side, my fireswords flaring to life.

Katie snarled at me, then glanced in Alex’s direction.

“Don’t even think about it.” I shifted to the side, ready to block any attempt for her to get to Alex. “Why don’t you return to your room? We’ll figure out how to help you.”

Katie hissed at me, then turned and fled. Though she ran toward the door that led to the solitary cells, I doubted she was returning to her cell. I didn’t want to chase her, I didn’t have the energy, but I couldn’t let her roam the corridors of the orphanage unchecked. I started forward.

Katie skidded to a stop just inside the doorway, took a step back, then rose in the air, shuddering. I paused mid-step, unable to figure out what was happening. Then Sash appeared, her double bladed staff in hand, and I was able to see that one end of the staff was embedded in Katie.

Sash jerked the staff, lifting Katie higher off the ground. Katie’s hands clawed forward, and mewling sounds trickled from her mouth. Blood flowed down the length of Sash’s staff and dripped to the ground.

Sash wrenched her staff back from Katie’s body, and the girl crumpled to the floor.

“What have you done?” Florence dropped the plasma cutter and ran across, kneeling at Katie’s body.

“You killed her,” I said, surprised.

Sash looked beyond me at the bodies of Jonesy and Zara. “I’m not the only one to have killed a shade today.”

I let my fireswords disappear. “Yes, but—”

“She was just a girl.” Florence stood, her hand red with the girl’s blood, and confronted Sash. “And you murdered her.”

“I had no choice,” Sash said. “She was dangerous.”

Sash still hadn’t let her staff disappear, I noticed. I ran over to put myself between Florence and Sash.

“Is there a fire extinguisher anywhere in the orphanage?” I asked Florence. Several of the wooden crates still spat flames and smoke coiled below the ceiling.

“Are you okay with this?” Florence gestured at Katie’s body.

“It’s true she was out of control.” I hadn’t figured out what I thought about what Sash had done. Heff liked to stand up for shades, but even he didn’t think anything could be done about Katie. And Alex was in a bad way after being locked in a room with her. If Katie had escaped, would she have killed others?

“It wasn’t the girl’s fault.” Florence scowled at Sash. “I never should have allowed them to be locked up in those cells. They are just children.”

Jo ran across to Alex. I turned to watch as Jo reached up to touch Alex’s arm, then let her hand fall when Alex flinched away. She knelt down at his side and whispered in his ear.

Florence held out her arm toward me. “Your jacket, give it to me.”

“My...”

“Come on, hurry up.”

My jacket was close to falling apart in my hands as I took it off. If the fall off the bridge hadn’t finished it off, then the close attentions of the plasma cutter certainly had.

Florence took the jacket from me. “I’ll help Jo take Alex out of here, then get your fire extinguisher.” She scowled at Sash. “Make sure she doesn’t killed anyone while I’m gone.”

Florence joined Jo at Alex’s side and between the two of them, they persuaded him to stand. Florence draped my jacket over Alex’s shoulders, and they guided him out. Alex kept his gaze downward and walked with a slow lurch.

Sash nodded at the bodies of Zara and Jonesy. “You didn’t use your magic even when attacked by several shades together.”

“Being locked in a titanium cage helped me to resist the worse of it.” I held up my hands to show my scarred and blistered palms. “Otherwise, you might be here to kill me right now.”

Sash made a face at the blisters. “Nasty.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to grip real swords.” I curled my fingers and summoned the fireswords and let them disappear again. “Ironic that my burned hands can hold fire better than anything else.”

“You’re pretty tough,” Sash said. “You’d have gripped real swords if necessary, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps.” I lifted my T-shirt and examined the gash on my side. A red raised scar looked ugly but I didn’t feel any pain. “The good thing about burning metal is it sears the wound closed.” I let my T-shirt fall back into place. “At least all this is over for now.”

Sash moved to stand over the bodies of Jonesy and Zara. “It’s over? Have you figured out who the rogue sentinel is?”

It’s not over. This definitely isn’t over, Jerome thought.

I ignored Jerome. “It’s not a sentinel at all. Jo figured it out. Ever heard of a fire summoning crystal?”

She shook her head. “What is that?”

