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            Tuesday 11:50

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay in bed staring up at the white ceiling, my gaze following the aimless patterns of indentations and paint cracks. The TV in the corner was on, creating a comforting background buzz. A knock on the door pulled me from my stupor.

      “I’m not here!” I shouted.

      The door opened and Jo walked in. I raised myself onto my elbow, watching as she did two circuits of the room, pausing at several points to glare at the mess. “It’s much worse than I expected,” she said.

      “It’s been a while.” I should have been glad to see her. “How are you?”

      She cracked open the window. “How can you stand the smell?” She kicked over a pile of pizza boxes, scattering them across the room. A small pizza crust flew free and hit the wall, leaving a tomato sauce stain. “What have you done to our beautiful home?”

      “You left a long time ago, so don’t blame me. And it was never beautiful.”

      “It had charm. What did you do to the decorations? Your motherboards? Alex’s stolen signs. My posters.”

      “I threw them out. You have no cause to complain. If you remember correctly, Alex and you abandoned me.”

      “And if you remember correctly, we had good cause.”

      That was true. My actions had caused the death of their parents. I only wished that was the worst of my sins. I let my head fall back on to the pillow, my gaze returning to the ceiling. Thinking was bad. Remembering was worse.

      Jo found the remote and turned the TV off.

      “I was watching that,” I said.

      A silence followed. I hoped Jo would decide to just leave. Instead, the mattress creaked as she sat beside me. “I was told not to mention her,” she said.

      Her. Sash, the woman I had loved. Sash, the woman I had killed. “I don’t see what difference mentioning her makes. It’s not like I’ve forgotten.” It wasn’t something that could be forgotten.

      “It’s been over a year,” Jo said. “You have to move on.”

      A year. Time had become a strange beast. A lifetime had passed, and I could remember it like it was yesterday. For the first eight months or so after Sash had died—no, after I’d killed Sash—I’d thrown myself into my work, into building and then maintaining the I.T. infrastructure for the new shade prison, the JC it had come to be nicknamed. With a steep learning curve, and a mountain of tasks, I’d been able to keep my brain distracted for a time.

      “I need your help,” Jo said.

      “Are you in trou…?” I started to get up, then fell back down onto the bed. “I’m incapable of helping anyone.”

      “That’s not true. You saved first me, then Alex, from being possessed by elementals.”

      Each time at a cost. “How’s Alex?” Like me, he had returned to work on the JC after what happened at Gorlam’s. Like me, he’d been badly affected; he had suffered. Unlike me, it hadn’t been his fault—he’d been kidnapped.

      “In a terrible state,” Jo said. “But not half as bad as you.”

      Whenever Alex and I had been forced to interact during the building of the JC, we’d been colder than strangers to each other. I couldn’t help remembering him curled up in a corner of a cell, half-naked, and I was certain he blamed me. Alex, Jo, and I had once been a family, happy even, but those days were long gone. “I haven’t heard anything about him in months,” I said. “Is he still in Lusteer?”

      “He’s still around; he just hasn’t been social lately,” Jo said. “But I’m not here about him. Look at you, lying in bed in the middle of the day. Even Pete is worried about you.”

      “Pete?” I snorted. “He can’t talk. He just sits around and smokes all day.”

      “Better than lying around doing nothing all day.”

      “I’m just sleeping in. Sue me.” When the JC had been completed, I’d received a generous redundancy payment. Enough to supply me with several years’ worth of takeaway pizza and dry cereal. Enough that I didn’t need to go out into the world if I didn’t want to.

      “Well, enough sleeping in.” Jo whipped the blanket off me. “Get dressed.”

      Stripped of the covers, a shock of cold air touched my bare skin. I curled away, digging my face into the pillow. “Leave me be,” I said, my voice muffled.

      “You know how stubborn I can be. Get up now and make it easy on yourself.”

      I ignored her.

      “Rune!” She slapped my shoulder.

      “Go away.”

      “A girl is in pain, and I believe you can help her.”

      “Not my problem.”

      “Rune! Rune, look at me!”

      I turned around to look up at her.

      “I know you, Rune. This isn’t you. You don’t refuse help when you can provide it. I came to you because I think you can help my friend. But I also came to you because you need to help someone. You need to do something.”

      “No, I need to do nothing.” I lurched into a sitting position, my voice rising. “The power inside me is cursed. Everything I touch turns to shit.”

      “I don’t need you to fight, just to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “You know more than most about the magic of Brimstone. Lying in bed, festering in your own pain, that’s no good to anyone.”

      “It’s good for those who don’t come into contact with me.”

      “It’s your magic that is cursed, not you. Come on, get up.”

      There was no dissuading her. I sighed. “If I do this favor, will you leave me in peace after?”

      “Sure,” Jo said quickly. Too quickly.

      “Could I get that in writing?”

      Jo picked up the remote and switched the TV back on. “Hurry up and get dressed.” While I went to find something to wear, Jo switched channels until she found the Lusteer News Network. “Your friend is on, as usual,” she said.

      I glanced up to see Caroline Black on screen. “Hardly my friend.” Caroline had purposely bumped into me once trying to get an interview. Her foresight in recognizing that the supernatural would soon become mainstream news as well as her persistence in pursuing stories had paid off. Her profile had grown to the point that she was more celebrity than journalist.

      “The interview with Elizabeth Lowndes from yesterday has had a huge response, and I’m going to replay some highlights,” Caroline Black was saying. “She’s in charge of the Lusteer Shade Enforcement Division, more commonly known as L-SED. Her methods have been controversial, and here she is to explain the purpose of L-SED.”

      Having dressed, I came to stand beside Jo. “How long has Elizabeth Lowndes been in charge of L-SED?” I asked. Lowndes was another who I had met once. She was a smoke sentinel with a senior position on the Sentinel Order.

      “Two, three months,” Jo said. “She’s been all over the news. You’d have to be living under a rock to not know that.” She looked over her shoulder. “Or living under blankets, empty pizza boxes, and the stench of grief.”

      “Grief has a smell now, does it?”

      “Yes. Months-old madras curry festering inside an unwashed armpit.”

      “Gross.”

      “Shhh. People have been talking about this interview, and I haven’t seen it yet.” Jo increased the volume on the TV.

      “Thanks for agreeing to talk to us, Colonel Lowndes,” Caroline Black said.

      Elizabeth Lowndes gave a tight smile. “I’m not a colonel any longer. I left the army over five years ago.”

      “Didn’t I hear one of your men call you Colonel backstage?”

      “You can take the person out of the army, but… In any event, I no longer have an official military title.” The tan uniform Lowndes wore was more military than police, and she stood with her back erect and shoulders flared wide. Except for her words, everything else about her screamed soldier. Though I hadn’t thought that about her the first time I’d seen her.

      “Most of the men in L-SED are ex-military though, right?” Caroline asked.

      “I’m proud to say they are,” Lowndes said. “It is to our country’s immense shame that many veterans are cast adrift after risking their lives for our great nation. So when I was tasked with defending Lusteer from shades, I took the opportunity to hire as many veterans as I could. Unsurprisingly, I found many still willing to give for their country. And this battle is every bit as important as foreign wars. More so.”

      “I’d like to take this opportunity to thank those who have served,” Caroline said, looking into the camera before turning back toward Lowndes. “However, many feel that the army and police should be kept separate, and that L-SED operates as a private army within the city.”

      “I have all the respect in the world for the police force,” Lowndes said. “However, they simply aren’t equipped to deal with shades. L-SED have specialized training and weapons.”

      “Crossbows and nets,” Caroline said. “It’s strange that almost medieval weapons have come to the fore in the battle against the supernatural.”

      “There is nothing primitive about our weapons,” Lowndes said. “Far from it.”

      “I believe you. Now, what about those who say you act too harshly against those you capture? Is it true that the shades are imprisoned without due process?”

      “Others say we act too leniently. We capture and imprison, but we do not kill,” Lowndes said. “As for due process, what due process did those humans receive before an elemental from Brimstone, an alien from another world, possessed their bodies?”

      “That’s certainly one way to look at things,” Caroline said. “However, you must have heard the talk that Mayor Maxwell is planning to take the shade prison, commonly called the JC, out of L-SED’s control.”

      “That would be a really stupid thing to do.” Lowndes turned to glare into camera. “Like many, I’ve never had much respect for politicians, but I’m convinced that not even a politician is dumb enough to do that.”

      “Thank you for giving yo—”

      “Wait, this is important,” Lowndes interrupted, continuing to directly address the camera. “When news of the supernaturals first came out, many people were naturally very fearful. One on one, shades are much more powerful than humans. The fear of ordinary, upright people has diminished, but only because the hard work of the L-SED has kept the most dangerous of the shades on the run or in hiding. If the L-SED is curtailed in any way, humans will suffer.”

      Caroline gave a nervous smile. “You mean like the rise of the firedrakes?”

      “The firedrakes are a ragtag band of shades which will soon be crushed. They do show, however, that shades can’t be allowed to roam free. And I don’t want anyone to forget that a young shade locked a house with a family inside, then burned it down. He just stood outside watching while children screamed for help. Thanks to the L-SED, that fiendish shade is safely locked up.”

      “We all remember that horrific incident only too well,” Caroline said. “Thank you for your time today, Elizabeth. And I’m sure I can speak for many of our listeners in thanking you for your service to your country, both in the past and present.”

      The clip ended, and Jo switched the TV off. “That is one scary woman.”

      “You have no idea.” She and Walker and others on the Sentinel Order murdered Robert Bobbit in front of me just for being a fire sentinel. “What are firedrakes?”