“It creates a rift that allows fire elementals to cross over from Brimstone. No sentinel required. Wells found it in South America.”

“Do you have it?” Sash asked.

Nothing bothering you at all, Jerome asked. Absolutely sure it’s over?

What do you want me to say, I asked Jerome. Are you working on a punchline of some joke?

No joke. But don’t mind me. What do I know?

I didn’t want to listen to him, but Jerome was right. Something was niggling in the back of my mind.

I held out the yellow crystal in my hand, showing it to Sash. “It doesn’t look like much now, but I’ve seen it in action. In the wrong hands, this is worse than a rogue sentinel. At least a sentinel has to fear the elementals will possess him.”

“Hand it over,” Sash said.

Suddenly my mouth felt dry. My fingers closed around the crystal. “What do you want with it?”

“I have to give it to the order. Walker will want to see it.”

“What will he do with it?”

“He’ll want to study it, then most likely destroy it.”

“I think it’s best to destroy it now. Let me take care of it.”

“You don’t get to make decisions like that.” Sash’s voice contained a grit that I hadn’t heard before, even when she was promising to kill me. Her staff was still in her hands; she hadn’t made it disappear.

I took a step back. It wasn’t just Sash’s voice that seemed different, it was her whole demeanor. She had never exactly been cheery or jolly, but I had never sensed this level of menace from her. Then I realized exactly what had been niggling at the back of my mind.

Beelzebub. Jerome hadn’t been joking. It wasn’t over.

Chapter 27

Thursday 19:45

“I’m not kidding around, Rune,” Sash said. “Hand it over.”

I put the crystal in my pocket. “I was shocked when you killed Katie,” I said. My voice was conversational, but blood pounded in my ears. “You know why?”

For every step back I took, Sash took one forward. “Because you think everyone is as weak as you are?”

“I thought mercy stayed your hand when you didn’t finish Heff when you had the chance. But you showed no mercy for Katie.” I remembered something that I had forgotten in all the chaos. The scream just after Heff had fled. “And Katie isn’t the only person you killed today, is it?”

“I ran into Wells in the corridors back there,” Sash said.

“And you knew what he had done because...” Suddenly everything became clear. She had been working with Heff all along. It was she who had told him about the prison, let him know about the truck. I replayed events in my mind, everything taking on a different aspect. When I had shouted out a warning to her on top of the truck, Heff had been about to join her, not attack her. And she had been inside the back of the truck at the end because she had been checking for the titanium. “What was that about in front of City Hall when you stopped Heff from killing the mayor?” I asked. “Just a publicity stunt?”

Sash nodded. “Pretty much. Heff wanted to get more attention for his society, not allow the politicians and media to be the only side presented. And if Heff actually killed the mayor, it would have brought too much attention down on us. The last thing we needed was Walker himself coming here.”

And Sash must have told Heff that Alex had outsmarted them, leading to Heff capturing Alex here in Gorlam’s. “I see,” I said, wishing I didn’t.

Sash struck out at me, her staff flashing. A swift step back took me out of her range. I had been ready for the attack, but still it hurt more than I expected. “You intend to kill me?”

“If you give me the crystal, it mightn’t come to that.”

“Did you feel nothing for me?”

“You are cute, I can’t deny that. And your ham-handed way of showing affection was endearing in a puppy dog way. I like you. But I didn’t lose sight of what was important. You can’t pretend I didn’t warn you.”

“I thought you were joking, that you’d never harm me once we got to know each other.”

“I can’t be blamed for your willful blindness.” Her staff whistled through the air, swinging for my torso. This time I summoned my left firesword, blocking it. With a flick of her wrists, she rotated the staff, bringing the other side crashing down toward my head. I summoned the right firesword and crossed them over my forehead, blocking her strike.

“I was falling in love with you,” I said.

“No, you weren’t. You simply lusted after me. What do you really know about me? Nothing. You saw something you liked and filled in the blanks to turn your impression of who I was into something palatable to you, ignoring anything that warned you I wasn’t who you wanted me to me.”

Was that true? I shoved outward with my crossed swords, forcing Sash away from me, then stepped backward, giving myself breathing room. “What about the sentinel order?” I asked her. “What about Walker?”