      “An organization of fire shades who have started to terrorize the city. They wear red demon-masks to hide their faces.”

      “I didn’t realize things had gotten so bad.” I had been assiduously avoiding the news and any talk of current affairs.

      “Let’s go.” She stopped at the door and turned back when she realized I didn’t follow. “What is it?”

      “Where are we going again?” Now that I was up and dressed, I wasn’t sure what I had agreed to.

      “I told you. A young girl badly needs your help.”

      “A girl? You mean Ally, don’t you?” Ally was one of the children who had been possessed in Gorlam’s Orphanage. I had already, at Jo’s request, talked to her about elementals and Brimstone. The poor girl had been so shy that she had hidden under the bed and communicated via a sock puppet.

      “She’s having trouble coming to terms with her new nature.” Jo opened the door to let me out.

      “Why are you involved? She’s a shade. You heard Lowndes. They’re dangerous.”

      Suddenly Jo threw herself against me and wrapped her arms around me.

      I stumbled before regaining my balance. “What are you doing?” Her thin arms pulsed against my side, and her tears dampened the side of my T-shirt. My voice softened and I stroked her hair. “What’s wrong?”

      She sobbed. “I’m sorry.”

      “What do you have to be sorry about?” My initially hesitant grip tightened on her, and my own tears threatened to flow as a surge of emotion welled up inside me.

      She disentangled herself from me and dried her eyes. “I’m sorry the way things worked out for you. For us: Alex, me and you. And I’m sorry I broke down like this. I didn’t mean… I’m sorry … Just seeing the place we used to live looking like this, seeing you looking li—”

      “You, Jo, have absolutely nothing to be sorry about.”

      “Everything’s so complicated,” Jo said. “Why does it all have to be so complicated? Why can’t Brimstone just leave us in peace to be happy?”

      It was unusual for Jo to get so emotional; she was usually the calm one. “It’s just the way it is,” I said. “Now let’s get out of here.” She was right, though, that if I wasn’t a sentinel, life would be much less complicated. I was beginning to believe that the power inside me precluded me from love, from happiness, from any hope of a normal life.
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      We descended the two flights of stairs in silence with Jo pausing on the landing between them to wipe her eyes dry. On the way to the front door, Pete called out to us from the living room, and we paused in the doorway. Pete used the remote to mute the television, then shifted around on the couch so he faced us.

      “You got him out of bed,” Pete said to Jo. “Good job, dude.”

      “Jo’s not a dude,” I said.

      Pete shook his head sadly. “Everyone’s a dude, dude. Have I taught you nothing? Where are you going?”

      “Out,” I said.

      “Outside? Really? I thought you had turned into one of those creatures who can’t stand sunlight.”

      “How can you still be obsessed by vampires?”

      “Dude. If everything else is real, they have to be too,” Pete said. “Have you read the website WhatAreTheyHiding dot com.”

      Despite the media and politicians talking openly about the supernatural creatures that roamed the world, Pete still obsessed with what wasn’t real. Or, at least, what was unlikely to be true.

      Jo walked into the room, nodding toward the now-muted cartoon playing on TV. “You shouldn’t watch that.”

      I followed Jo. The living room was the usual mess of sticky carpets, dusty surfaces, and random garbage. A musty smell clung to the air. Topping off this monument to bad housekeeping was Pete, with his dishevelled beard and lank long hair, lying sprawled across the couch.

      “I just started watching,” Pete said. “Everyone’s talking about it, and I’m trying to find out what the big deal is. So far, I’m disappointed. It’s no Bojack Horseman.”

      “It’s just blatant propaganda,” Jo said.

      Noticing that one of the cartoon characters wielded a sword created from smoke, I stepped closer to watch. “Is that a sentinel wielding a multani?” I asked.

      Jo nodded. “The cartoon is called The Sentinels. Smoke sentinels are the heroes, and the fire-wielding shades are the villains. It portrays shades as subhuman, so no one cares when they are all locked up and the key thrown away.”

      “So smoke sentinels are the heroes,” I said. “And what about fire sentinels?”

      “I don’t think there have been any fire sentinels. Yet.” Jo shot a glance my way. “I guess they are holding judgment on how to present them to the public.”

      Depending on what happened. Perhaps even depending on what I did. “Who’s making the cartoon?” I asked.

      Jo shrugged. “That I don’t know.”

      “The powers that be,” Pete said. “Who else?”

      The Sentinel Order was my guess. Lowndes was arresting the shades without trial, and showing shades in a bad light would make her actions more palatable to the public.

      “Have you heard from Tyler?” Jo asked.

      Pete turned away. “Nope. He’s just gone.”

      In a whirlwind romance I would never in a million years have expected, Tyler and Florence had fallen madly in love and decided to leave Lusteer together. That had been a month ago. Or had it been two. Ever since I’d first met them, Pete and Tyler had been inseparable, sitting on that couch together smoking weed and talking nonsense. It was strange seeing Pete on his own.

      “You miss him?” Jo asked.

      “Miss him? He’s just a dude, dude,” Pete said.

      “Well, I miss him,” Jo said. “I’m happy he found someone though.”

      “He’s a coward,” Pete said. “He ran away.”

      “That’s not fair,” Jo said. “He shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. And he should have gotten in contact when he found somewhere new to stay.”

      “Florence was hot,” I said. “The boy did well. We shouldn’t begrudge him.”

      “Dude, he didn’t leave because of her. She was willing to stay. He left because he was scared. The supernatural has arrived, a war is beginning, and Lusteer will be at the heart of it.”

      Those words caused a shiver to run up my spine. A war of supernaturals. If that happened, it wasn’t just Lusteer who would be at the heart of it; I would be too. “He just wanted a fresh start,” I said. “Nothing wrong with that.” I tilted my neck to the side, gesturing toward the exit. “We should go, Jo, if we are going.”

      She nodded and led the way back out into the hall and out the front door. I followed. On the doorstep, a stream of sunlight hit my eyes. I raised my hands to shield my face, feeling almost vampire-like in my aversion to the sun. Perhaps I had spent too long in bed recently. Just before the door shut behind us, I heard a shout from Pete, which I ignored.

      Jo stopped at the end of the garden path. “How do you really feel about Tyler leaving?” she asked me.

      “Why would I feel anything? He was just one of the guys who held court in the dusty smoke-filled downstairs living room here in Ten-two.”

      “He was more than that. He was part of the little family we once had.”

      “If we had that, it was short lived, and it’s now long gone.” Jo and Alex had only stayed with me for ten months before they discovered that I’d been responsible for the death of their parents. I felt a sharp pang, remembering what the power inside me had taken from Jo and Alex. The pain of what happened to Sash was more recent, but that didn’t mean older wounds had healed over.

      “Just beca—”

      Jo was interrupted by the front door of Ten-two crashing open as Pete dashed out. “Wait for me, dudes.” He skidded to a stop beside us.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “And why are you carrying that.” He held a bow in one hand and a quiver of arrows in the other.

      “I’ve decided to fight,” Pete said.

      “Fight who,” I asked.

      “The bad guys,” he said.

      “Fight how?”

      He raised his bow. “The L-SED use crossbows, so I figured this will do as well.”

      “It looks like a toy,” Jo said.

      It did look rather flimsy. “Perhaps it’s meant more as an ornament,” I said.

      Pete lifted it to examine it. “I don’t think so, dude.” Then, more firmly: “No, it works.”

      “You haven’t even practiced with it?” I asked.

      “I’ll learn on the job.”

      “What job? This isn’t like in the movies. We don’t even know who the bad guys are.” I knew much more than Pete, and I hadn’t a clue. The Sentinel Order was supposed to be on the side of protecting humanity from shades, but Elizabeth Lowndes wasn’t exactly acting like one of the good guys.

      “You’re a fire sentinel, dude,” Pete said. “I’m ready to follow you into battle.”

      “That’s dumb, I’m not reliable enough to be followed to the nearest bar, never mind into battle,” I said. “Plus, I’m just going to talk to someone. A young girl. No fighting involved.”

      “Oh. I thought when Jo kickstarted you into action that… Especially with everything going on these days…” Pete trailed off.

      “Why don’t you practice with the bow and arrow?” Jo suggested. “So you’ll be better prepared if they is any fighting at a later time.”

      Pete returned to Ten-two, his head hung low and one end of the bow scraping along the ground behind him.

      “What’s got into him?” Jo asked. “He’s the last person I’d expect to want to do any fighting.”

      “I’m as surprised as you. Usually, it’s impossible to get him off the couch, and here he comes bounding out of the house like a lamb who’s just smelled spring.” I shook my head. “He’ll probably light up a spliff and forget all about it.” Hopefully.

      Jo gestured at my scooter parked further up the street. “What happened to that?”

      I groaned and walked over to stand beside it. Both wheels were punctured. “No idea.”

      “We’ll walk to the main road and flag a taxi from there.” Jo slanted a glance my way. “You didn’t know Lowndes is leading the L-SED, you haven’t watched any of that propaganda cartoons, you didn’t know Pete is preparing for battle, you didn’t even know your scooter is punctured. You are clueless about a lot of things right now.”

      “Sticking one’s head in the sand is a life choice these days,” I said. “It’s not just for ostriches any longer.” Before following Jo, though, I stopped for a final look at the scooter. Leaves were entwined in the spokes of one wheel, and several cobwebs were strung along its body. I’d been in a serious funk, but I didn’t remember it as being that long since I’d last used my scooter.