Sash’s lips curled upward, but it wasn’t a smile. “Walker is a vile monster.”

A whisper of hope flared within me. Maybe we were on the same side. “That’s why you asked me what I thought of Walker and the order,” I said. “You wanted to know if we could work together. Maybe we can. I don’t want to be your enemy.”

“Then don’t. Give me the crystal and we can go our separate ways.”

I made my fireswords disappear. “Let’s put the weapons away and talk.”

She swept her staff low and long at my legs. I somersaulted backward, landing on a crate. She charged after me, swiping at me from the left and the right, using the full length of her staff. I leaped away, jumping over the burning crate, onto a larger group of crates.

Sash followed, then stuck the point of her staff into one of the crates, using it to vault over my head. I ducked low, then watched her land on one of the rafters. The smoke had thickened enough that I could only make out her outline as she walked along the top of one of the rafters.

“I don’t understand.” I kept my gaze aimed upward, watching her flicker in and out of view through the smoke. “Yarley and Heff wanted me to switch allegiance. And you must know how desperately I want to be on your side. Why don’t you talk to me? Persuade me. Make me understand why I should help Heff and you rather than Walker. Please!”

“You could give the crystal to me at any time,” Sash said from the rafters. “But you aren’t going to, are you?”

“I can’t let Heff have it.” I had seen Jo be possessed, had seen the effects of the elementals on Katie, Dennis, and Ally. And I had been within moments of seeing the crystal allow Heff to summon an elemental that would have possessed Alex.

“Hence you can’t let me have it,” Sash said. “While you have been falling in love with a mirage of your own creation, I have looked into your heart, Rune Russell, and learned what you are like. And you are too soft-hearted to do what needs to be done.”

“You said I was tough,” I objected.

“Tough and hard are too completely separate things.” Smoke began to swirl around Sash. A shape emerged out of the whirlwind and dived down toward me—a smoke monster with a head like that of a dragon and no body.

I sprung away from it, grabbed the edge of one crate and let myself fall to the ground. I landed on my feet in a narrow row between two stacks of crates. I sensed the rift through to Brimstone that Sash’s use of magic had created. “I thought you said it was dangerous for any sentinel to use their magic!” I shouted, my voice echoing slightly.

“Rogues can afford risk when necessary.” Sash’s voice seemed to come from far away.

The rift she created was small and contained, nothing like the time in Yarley’s bar when I had used magic. Perhaps she was able to control her magic enough that the danger was minimal. “Ironic that I went looking for a rogue sentinel where there was none, with a rogue by my side the whole time. What will Walker say?” I walked deeper into the row between two crates, rapidly twisting my head one way then the others, trying to look in all directions at once.

“Maybe Walker won’t find out, depending on how this goes,” Sash said.

I no longer wondered if she was joking when she talked of killing me. “You called him vile earlier. What do you have against him?”

“You know how bones were poking out of me when I fell from the bridge and you didn’t understand how I managed so well?”

“Yes.”

“That was nothing compared to being in Walker’s presence and not letting him know how much I hated him.”

“Why?”

“I told you I was in love once. Lowell was a tiger shifter who didn’t care about shades and sentinels. Yarley tried to persuade Lowell that shades banding together was the only way they’d be safe, but Lowell just wanted to be left peace to live his life, to love and be loved. Turned out Yarley was right because Walker found Lowell and had him executed. When Walker discovered I was a sentinel, he thought he had rescued me.” She snorted. “I let him think that.”

She suddenly jumped down toward my head, her staff out in front of her. I went into a roll, then summoned my fireswords, holding them out in front of me. She glanced over my head, and I half-turned. Enough to see the giant smoke head coming for me from behind.

I dashed vertically upward, leaping from the crates on the left hand side to the right hand, and back. When I reached the top, I swiveled and struck out at the smoke head with my firesword. A section of the head separated, then faded away, but the rest of it kept coming. I backed away, swinging at it as fast as I could. I had to cut it into a dozen pieces before it finally stopped coming, and by then Sash was upon me herself, the staff whirling in her hands, the sharp blades whistling close and just missing as I dodged and blocked.

I counterattacked, forcing her back, giving myself enough space to jump off the crates and back to the ground. I spotted a face in a doorway, and I dashed in that direction, wanting to tell Florence or whoever it was to stay away. The face disappeared before I had a chance to give a warning, but not before I recognized the person. It had been Doctor Kressan.

“Are you going to keep fleeing me?” Sash stood on the highest crate looking down upon me.

I felt a squeeze on my heart. “You are beautiful,” I told her because it was true.

She gave a familiar head-shake. “Still the same old Rune. I ask again, are you just going to keep running from me?”

“I’m not scared of you,” I said.

Sash raised a fist and thin tendrils of smoke rose around me, clogging the air like fog.

She’s right, Jerome thought at me. You have to stop running. You can’t hold back anymore.

Beelzebub, I’m bloody holding back nothing. Sweat is pouring from my eyeballs.

You haven’t tried to kill her.

I’m... I couldn’t deny it. I can’t kill her. Could I?

Remember, this is bigger than you and her. If Heff gets the crystal, you know he’ll use it. He may return to finish the job on Alex. No one will be safe from being turned into a shade. You have chosen your side, you need to back that up. Or die.

Bring back jokey Jerome, I thought.

Here’s a joke. You have a third choice other than killing Sash or dying.

The smoke thickened around me. I waved my fireswords before me, using them for the light they provided.

“After Lowell was murdered, I went looking for the man who had warned us what would happen,” Sash said. “But Yarley was dead before I got to him. Another shade killed by a sentinel.”

“I had no choice,” I said.

“It didn’t matter. I met Heff, and he introduced me to many other shades and others who will be part of the new revolution. A new world is coming. The days of the sentinels are over. It’s time for the shades.

“You aren’t a shade though.”

“We aren’t as regimented as Walker and the order. Uro welcomes sentinels and humans as allies.”

“I keep hearing about this Uro, but I still don’t know who or what he is.”

“The time will come when the whole world knows him. For now, only his true disciples need to know him.”

“The true disciples will be rewarded, is that what he promised?” I asked. “You’ll take their place at their master’s right hand when he rules over a world of ash?” The smoke shifted and I swiveled in that direction, jumping forward to dispel the darkness with the fireswords.

“We will build a better world,” she said.

“Will you be able to live with yourself in this new world?” I shouted out. “When you need to deceive all those around you to create it. Hurt all those who would call you a friend.”

The rift to Brimstone was widening, becoming ever more dangerous. Something cold and slimy touched my hip, and I looked down. A tendril of smoke had pulled the summoning crystal from my pocket. I cut through the tendril and the crystal bounced onto the ground.

I charged blindly in the direction the tendril had come from, swinging before me. At first I cut through nothing but fog, then Sash’s outline materialized in the gloom, though I couldn’t see her clearly enough to make out her features. I attacked the shadow in the smoke, my fireswords moving so fast that the air in front of me became a solid blur of flame. Sash blocked and retreated, moving almost as fast.

Almost.

My left firesword cut downward and into the junction of shoulder and neck, carving through flesh. I stilled. The smoke disappeared, and it was no longer a shadowy outline standing in front of me. A look of surprise had frozen into Sash’s features. Blood spurted out from her neck.

My fireswords disappeared, and she toppled to the ground. “No,” I mouthed, running to her. Her head hit the floor with a sickening thud. I dived down, and wrapped my arms around her. Warm blood pulsed against my body.

I wasn’t sure how long I lay there, unthinking, my mind clogged with fog. I didn’t even react to running footsteps that passed close by. After a while, her body felt cold, and I stood. I didn’t look down at her face.

My feet had taken several steps away when my mind began to work again; I needed to retrieve the summoning crystal. I remembered where it had fallen, and looked for it.

Then I remembered the footsteps I’d ignored. Someone else had taken it.

Chapter 28

Thursday 20:05

I ran through the door where I’d last seen Doctor Kressan. Florence and Jo stood arguing outside Ally’s cell.

“Did one of you two take the summoning crystal?” I asked.

Florence shook her head.

“Rune, what is wrong?” Jo asked.

“Nothing. It must have been Doctor Kressan who took it. I have to find her.”

Florence grabbed my arm as I passed her. “Rune, wait, what is it?”

“Nothing.”