      Had I spent much longer in bed than I realized or was there something else going on?
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      After the taxi driver dropped us off, Jo led us across the street to Hotel Tiberius, a small redbrick place with white shutters drawn closed across the windows. The car park was empty, and rows of leafy weeds grew from cracks at the front entrance. The pair of double doors at the main entrance was also white, though some of the paint was flaking away and the surface was pockmarked with dents.

      Jo turned the handle and pushed. The hinges creaked loudly. With the door halfway open, I saw enough to grab Jo’s arm. “Are you sure we are in the right place?” Inside, the hotel lobby looked like a refugee camp. Small clusters of dirty figures huddled together around bedrolls and makeshift tents.

      Jo shook off my hand. “We are.” She marched inside, navigating a path between the clusters of people. She threw small smiles to either side at those we passed. We received return looks that were much less friendly. Many wore shapeless robes, clothes that allowed shifters to transform to their animal form and back without becoming undressed. I stayed close to Jo, ready to act if one of them made a move.

      Jo made her way toward stairs at the back of the lobby, and we had almost reached it when a man rose from where he’d sat with his back to the pillar.

      “An enemy comes sneaking in, and none of us is going to do anything.” He blocked our path and addressed the crowd behind us. “Are we that cowed?” The man was a slight figure with bronzed skin and a hooked nose. He was unshaven, wearing tattered robes. A bandage around his shoulder was loose. His eyes were wild, almost feverish. He was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

      “Come on, Ringo. Leave us by,” Jo said. “You know me. Rune’s not an enemy.”

      “What else could a fire sentinel be but an enemy?” he asked loudly, looking around. People shifted restlessly, but no one moved to support his tirade against us. Ringo turned his focus on me. “You don’t remember me, do you? I drove you once. Back when we were just building the JC. Before it was taken and used as a weapon against us.”

      “I remember.” It came back to me. He’d been an eagle shifter protecting the JC when Sash and I had climbed over a wall to enter the grounds. The brief memory of Sash twisted my gut, but I put it out of my mind. “I worked hard on building the prison just like you did. I had nothing to do with the L-SED taking control of it after.”

      Ringo shoved his face into mine, and I lurched back. “Your kind did. Elizabeth Lowndes and her force of thugs.” The putrid smell coming from his shoulder wound made me want to gag.

      “I’m not involved on either side,” I said. “And I intend to keep it that way.”

      Ringo laughed harshly. “You’re a sentinel. There ain’t no fence sitting for the likes of you. You’re on one side or the other.”

      “Just let us through. We don’t want any trouble,” Jo said. “And Rune has nothing to do with Lowndes or the L-SED.”

      “What’s he doing then? Did Harriet Ashley okay his being here?” Ringo asked. Throughout the lobby, everyone watched us with interest, but still no one moved to stand with him. Not yet, at least.

      “He’s just here to talk to Ally,” Jo said. “It’s not a big deal.”

      Ringo pointed a finger at Jo. “And you shouldn’t be around here either. You are only making things worse.”

      I shoved him back. “Get out of our faces!” I shouted.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Ringo said. Then, louder, addressing those around him, he said, “We’re not afraid. We outnumber sentinels.”

      A flash of movement blurred behind Ringo as someone rapidly arrived from his left. I took a few steps back, using one hand to keep Jo behind me and raising the other, preparing to summon a firesword.

      Ringo half-turned, a smile appearing on his lips. But his grin was quickly wiped from his face when he was grabbed by the neck and shoved against the pillar beside him. I exhaled. Nathan, Harriet’s second in command, was on our side of the argument, it turned out. Nathan was a bear shifter, a big man with a blocky head and huge shoulders.

      “You’re hurting my shoulder,” Ringo whined.

      “You know the rules,” Nathan said. “No hurting humans.”

      “He’s not human,” Ringo said.

      “The girl is.” Nathan released Ringo.

      “I didn’t try to hurt her,” Ringo said. “Plus, the rules that have been thrust upon us are stupid. We don’t attack humans, and still they hate and fear us. Harriet’s tactics are failing us.”

      “It’s not a tactic,” Nathan said. “It’s a way of life. We aren’t in Brimstone anymore. We left behind the continual conflict. We need to adapt to the best of Earth and not bring the worse of Brimstone here.”

      “The best of Earth? Open your eyes.” Ringo flung his arm out to indicate the lobby of shades. “We are running when we should be fighting. We cower like trapped vermin, and still the L-SED will end up catching us. Harriet Ashley is leading us all straight to hell.”

      Nathan growled in the back of his throat. “The door is just over there. You’re welcome to leave at any time. Try to make it on your own.” Nathan then turned on his heel and started up the stairs. “You two, come.”

      He didn’t turn to make sure we followed, or even specify which two he was referring to. Nevertheless, Jo and I quickly followed, catching up with him as we all reached the first floor landing. Once we were out of sight of the lobby, Nathan turned on me. “What are you doing here?”

      I took a step back. Nathan didn’t grab me by neck like he’d done to Ringo, but from the way he opened and closed his fists, he was itching to do just that. “I’m touring the shithole hotels of Lusteer. What are you doing here?”

      “Don’t get cute,” Nathan said. “You can’t just turn up here like this.”

      “Really? Because I think I just did.”

      “It’s my fault,” Jo said. “I didn’t tell Rune where we were going. I thought that if he talked to Ally… You know how she is; she needs something. I didn’t expect anyone downstairs to even notice Rune, never mind confront him.”

      “You badly misjudged the situation.” Nathan studied Jo. “But it’s done now. I’ll talk to Harriet; we’ll try to figure out how he fits in with what we are doing.”

      “You don’t need to talk to anyone about me,” I said. “I’m just here to talk to Ally, then I’m gone again. I’m not getting involved.”

      “I wouldn’t get my hopes raised about the girl if I were you, Jo,” Nathan said. “I’ve seen it before. It doesn’t end well.”

      “She has the strength,” Jo said. “She needs to find how to get the elemental inside her to work with her instead of against.”

      “What she has is raw power,” Nathan said. “And lots of it. Which means that others might have to intervene if she remains unstable. Don’t get any more attached than you are already.”

      “She’ll pull through,” Jo insisted. “You’ll see. Come on, Rune.” She led me further down the corridor, leaving Nathan behind.

      “What’s happening in this hotel?” I asked. “Who are all those people staying here?”

      “Shades on the run,” Jo said. “The L-SED started off by tracking lone shades, so they started banding together. Lately, shade hideaways like this one have been targeted. Everyone’s on edge.”

      “You could have warned me what to expect.”

      “What kind of place did you expect Ally to be hiding out in?”

      “I didn’t know she needed to hide out.”

      “Now you do.” Jo came to a stop outside a door. “Wait here. I’ll find out if she’ll agree to see you.”

      “You drag me all this way, and you don’t even know if she’ll see me?”

      Jo shrugged. “Worse case, I got you out of bed.”

      “Worse case, I end up fighting against a hotel of shades.” I raised a palm to forestall Jo from arguing. “Just go.”

      Jo tapped lightly on the door. “Ally, it’s me. Jo.” She then opened the door, pushed inside and closed it behind her.

      I shook my head. I shouldn’t have let Jo bring me here.

      That’s right, you should haven’t, Jerome thought. Some good movies were on later. Jerome was the elemental trapped inside my barbed wire necklace, and he hadn’t been communicating with me much recently.

      Where have you been lately? I thought.

      Your head has been a rather bleak place.

      Where else can you go? Aren’t you trapped? I thought.

      I’ve learned to make the best of a bad situation. I have lurked in the depths away from your surface thoughts. I got sick of you whining. ‘It’s all my fault. I loved her and I killed her. My power is nothing but a curse. It’s all my fault.’

      I never said any of that.

      Maybe not out loud. But your mind was like a wonky washing machine rattling violently while it spun those thoughts at full speed. You can’t blame me for tuning out.

      And you just zoned out. You didn’t intervene in any way?

      I still watched through your eyes, Jerome thought. I just engaged with your mind as little as possible.

      I thought back to his comment about missing movies and remembered the amount of times I’d lain in bed with the TV on, not concentrating on what I was watching. You were manipulating me, weren’t you? I thought.

      No, just ignoring you.

      The TV just always happened to be on even if I wasn’t watching it.

      Oh, that.

      So you admit it?

      I gave you a nudge here and there about what to press on the remote. What does it matter? You weren’t paying much attention.

      It matters. It matters a lot. Jerome had once tried to take total control of me.

      The principle of it, is that what’s bothering you? Jerome thought. Free will and all that.

      Even though it was a big deal, I couldn’t summon the energy to get angry. It’s more than just principle, and you know it.

      Free will isn’t worth much if you don’t use it, Jerome suggested.

      I do intend… Just stay out of my head. I’d been initially glad to hear Jerome after all that time. That gladness hadn’t lasted long.

      I’m glad Jo got you moving, Jerome thought. Though I noticed you didn’t mention your plan to run away.

      I’m not running away.

      You didn’t explain why you defended Tyler leaving Lusteer, did you? It’s because you are planning on doing the exact same thing.

      That’s not why I defended Tyler. Jerome might have been quiet, but he had been paying attention. I remembered my shock at seeing how disused my scooter was. Could Jerome had been influencing my state of mind, pulling me deeper into a funk of bleak nothingness?

      Not at all. Of course not, Jerome thought, in response to a question I didn’t ask him.

      The door opened and Jo emerged. She frowned. “You talking to it again.”

      “It? Oh, you mean Jerome. How did you know?”

      “You fiddle with the necklace, and your eyes focus on the distance.”

      “I do?” I glanced down and noticed that my fingers were running along the necklace. I snatched my hand away. “Why do you call Jerome an it? Aren’t you all about the shades being treated like everyone else?”

      “Jerome isn’t a shade, he’s, I don’t know, a disembodied elemental. Plus, not all shades can be trusted,” Jo said. “Just like sentinels. There’s a massive difference between you and Lowndes and between Ally and Ringo. Everyone, whether shade, sentinel, politician, elemental, basketmaker, shopkeeper, or whatever should be judged on what they do, not how they are.”

      Disembodied elemental, Jerome thought. Nice. I’m using that as the name of my first rock band.

      “Jerome hasn’t had a chance to do much,” I said. “Being disembodied and all.”

      “He took over your body for a time, taking advantage of your injuries. He tried to make you flee instead of saving me when an elemental had possessed me.”

      And now you want to flee all by yourself, Jerome thought. And you aren’t even man enough to tell anyone.

      “He helped me since then,” I told Jo. “I have forgiven him.”

      “So it—I mean he—is trustworthy?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” I pursed my lips and tilted my head to the side. “He’s not as villainous as most.”

      Don’t say that, Jerome protested. Not when I try each day to be the best villain I can.
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      Jo pushed the door open for me. “Enter,” she said.

      “Yessir.” I saluted.

      Jo grabbed my arm and pulled me into the room. She shut the door behind us.

      Ally sat cross-legged on a small bed, leaning against a corner, a tattered paperback in her hand. To have invited me in, Jo must have gotten Ally to agree, but the girl was making it clear that she wasn’t that interested in talking to me.

      “What are you reading?” I asked.

      “What business of yours is that?” she asked without looking up.

      “Ally,” Jo said sharply.

      Ally lowered the book. “I’m reading all about the hobbitses.”

      “Ah, Lord of the Rings. Great book. And you like Gollum?” Gollum was the only one who gave hobbits a double plural.

      She shrugged. “It’s just a book. The strange imaginings of some professor from England.”

      “And what do you think about the dual nature of Gollum? He was unable to reconcile the two halves of himself: the hobbit Smeagol which he had once been with the creature Gollum that the corruption of the ring had turned him into.” I sounded like a geeky history professor, but I figured the book was a way to find common ground with her. I closely watched Ally’s reaction as I spoke. “Echoes of a shy troubled girl struggling with a fire elemental inside her.”

      “What would you know of it?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Exactly. Nothing, that’s what,” Ally snapped before I could think how to reply. She then lifted her book back up to cover her face and resumed reading.

      The girl’s personality was rather different to the last time I’d met her. Then, she’d been so shy she’d only been able to communicate by hiding under the bed and talking via a sock puppet. I glanced across at Jo and raised my eyebrows. Jo may have gotten Ally to agree to see me, but the young preteen wasn’t interesting in talking to me.

      Jo cleared her throat. “Why don’t you start by explaining everything you know, Rune. I’m always hearing contradicting information.”

      “Everything I know?” I asked.

      Ask her if she has a postage stamp so you can write it all down, Jerome suggested.

      “Yes,” Jo said. “Everything about elementals, sentinels, shades, Brimstone, the whole magical shebang.”

      Ally didn’t lower her book but from the way she stiffened, she was paying attention. This was clearly Jo’s way of giving answers to questions Ally didn’t dare ask.

      “There’s another world connected to this one in a way we don’t understand, something outside our understanding of physics. A place called Brimstone,” I began. I didn’t know exactly what Ally—or even Jo—knew so I figured it best to start with the very basics. “I’m not sure it has a physical manifestation in the way we understand the term. The sentient life on Brimstone consists of fire elementals and smoke elementals who constantly war against each other. I can’t claim to know what life is like on Brimstone, but from what I’ve been told, it’s often a short brutal existence. So it’s not surprising that elementals jump at the chance to live on Earth. However, it’s only when portals between our world and Brimstone open up that these elementals get the chance. And even then, their life in this world is often brief. If an elemental can’t find a vessel to contain it, its energy is unleashed in a short explosive burst.”

      I walked toward the window, purposely not looking at Jo, as I remembered the night—had it only been three years ago—when a fire elemental had possessed me on the Collier grounds. I had expelled it into the Collier house, and the fire elemental had become an inferno which killed both of Jo’s parents. I’d done worse things since, so I could sometimes forget about the atrocity that had accompanied my first encounter with the supernatural world and my powers. Forget perhaps, but I could never forgive myself.

      “A vessel to contain the elemental—by that you mean a person?” Jo asked.

      I nodded. “Elementals can only really exist on Earth by possessing someone.”

      I’m not contained inside a person, Jerome objected.

      I’m keeping to generalities and avoiding the exceptions.

      So I’m an exceptional case, am I, Jerome thought.

      The barbed-wire necklace is a powerful artifact. That’s exceptional. You—

      Just a disembodied elemental, I know.

      “Rune.” Jo nodded toward my neck, and I snatched my hand away from fiddling with the necklace.

      “Sorry. Where was I?”

      Ally lowered her book. “You were giving the birds and bees talk. When an elemental and a human really love each other, some time later a stork will drop a beautiful shade down the chimney. This bestial creature will then proceed to rain destruction all around it.”

      “Ally, you know it’s not like that,” Jo objected.

      “The part about the stork isn’t,” Ally said. “The part about the bestial destruction is.”

      “No, it’s not,” Jo said. “I know Harriet spoke to you. She is creating a community of shades who can peacefully co-exist with everyone else. Without having to hide and live in the shadows.”

      “She is trying and failing.” Ally turned toward me. “So, tell me about yourself. How do storks deliver sentinels?”

      “No avian involvement.” A smile crept up my face, then quickly disappeared. “I’m not sure exactly how, but the magic of Brimstone occasionally gets mixed with an unborn child. The child grows up as normal until they become an adult when that power manifests itself.”

      “And these sentinels become guardians of humanity, protecting the world from evil creatures like me?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not like that.”

      Ally put down her book and stood. “Don’t lie to me,” she said in a low voice. Suddenly the room had a dangerous air.

      I swallowed. She no longer looked like just a child. “It’s true that’s what the Sentinel Order sees as our role. And I guess Elizabeth Lowndes is carrying out that mission with ruthless efficiency right now in Lusteer.”

      “But it doesn’t have to be that way. It shouldn’t be that way,” Jo said, casting a quick look of concern Ally’s way. “What’s the difference between smoke and fire? Is it just the type of magic?”

      “When they are in Brimstone, fire elementals are in perpetual war with smoke elementals,” I said. “It’s part of their make-up in that world. And some shades hold onto that division when they come here, but most overcome it. Or at least try to.”

      “And for sentinels?” Jo asked. “You never lived on Brimstone, so you don’t have the same baggage.”

      “Until recently, there was little difference between fire and smoke sentinels, and I wish with all my heart it was still like that.” I grimaced. “But a powerful fire elemental called Uro has changed the balance between Brimstone and Earth such that fire sentinels using their magic results in a portal being formed between the two worlds. These portals allow powerful elementals to cross into Earth where they end up possessing someone or causing mayhem. Each time it’s happened to me…” My gaze travelled from Jo to Ally, then down to the floor. “There have been terrible consequences.”

      “So you can’t use any power without this risk?” Ally asked.

      “I have certain abilities that doesn’t directly use magic. For one thing, I’m supernaturally athletic. Also, each sentinel can access an intrinsic weapon, called a multani, without drawing on Brimstone’s power. Each sentinel has a different multani—in my case, it’s a pair of fireswords.”

      “So what happens next for you, fire sentinel?” Ally asked. “You can’t trust yourself not to use your power, can you? Despite these fireswords, you’ve ended up having to use the power from Brimstone. And each time, terrible things have happened, right? How will you prevent that happening again? Are you going to kill yourself?”

      Jo stepped forward. “Ally, what a thing to say.”

      “I bet he’s thought of it,” Ally said.

      “Of course I haven’t,” I said.

      Just about running away and deserting everyone, Jerome suggested.

      “He looks like he wants to be a good guy,” Ally told Jo. “Yet his abilities will help Uro.” She picked up the paperback and waved it in front of me. “He can only be a minion of Sauron.”

      Sauron, the corrupting evil, at the heart of the Lord of the Rings story—was that the best way to look at Uro? I hadn’t thought much about Uro as a personality, just as a force of nature which had made my fire sentinel powers an unbearable burden. However, both Yarley and Sash had spoken of Uro as a messianic figure who would wash away the failings of the old world and usher in a new one.

      “I know Rune. He’s no one’s minion,” Jo said. “And he’s come here to help you.”

      “What can he do? From how he’s described the situation, everything he does will just help this Sauron-figure by bringing more elementals into the world. Creating more evil shades like myself.”

      “You’re not—” A loud crash interrupted what Jo had been about to say. “What was that?”

      I edged closer to the window and looked down. Scores of men in tan uniforms swarmed on the street below. Beelzebub. “The L-SED are here,” I said, rushing past Jo toward the door. “Ally, is there a back way out of the hotel? No, that won’t work.” From what I’d seen, the hotel had been surrounded. “We’ll have to go up. Maybe we can get escape via the roof.”

      I swung the door open and quickly exited, and Jo crowded out behind me. A few paces down the corridor, we both came to a sudden halt as we realized Ally wasn’t following us.

      “Come on, Ally,” Jo said. “We have to get out of here.”

      “You two don’t need to run,” Ally said. “The L-SED are here for shades like me.”

      “Believe me, I don’t want to meet Lowndes if I can avoid it,” I said. “I was close to being executed the last time we met.”