Florence reached up and squeezed my shoulder. “Your T-shirt is soaked in blood and tears are streaming down your face.”

“They are?” I wiped my cheeks. “I have to go after Doctor Kressan.”

Florence didn’t let go of my shoulder. “She ran past me quite a while ago. There’s a good chance the doctor is long gone. Tell me what happened.”

I covered my face with my hands. “She’s dead.” My voice was a whisper.

“How?” Florence asked.

“I killed her.” I threw her arm off me. “I’m a murderer.”

I dodged past Florence, but Jo stopped me. “You can’t beat yourself up over what happened.” She gave me a quick hug. “You are a good person. I’m sure you did what you had to.”

“We are thinking of releasing Dennis and Ally,” Florence said.

“You can’t do that,” I said.

“It’s wrong to keep them locked up,” Florence said. “They haven’t done anything wrong.”

“They are dangerous,” I said. “Think about what Katie did to Alex.” Director Wells had chosen three damaged children. Hadn’t he said that Dennis displayed psychotic tendencies?

Jo gripped my forearm. “Some say that the John Collier Prison will be for all shades. They are all dangerous right?”

I shook my head. “It’s not going to be like that.”

“I hope not,” Jo said. “But this is the same. We can’t justify locking up Ally and Dennis because they might be dangerous.”

“You are right. Let them go.” I moved past Jo. “I have to find Doctor Kressan.” I hurried down the corridors, quickly arriving at the main entrance. The doors were wide open. Would there be anyone left in Gorlam’s once Ally and Dennis were freed, I wondered. Maybe it was for the best if the place closed down. I dashed down into the parking lot, seeking any sign of movement. Only three cars remained in the whole lot. Florence had been right—Doctor Kressan was long gone.

I figured I should head back inside. The police had to be called, and we’d have to deal with the aftermath, explain all the dead bodies. I remembered the feeling of Sash’s warm blood engulfing me. A sob choked itself out of my throat, and I ran along the grass toward the trees where I’d hidden my scooter.

I had to get away.

Chapter 29

Thursday 21:00

I paused at the entrance of Ten-two, and leaned my forehead against the door. I still couldn’t process what I done.

You had no choice, Jerome thought.

Shut up. It’s your fault. You made me do it, I thought back.

That was unfair, but I didn’t care. I pushed open the door, with every intention of running straight up to my room, diving on my bed, and crying into my bedclothes all night long, perhaps longer. Maybe forever. Instead, the murmur of voices drew me into living room.

“Dude,” Pete said.

“Dude.” Tyler stood up.

“I've never received two dudes before, what does it mean?” I asked.

“You’re Buffy,” Tyler said.

“No. I’m not.”

“Jo told us all about you just after you ran out,” Tyler said.

“She also told us about Alex,” Pete said “Did you rescue him?”

“Of course he rescued him,” Tyler said. “Buffy never fails. Everyone knows that.”

“I’m not Buffy. Stop saying that. As for Alex...” I remembered his naked body huddled up in a corner. “He was kind of saved.”

“If Rune’s Buffy, then who are we?” Tyler asked.

“Dude, obviously you’re Willow and I’m Xander,” Pete said.

“How come I always end up being the girl in these scenarios?” Tyler asked.

“Dude, I’d love to be Willow. A cute redhead like that. You’re lucky. I’m just too masculine. It has to be this way,” Pete said.

“You two are idiots.” I couldn’t fashion a grin for their antics; the darkness inside was too much. I let my head fall forward. I didn’t know how to deal with what I had done.

“She never had it easy, you know.”

I looked up to see Pete studying me closely. “Huh.”

“Buffy,” Pete said. “She died twice, and that wasn’t even the worse of it.”

“I don’t know what I could have done differently,” I said.

“Sometimes it’s lonely,” Pete said. “If you truly are like the Buffy character, despite everyone else around, in the end you stand alone.”

“What am I supposed to do when things go wrong?” I asked.

“You just have to get on with it,” Pete said. “What else is there?”

I leaned my head back against the headrest of the sofa, letting the rest of Pete’s words filter over my head. Given what I was, and what was happening in the world, nothing was going to come easy for me.

I had to become stronger.

Harder.
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