      “Go then,” Ally said. “I’m staying.”

      “You have an alternative…” My eyes narrowed. “You want to be caught, don’t you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Jo went back inside the room and grabbed Ally by the arm. “You are coming with us and that’s that.” Ally momentarily resisted before allowing herself to be dragged out of the room.

      “Where’s the nearest stairwell?” I asked.

      “This way,” Ally sped to the end of the corridor and pushed open the door at the very end. She waited until Jo and I caught up, then hurried up the stairs. Jo followed her.

      I leaned over the metal banister, peering down in the darkness below. I saw nothing, but after a few moments I heard distant marching footsteps. The core of my stomach squeezed into a tight knot. Why had I allowed Jo to persuade me to leave Ten-two and come here? With a legion of L-SED troops surrounding the hotel, I had no clue how we were going to escape. Especially since I suspected that Ally was so afraid of her own power that she half-wanted to be caught.

      And what if, in protecting Jo or Ally, I was forced to use the power I had just warned Ally was so dangerous?
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      I burst out through the door onto the roof just behind Jo. Harsh sunlight shimmered across the dusty flat roof, and I paused to get my bearings.

      “Get down!” Jo shouted.

      I had a quick sight of a glint of metal and a distant figure in a tan uniform, then I threw myself to the side. With an explosive splintering sound, a metal crossbow bolt crashed into the door I’d just exited.

      I rolled across, then I squashed in beside Ally and Jo, who were crouched down in a small alcove just to the side of the door, sheltered by walls on three sides. “What’s happening?” The crossbow bolt thrummed as it vibrated.

      “L-SED are on the rooftops of surrounding hotels,” Jo said.

      “They are law enforcement,” I said. “Doesn’t that mean they have to give warning before shooting?”

      “Niceties like that don’t apply to confronting shades,” Jo said. “Not in the eyes of the L-SED at least.”

      I glanced at her. “You shouldn’t be here, Jo.” She didn’t have any of the powers of a shade or sentinel; she was much more vulnerable than Ally or I.

      “I’d prefer not to be shot at. But I’m not afraid.”

      The breathiness in her voice contradicted her words. “You are,” I told her.

      “Maybe. But we don’t get to choose what scares us,” Jo said. “We get to choose when it’s important enough to keep going despite that fear. We get to choose when to fight.”

      Behind Jo, Ally was squeezed into the corner, her attempts to hide her fear making me realize just how young she was. Was she nine? Ten at the most. How would I have been able to handle having strange new powers and a foreign personality inside me at that age? That was not even taking into account crossbow bolts flying in my direction.

      Both Ally and Jo were looking to me for guidance on what to do next, and we couldn’t remain where we were for long. More L-SED troops would be coming up the stairs before long. I needed a plan, and for that I needed a better idea where the crossbow men hid. “Wait here,” I said, then I surged out of the hiding spot.

      Several large chimney-like structures were spread across the roof, and I immediately sheltered behind the closest, then I sprinted to the next nearest, pausing just to get a quick look around before continuing to the next. Crossbows twanged, but none of the bolts came close to me, and I completed a full circuit of the roof, building up a mental picture of the nearby rooftops.

      On both eastern and western sides, only a narrow alleyway separated the roof of Hotel Tiberius from similar flat roofs. Over a dozen L-SED officers were spread out across the roof to our east, so our only escape was to leap across and onto the building on the western side. I was confident I could make that jump even carrying both girls.

      I glanced down toward the front of the hotel where groups of shades were being herded out, their hands raised. A crossbow bolt crashed against the side of the chimney in front of me, spraying up chips of concrete. Stung, I jerked my face back. Staying anywhere too long was dangerous.

      Just as I was preparing to race back to Jo and Ally, the crack of glass smashing drew my attention back to the front of hotel. Behind the exploding shards of glass, a giant eagle burst out from a second floor window. He swooped low, then beat his wings to rise up toward the rooftops. L-SED officers, momentarily startled, scrambled to direct their crossbows in his direction. Due to the dirty bandage wrapped around the base of his left wing, I knew the eagle to be Ringo. His ascent was lopsided, with the stronger healthy wing pulling him to the right.

      Despite his injury, Ringo jinked first one way, then the other, narrowly avoiding crossbow bolts which whizzed to either side. Even though the eagle shifter had threatened Jo and me just a short time ago, I urged him onward, and from the upturned looks of hope, the captured shades were all mentally cheering for him to escape. And as Ringo managed to rise above roof level, for the first time it seemed that his escape had a chance of success.

      An officer with a thick beard stepped to the edge of the roof opposite me, put a rocket to shoulder and fired. A collective gasp erupted from those watching below as a giant net swallowed Ringo. Feathers flying, the giant eagle struggled against the clutches of the metal net. His struggles were hopeless and short-lived though, and he began to fall.

      Heavy smoke billowed out, and when Ringo fell below the grey cloud, he had transformed back into human form. I winced at the thud when the body hit the ground, then again at a sickening bounce. L-SED officers quickly gathered around him, but not before I saw him stir. He was still alive.

      The bearded officer turned his attention my way. He spoke into his radio, and two men sprang from hiding and raced across the roof. I frowned in confusion as they headed straight for the edge; they weren’t going to—

      They did. They jumped clean over the alleyway, landing on the roof of the Tiberius and into a roll, coming up with crossbows aimed at the chimney which I sheltered behind. How in the name of Beelzebub did they manage that? L-SED officers were ordinary men, not shades or sentinels. Weren’t they?

      With the two officers sprinting in opposite directions, seeking cover while trying to flank me, I didn’t have any time to figure it out. I retreated to Jo and Ally, signaled for them to emerge from the alcove, and gestured them toward the western end of the roof. As I ran with them, I kept a watch behind to make sure we weren’t in immediate danger.

      As we got close to the edge, I leaned over and lifted Jo—who squealed at the unexpected motion—into my arms. “Find cover, Ally. I’ll be back for you in a few seconds.”

      Jo’s squawk cut off when I increased speed, only to return again at a higher pitch when she saw a gap opening up before us. I leaped.

      Cold air whipped against the skin of my face. While in midair, I wrapped my arms tighter around Jo, making sure to protect her head in case I fell on landing. I needn’t have worried. My feet easily found purchase on the roof on the other side, and I barely stumbled, landing straight into a continuation of a sprint. I took Jo behind a small structure with a door in it, put her down, then ran back out again.

      I came to a sudden stop when I saw that Ally—instead of finding a place to hide—had continued after me, matching my jump. She almost held her feet on landing, tripping at the last moment. However, she immediately jumped up after her fall, running straight past to join Jo. I caught up with them, just stepping into cover as a crossbow bolt whistled a pace past.

      “We sh-should.” I paused to gather my breath. “We should keep traveling by rooftop while we can rather than descending,” I said. “We are too close to Hotel Tiberius. They’ll get us coming out.”

      Ally gasped. “We’re running like fools. We’re just going to get ourselves killed.”

      “I can get us away.”

      “We can surrender instead,” Ally said. “They’ll let Jo go. They’ll have no reason to hold her. And you’re a sentinel. You’ll be able to talk your way out of been taken to the JC.”

      “And you?” I asked.

      “It’s better this way for me,” Ally said.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Jo said. Her face was red and her breathing heavy. “They do horrible things to shades in the JC. I’m not going to let anyone take Ally there.” She gave me a stern look. “And you’re not going to either.”

      “I don’t want to be the cause of anyone dying,” Ally said. “I don’t want to be another Dennis.”

      It took me a moment to remember who Dennis was. Director Wells had used the fire summoning crystal to turn three orphans into shades: Katie, Ally, and Dennis. “What did he do?” I asked.

      Jo rapped me on the shoulder with the side of her fist. “That isn’t relevant. We all know Ally isn’t capable of doing something like that.”

      “We should all be locked up to keep us safe from ourselves. The power inside me can’t be trusted. I can’t be trusted.”

      “That’s simply not true,” Jo said. “Tell her, Rune.”

      I blinked, lost for a reply. Ally’s thoughts reflected what I’d recently been thinking about myself. The power inside me can’t be trusted. I can’t be trusted.

      “Rune,” Jo insisted.

      “We should keep going.” I stuck my head out to see what was going on behind us. Over a dozen officers were on the roof of the Tiberius; several were gathered around the door that led down into the hotel. The others were spread around the edge of the roof, their weapons ready in case another shade made a break for it. The bearded man was barking orders into a radio. One man sprinted past him and jumped from Tiberius onto the roof where we hid. They certainly hadn’t forgotten us.

      “They have followed us across,” I said. “We have to keep moving. If I carry Jo, we’ll be able to travel faster.” I took another quick peek out, then lifted Jo up and ran toward the far end of the roof.

      Once reaching the edge, I skidded to a stop. The roof opposite was higher and protected by a barrier, plus the gap to it was wider than before. Carrying Jo, I had no hope of making it. I might have been able to make the jump by myself. Might.

      Ally came to a stop beside me. I looked behind to check for pursuers and didn’t see any close. “Maybe this way,” I said, racing along the edge of the roof, heading for the north-western corner. When I got close, I saw I had made a good solution. The building to the north angled away, but it was within jumping distance at that corner. I vaulted the barrier and prepared to make the leap.

      “Rune!” Jo shouted. “Look, Ally’s in trouble.”

      I swiveled to see an L-SED officer approaching her from the side. The officer lifted a net gun to his shoulder and fired. Ally, seeing the rapidly widening net coming her way, sprang to the left, but not quickly enough. The net tangled with her feet and tripped her up.

      The officer placed his netgun on the ground, grabbed a crossbow that was strapped to his side and trained it on Ally. “Stay down,” he ordered.

      I looked in frustration to the other roof and our chance to get away. The area could be flooded by L-SED officers by the time I rescued Ally and returned to this spot. “She wanted to be caught,” I told Jo.

      “Rune.” Jo could express an amazing amount of disapproval just in the way she pronounced my name.

      I sighed. “Wait here.” I jumped back over the barrier, then paused as a halo of red light exploded out from around Ally.

      The officer scrambled back, the crossbow falling from his hands. Ally disentangled her legs from the net and stood. Though a trail of blood leaked down the side of her face, she showed no pain, only anger, her face compressed into hard lines. She raised her palms before her, and a stream of fire shot outward.

      The officer fell backward, and the fire whooshed over him. He clawed at the ground, scrambling back.

      “You want me so badly.” Ally strode after him. “Here I am.” By her side, her arms were slightly bent, her fingers splayed back, and tendrils of fire leaking from her fingertips.

      “Maybe I don’t have to go back,” I said to Jo. “She has the situation under control.”

      “Does she look under control to you?” Jo asked. “I feared something like this more than I feared her being caught. Save him from her.”

      “He was trying to capture us. Why save him?”

      “Ally, leave him be!” Jo shouted past me, then she grabbed my arm. “Rune, don’t let her. Some things can’t be undone. You know what it’s like to have regrets.”

      That I did. “Don’t move,” I told Jo, then sprinted toward the L-SED officer, who still lay on his back. He had given up retreating and instead tried to pick his crossbow where he had dropped it. It kept fumbling out of his fingers.

      Ally hands lit up as a fireball formed. I summoned my fireswords and threw myself in the path of the fire. The blast of power knocked me back on top of the officer. I scrambled off of him and back to my feet, crossing my fireswords in front of me.

      Sparks of fire spiraled upward from Ally’s hair. “I expected as much,” she said. “You were always my enemy. I just had to wait for you to reveal yourself.”

      “It’s not like that.” Beside me, the L-SED officer raised his weapon and started to aim it. I kicked him in the hand, and the crossbow spilled free. “I’m helping you escape, Ally, remember?”

      “You are protecting those who want to harm me.” Yellow flame burst from her hands, and I held my fireswords high, bracing myself against another buffeting of power. I had fought and defeated the fire sorcerer, Yarley. And amazingly, Ally, still a child, had more raw power than him.

      “Ally, stop,” Jo said. “You don’t want to do this.”

      Jo hadn’t stayed where I left her and instead walked straight toward Ally. “Jo, get back!” I screamed. Nathan had said Ally was unstable, but I had never imagined she could be this dangerous.

      “Listen to him. Stay away,” Ally said, an unchildlike growl in her voice. Her face glowed orange from the flames on her hands.

      “I know you,” Jo said. “Ally, this isn’t you.”

      “You don’t know me.” Ally continued, “You know the girl who once possessed this body. I have fought a hundred battles and won each time.”

      Jo continued to approach, unmindful of the fire. Although Jo was bigger than Ally, she looked small and vulnerable close to the nimbus of flame that surrounded Ally.

      “Jo, don’t.” I held my swords ready but didn’t advance. I was ready to spring forward to try to protect her, but I was on Ally’s other side, and I didn’t want to spook the girl into action.

      “Ally, I know you don’t want to harm me.” Jo kept walking. “Your power is not needed.”

      I held my breath, but Jo was not burned. Instead, the fires quenched before her, and by the time Jo reached her side, Ally’s flames had completely disappeared. The hard lines of anger on the girl’s face melted into despair, and she buried her head into her hands and wept. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      Jo wrapped her hands around Ally. “I know you didn’t.”

      “It wells up inside me,” Ally said. “Anger, exploding emotion. Constantly churning, eating up my willpower. I try to contain it, I try so hard.”

      “I know you do.”

      Hearing a noise, I swiveled around in time to see the officer who Ally had attacked slither behind a chimney stack. Across the roof, more L-SED officers were advancing, taking up positions to surround us.

      I scooped the crossbow off the ground, then put my hand on Jo’s shoulder, causing Ally and Jo to break apart. “We have to get out of here. Quickly.”

      I put my arm around Jo’s waist and lifted her up, then dashed back to the north-west corner. This time, I jumped before I reached the barrier, landing my right foot onto the top of the barrier. My knee bent, then I kicked out across the gap. I didn’t time my kick off perfectly and thus didn’t get as much lift as I expected. My stomach lurched as the chasm opened up beneath me. My legs spun in midair as I ached for every bit of momentum. It wasn’t me I was worried about; I’d survived bigger falls. But I wasn’t sure I’d be able to protect Jo.

      My left foot landed on the edge of the roof.

      Just.

      I stumbled forward a few steps, then came to a stop, putting Jo down. I turned back to check on Ally. One part of me feared that Ally had decided not to follow and instead given herself up, another part of me hoped that had happened. However, she landed cleanly just behind me and kept racing. I looked back at Hotel Tiberius, getting an idea of how far we had come, then looked at the crossbow in my hand. We couldn’t keep running like this. Already, Ally had lost control, and I had almost fallen three stories with Jo in my arms.

      “Ally, hold up!” I called out.

      She slowed.

      “Jo, you and Ally look for a way to descend. This building is far enough away from Tiberius that you’ll have a good chance of getting away if you get to ground level.”

      “What about you?” Jo asked.

      “I’ll hold them off long enough for you to get away, then figure something out. Go.”

      “Rune.”

      “There’s no time to argue!” I shouted. “Go, go.”

      Fly, you fools, Jerome thought.

      Quoting Gandalf is a bit grandiose, I thought back.

      Jo took one final reluctant look at me, then ran on ahead to Ally and took her hand. The two of them continued forward.

      “Hey!” I shouted out. I lifted the crossbow and aimed it across the gap toward the nearest L-SED officer. “I know you guys are good at jumping, but I don’t think you’ll be ready to fight when you land with a crossbow in your gut.” In response, two officers raised their crossbows and fired at me.

      I dodged across to the side, seeking cover behind a small wall. I peeked over the top, watching as the officers ran hunched over from one point of shelter to the next, gradually getting closer. With them dodging back and forth, it was hard to get an exact count, but it had to be over a dozen. Because this building was at an angle to the one on the other side, they could only cross at this corner, creating a bottleneck. If I could delay them long enough to give Ally and Jo a decent head start, I was confident that I could outrun them. Even if the way they could jump suggested supernatural abilities.

      The officer with the thick beard who’d shot down Ringo was prominent among those approaching. “Hey, Beardy, what do you want?” I shouted out. “Can’t we be friends? I just saved one of your men. And I’m not a shade.”

      “Sure!” Beardy shouted back. “Throw away the crossbow and lie face down on the ground. Then we’ll be great friends.”

      I was surprised that he was willing to talk but happy to indulge him. The longer we wasted shouting back and forth, the more chance Ally and Jo had of getting away. “I’m not your enemy. I’m a sentinel. Your boss, Elizabeth Lowndes, knows me. She wouldn’t want to see me shot.”

      “I saw the swords, and I know what multani look like!” Beardy shouted. “But we both know that fire sentinels are not the good kind. I also saw the fire witch that you are protecting.”

      “That was just a misunderstanding,” I said.

      “I prefer dealing with people where misunderstandings don’t result in stray fireballs.” He stepped out from behind cover and gave me a big grin.

      “Why are you smiling like that? I don’t get the joke.”

      He nodded behind me, and I turned to see an L-SED officer with a net gun pointed at me. “Oh,” I said.

      The gun fired, and I was swallowed up in metal netting.
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      I fell hard.

      With my hands pinned to my side, I was unable to protect myself as my shoulder slammed into the ground. My forehead whiplashed against the concrete. Spots marred my vision, and I blinked several times to clear my head. I rolled, trying to get away, but the man who’d shot me pulled on the net, yanking me back and contorting my body, trapping my left wrist behind my back. My forearm was shoved under my neck.

      I rocked to the side and managed to free my right hand, squeezing it out between the metal wires of the netting. I created a loose fist and tried to summon a firesword. Of course, nothing happened—with most of my body trapped in titanium, just freeing my forearm would have little effect. I ground my teeth in frustration. I was as helpless as a hogtied lamb; I could only hope that I’d delayed the L-SED long enough for the two girls to escape. And hope that Ally was right that, as a sentinel, I wouldn’t be harmed by them. Though the last time I’d met Elizabeth Lowndes, that hadn’t helped Robert Bobbit; the opposite, in fact, for he’d been executed for being a fire sentinel.

      Black boots marched past my nose. I twisted around so that I was on my back, ignoring the pain of wires cutting into my skin. Beardy, flanked by two of his men, stopped in front of me.

      The officer took one hand off the net and snapped a sharp salute. “Sergeant Taylor, we have him.”

      Beardy—Sergeant Taylor—cast a disinterested look my way. “Good work, Grailes. Any luck with the others? He had two girls with him, at least one a fire witch.”

      “Not yet, sir,” Grailes said. “We have begun searching the building.”

      “Additionally, post men on each side of the roof to watch the streets below. I have ordered a troop on the ground to intercept.”

      “What about him. Will I have—”

      “Release him.”

      “Sir?”

      “The Colonel wants to talk to him.”

      “I can have him taken down to her,” Grailes said.

      “No need. He’s not stupid enough to run.”

      How little he knows you, Jerome thought.

      Is that all you are good for? Popping up with cheap insults?

      What more to you expect? Jerome thought. Tap dancing? Gymnastics?

      Grailes looked down at me, clearly reluctant to follow the command.

      I tried on a cheeky smile. “You heard the great bearded one. Release me.”

      The officer scowled as he tugged on a few strands of the net, loosening it. Once I felt a bit of give, I pushed outward.

      “Stop struggling,” Grailes ordered. “You are just making it worse.”

      Realizing he was right, I stilled and waited until he fully untangled me from the net. I then stood and wiped dust off my clothes. Blood leaked from my neck where the wires had broken skin. “What’s your badge number, Grailes? I’m going to report you. Police brutality.”

      Grailes scowl deepened.

      “Go to your duty, soldier,” Sergeant Taylor ordered.

      Grailes saluted and turned on his heel.

      “You, come,” Sergeant Taylor said, heading toward the center of the roof.

      I hesitated, then hurried to fall in alongside him. “You called Grailes a soldier, and your boss is a colonel,” I said. “Your veneer of being law enforcement is rather thin.”

      Taylor simply grunted.

      “If not law enforcement, then what? Private armies are illegal, right?”

      In response, Sergeant Taylor merely picked up his pace, forcing me to hurry to keep up with him. Just behind us, two officers followed, crossbows dangling from their belts. Beyond them, the other officers worked with military-style precision and coordination in bringing equipment, setting up sentry stations and keeping a watch on what was happening on the streets below.

      Zip-lines were strung between the roofs at various points, and the officers used these to transport equipment. And from seeing where zip-lines had been set up, I could understand how I had been captured. While I had been focused on the northwestern corner, a zip-line had been installed further down, allowing Grailes to cross. While I’d thought I was the smart one by bantering with Sergeant Taylor, thinking I was delaying him and giving Ally and Jo a chance to escape, Taylor had been distracting me.

      “Not everyone can get a gold medal for intelligence,” I said.

      “What did you say?” Sergeant Taylor asked.

      “Not everyone can get a gold medal. Because then the medal would lose its value.”

      He gave me a pitying look.

      I watched the L-SED officers move across roofs. With the zip-lines in place, no one needed to jump the gaps between the roofs as Ally and I had done. At least some of them were capable of it, though; I hadn’t imagined that. Several had done so in the heat of the battle, including Taylor himself. The L-SED was much more than titanium weapons and military tactics.

      “Gold medal for long jump, though,” I said. “One of those for everyone in the audience.”

      “Unlike many similar forces, we ensure our men stay well-trained and fit,” Taylor said. He pushed through a rooftop door and descended a small set of stairs. I followed. We emerged into a rather dingy-looking hallway. Taylor pushed the button for the elevator.

      “So,” I said. “Nice beard. How do you get it so thick?”

      He ignored me.

      “Fertilizer? Slurry? Or just pure manliness. Hairiness is manliness, as they say.”

      “No one says that,” he barked.

      “Maybe they should.”

      Taylor snorted. “Manliness. What would you—” The elevator opened, and we both stepped inside.

      “You were saying?” I said.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.” He pressed the button for the ground floor.

      “So, medieval weapons, huh. What’s that about? Crossbows. Did you arrive last at the supply centre, and they had already given the real weapons to the real soldiers?”

      “We are…” With visible effort, he controlled his sharp tone. “We use the weapons we do for very good reasons. Normal metal doesn’t do much good against Brimstone scum. Titanium makes shit bullets. It’s not dense enough, for a start. It’s too hard to spin properly, so it would be inaccurate, and that hardness also means it wouldn’t expand on impact. Just shit in every way, and titanium is the only substance known to affect shades, God knows why. Plus, having the length of a crossbow bolt stuck in the body of a shade is much more effective than a small bullet. The more titanium, the greater the effect.

      “Sounds like you thought about that a lot.”

      “Of course we have. The recent rise in shades is the greatest existential threat mankind has ever faced. You better believe lots of smart people are covering all the angles and letting us on the front line know enough to do our jobs.”

      “Existential threat. Really? Maybe those smart people are brainwashing those on the front lines.”

      “I’m not stupid?”

      “I didn’t say…”

      Suddenly he grabbed me by the neck and shoved me against the wall. “Hey.” I raised my hand, curling my fingers into an open fist in front, showing that I was ready to summon my firesword. “You shouldn’t do that.”

      “You think I’m scared?” Taylor shouted, his face so close to mine that I could see tiny droplets of spittle expelled from his mouth. “I know you can form your magical fire stick and jam it in my stomach. Go on, then. Do it if you want. Just know that afterward you’ll be plugged so full of titanium that you’ll look like a human pincushion.”

      Behind him his two men raised their crossbows and aimed them at my face.

      I jammed my fingers under his hand, managing to loosen his grip. “I’m not threatening you. You are the one attacking me for no reason.”

      “If you showed a little respect, you wouldn’t need to be manhandled. You’re just a punk.”

      “Doesn’t the Colonel want to talk to me?” My voice came out as a wheeze as Sergeant Taylor continued to squeeze. “I’ll be able to talk better without fingers around my throat.”

      “How’s being a rebellious tearaway worked out for you?” the sergeant asked. “Brought happiness and contentment to yourself and those around you, I hope.”

      An answer to that didn’t come to me.

      “Exactly,” the sergeant said, reading an answer from the expression of my face. He released my throat and stepped back. “Punks,” he said. “Brimming with bravado, thinking that empty rebellion makes them strong. All mouth. The more insecure they are, the bigger they talk. They think shooting their mouth off is bravery. All it is, is hiding how small they are inside.”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. I don’t think it applies to me.”

      “You can’t fool me. I know your type. I was a punk once, and I’ve trained countless others. They come in thinking they are cock of the walk. And you know what? Ends up they are either strong enough to become a real man, or they wash out and remain punks their whole life. And no prizes for guessing which group ends up happier.”

      “Can I skip the army training and go directly to the punk wash-out gutter?” I asked.

      “You’re still yapping, but I can tell what I said hit home in some way. It’s a start.” The elevator door dinged open. “Come on.”
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      The streets outside the hotel were deserted; the L-SED had to have cordoned off the whole area. I felt an itch in my back, knowing that the two officers who walked behind me were ready with their crossbows and titanium arrows. Closer to Hotel Tiberius, a row of army trucks lined one half of the street. But army trucks with a difference, for these were panelled with bare metal. Black weld marks showed where the panels had been attached, and no attempt had been made to paint the trucks or otherwise hide the metalwork. Maybe the L-SED considered it a mark of pride, or distinction, to leave the trucks presenting bare metal.

      “Titanium shielding?” I asked.

      Sergeant Taylor decided that wasn’t worth answering.

      L-SED officers swarmed the area outside Tiberius. Most held their weapons ready, focused on the row of prisoners being guided out of the hotel and into the back of the army trucks. The shades, who had already looked bedraggled before being captured, were totally cowed. Heads were bowed low, and the only bit of energy they showed was to hurry when urged to by their captors. My heart beat faster as I scanned the faces of the prisoners, but I didn’t see anyone I recognized. No Nathan, no Jo, no Ally. I didn’t even see Ringo. The nudge of a crossbow in my back made me realize I was slowing down, and I caught up with Taylor.

      When a ragged scream came from inside the Tiberius, no one reacted. Not the officers, not the prisoners.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “The sound of discipline.”

      The scream rang out again, louder this time, full of ravaged pain. Several shades flinched, but none turned to look back. I broke away from Taylor and sped across the courtyard to the main door. I skidded to a halt as the two L-SED officers guarding the door raised their crossbows.

      “I’m with Sergeant Taylor.”

      The guards didn’t blink. I had to wait until Taylor caught up with me. He then gave a nod, and the officers moved aside to let me pass. I hurried inside. A small cage occupied the center of the reception area, and L-SED officers were spread out around it. Inside the cage, a blood-streaked figure moaned. It was Ringo. A crossbow fired, and an arrow hit him in his side. He spasmed to the left, and the moan turned into a high-pitched scream.

      I ran over and pushed aside two of the officers closest to the cage, then leaned against the bars. Ringo was inside, shivering and blubbering.

      “‘el’ me.” Blood and spit emerged with the forced syllables. Three arrows were embedded in his torso.

      “Help you. I’ll try. Sergeant Taylor.”

      “No.” Ringo shook his head. “Kell me.”

      Sergeant Taylor came to stand by me. “Shades are pathetic once you strip away their power. If the elemental leaves any human part when they possess a body, it’s only the weakest part.”

      “You can’t be okay about this. It’s torture. You’re not even real army, but even if you were, you’d still be subject to the Geneva Convention.”

      “The Geneva Convention applies to humans,” Sergeant Taylor said. “Not these things.”

      “What do you need from him? Information? I doubt he knows anything.”

      “Colonel,” Sergeant Taylor said, snapping a salute over my shoulder. “I brought the fire sentinel. You wanted to talk to him?”

      I swiveled around. “Please, you have to put a stop to this. He doesn’t know anything.”

      “What’s going on here?” Lowndes asked sharply and approached the cage. “Have you guys been…” She reached in and twisted the arrow, drawing another pitiful scream. “…hurting the poor little thing.”

      Lowndes grinned, and everyone except me laughed.

      I stared in horror. “But why?”

      “Someone tell me what this creature did to deserve this,” Lowndes said.

      “Transformed into an eagle and viciously wounded two men before attempting to escape,” one of the officers said, then snapped a salute.

      “There you have it, Rune,” Lowndes said. “Surely you see that we can’t allow creatures like this to attack and injure people.”

      “So you’re torturing him as a form of punishment?”

      “More about letting other shades know that they can’t get away with such behavior,” Lowndes said. “They are fast and they are strong, and we have to let them know that violence against humans will absolutely not be tolerated. Alien bodysnatchers don’t exactly deserve mercy, now, do they?”

      “It’s not like that. They were human once.”

      “I’m not heartless,” Lowndes said. “A part of me pities the human they once were. It’s an awful thing to happen to any person. And my deepest wish is that possessions can be undone. If that ever becomes possible, I will try to reclaim every human taken by a shade. Until that happens, I must crush my pity and show no weakness to my enemy.” She looked past me. “I think the diversion is over. Take the cage to one of the trucks. Sergeant, I imagine that some of these men have work they should be doing.”

      “Of course.” Sergeant Taylor snapped a salute, and in a flurry of activity, the officers found somewhere else to be. As the cage was rolled out, Ringo stared at me with pleading eyes, but I could do nothing for him.

      Lowndes turned her attention back on me, giving me a greasy smile. “Shouldn’t you be more worried about yourself than him? Shades have elementals inside them, but it’s not like they can summon fresh elementals from Brimstone.”

      “I wouldn’t… I haven’t used my fire magic since I last saw you and the other members of the Order. As I promised.”

      “You’re okay for now.” She gave me a pat on the shoulder. “You have earned some credit after all.”

      “I have?”

      “The Order have reason to be thankful to you in exposing a traitor in our ranks. We knew that Uro was capable of corrupting fire sentinels; we didn’t realize that smoke sentinels were also vulnerable to his influence. We’ve become more vigilant since.”

      “Sash,” I said. Something in my gut felt heavy.

      “Yes, that traitorous little bitch,” Lowndes said.

      “She’s—” Anger sparked within me, but I damped it down and forced myself not to defend her. If killing her was the key to Lowndes letting me go, then I had to grasp that. “I couldn’t believe it myself when I first discovered her treachery.”

      “The Sentinel Order has been in existence for over a thousand years, and it has never faced a challenge like Uro. Tell me.” She stared directly at me. “You’re one. What do you think should be done about fire sentinels?”

      “They should be given money, millions of dollars, and let me see, maybe statues on the high streets to celebrate their achievements, or non-achievements if they don’t have any.”

      She smiled. “Be serious. When fire sentinels use their magic, portals are created to Brimstone. Portals which attract elementals capable of bodysnatching humans. Can you trust yourself to never use magic, under any circumstances?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” I had no problem lying to save my skin.

      “Think on it from our position, from the position of the Sentinel Order. We must defend humankind, and fire sentinels have become one of the greatest threats. And yet they are our friends and comrades.”

      I preferred for her to stop thinking about what she intended to do about fire sentinels. At least while I was standing in front of her with her personal army all around her. “Last time I met you, I had no idea you were once a Colonel in the army,” I said.

      “I wish I had never left. I hate dealing with civilians—mindless and unfocused, just muddling their way through life. No offense.”

      “No, that sounds about right,” I said.

      “So I jumped at the chance to lead the L-SED. I feel like I’m back in the army, and I’m much happier for it. Would you say you’re happy, Rune?”

      I did remember Lowndes being much grumpier the last time I’d met her. On the other hand, she had progressed to happily torturing people, so it was possibly not an improvement. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met happiness,” I said. The only time I’d thought I’d been happy had been based on a lie. “I’d like to one day because people who have tell me he’s an awfully nice fellow.”

      “People seek meaning inside themselves and find nothing, Rune, nothing except selfishness and despair,” Lowndes said. “Meaning comes from brotherhood, from family. Being in the army means being surrounded by brothers who understand that, brothers who are willing to give their lives for one another. Fighting for yourself might get you to the top of the mountain, but it’ll also get you somewhere you don’t want to be. Do you know why I get so much respect from my men? Because they have either seen me walk into a hail of bullets to save fellow soldiers or heard about me doing it. They know I’ll put my life on the line for them, and they won’t hesitate if I ask the same of them.”

      “Of course, you were immune to injury unlike the rest of your men.”

      “I think army training would do you good.”

      “Sergeant Taylor figured he’d need to beat the punk out of me first.”

      “It’s not about beating. It’s about stripping you down to the bare essentials, giving you comrades-in-arms, and having the collective rise from the ashes, each one of you stronger individually, and having that strength multiplied by being part of a team.”

      “Something, something, single stick can be snapped, something, something, a bundle of sticks, something. Am I close?”

      “Throughout the history of the Order, famous sentinels have been willing to sacrifice themselves when the moment arose. Do you have that in you, Rune? To give your life to save the world?”

      “Couldn’t the world give its life to save me? Like, I mean, what has the world ever given us? It’s always ask, ask, ask with the world, isn’t it?”

      Before Lowndes could reply, Sergeant Taylor returned. “I just received word that…” He hesitated.

      “Yes?” Lowndes asked impatiently.

      Taylor moved closer, then leaned in to whisper in her ear. A look of surprise flashed across her face. “We better get moving. Call everyone back, and finish loading the trucks now.”

      Sergeant Taylor nodded in my direction. “What about him?”

      “He’s free to go. For now.” Lowndes turned toward me. “Think on what we’ve talked about, fire sentinel.”
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      The taxi driver dropped me outside Ten-two, and I quickly paid him and hurried up the path, pushed through the main door, and entered the living room.

      Pete sat on the couch with the toy bow beside him, watching TV.

      “Pete, have you seen Jo?” I asked.

      “You have to see this,” Pete said, still glued to the screen.

      “Pete!” I snapped. “Concentrate. Have you seen Jo?”

      Pete used the remote to mute the TV, then turned. “Wasn’t she with you?”

      “You haven’t seen her since?”

      “No, is she okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      Pete frowned. “You told me you weren’t going into danger.”

      “That’s what I thought too. I didn’t fully realize where Jo was taking me.”

      Pete grabbed for the bow and stood. “Dude, do we need to rescue her?”

      “No, nothing like that. Sit back down.” This new Pete man-of-action persona was disconcerting. I flicked through the names on my phone until I found Jo’s number. I thought about calling, then decided against it in case she was hiding and a sudden ring revealed her location. Instead, I sent a text: Let me know you’re okay. Then I pocketed the phone. “I just sent a message, I’m sure she’s fine. I just panicked.” Then to distract him, I nodded toward the TV. “You mentioned something was happening.”

      “The mayor was kidnapped.”

      “The mayor? Mayor Maxwell?”

      Pete nodded and put down his bow, and picked up his remote. “He’s missing at least, and kidnapping is suspected. They think the firedrakes did it. Look.” Pete pointed to the screen, where a picture of a man in a heavy overcoat walked forward. A hood hung low over the man’s face, and he moved with determined steps, the footsteps overloud. It was clearly a staged scene. Early evening shadows, and the run-down, dirty alleyway added to the gritty atmosphere of the clip.

      A voiceover spoke, the words muffled by electronic distortion. “Shades have as much right to live in peace in this world as everyone else. And some of us are willing to use our power to achieve that peace.”

      The man half-turned and stretched his arm out. The camera panned to show a beat-down car. A fireball shot from the man’s hand, striking the car, causing a massive fiery explosion.

      The man fully turned around and lowered his hood, revealing the red demon mask he wore. The camera zoomed toward the mask, still showing the burning car in the background. “We demand the disbanding of the criminal organization, the L-SED,” the voiceover said.

      “Someone needs to talk to those guys about the definition of peace,” I said. “Give them a dictionary for their next birthday.”

      “Hush,” Pete said.

      The still of the firedrake disappeared, and the screen shifted to Caroline Black standing with a microphone outside City Hall. “That video never ceases to chill. However, we have just received breaking news. The kidnapping is confirmed, but the firedrakes may not have been involved. In fact, it appears that the mayor’s own security did it.”

      “How come everything is happening today?” I asked. “I picked the wrong day to get out of bed.”

      “I believe we have a picture.” Caroline touched her hand to her ear. “A man and a woman. Can we bring that up? Yes, it’s coming now.”

      She was replaced on screen by a picture of Mayor Maxwell striding through a crowded lobby flanked by a man and a woman. “Noah and Persia Hastings,” Caroline Black said. “They are new to the mayor’s security team, and no one knows much more about them yet.”

      “Dude,” Pete said sharply, looking over my head.

      I crouched down to look closer at the screen. “I don’t recognize them; do they look familiar to you?”

      “Scarily familiar,” Pete said, continuing to stare over my head.

      “What’s got into you?” I turned to follow Pete’s gaze, then stumbled backward when I saw a man and a woman standing in the doorway of the living room. My first reaction was that Sash had come back. Which was stupid. She was dead, plus that woman—although she had the same color and length of hair—was much shorter, and her features weren’t actually that similar to Sash’s. My second reaction was to do a double-take, look back at the TV-screen, then stare back at the man and the woman. The two kidnappers were standing behind us.

      “Where did they that picture of us?” the man—Noah Hastings—asked.

      “What are you doing in our house?” I asked.

      “Door was open,” Noah said.

      On the TV, Caroline Black was still talking. “Both of them are considered highly dangerous. If you have any information on the whereabouts of either of them, ring the number on screen.”

      “Dude, should we ring the number?” Pete asked me.

      “Turn off the TV, Pete.”

      “Please do,” Noah said. “I can’t look at that picture. My mother told me that if I pulled a funny face and the wind changed, I’d be stuck like that forever.” He shook his head at the picture on the screen. “She didn’t know that her words would prove prophetic. Digital photos are forever, man.”

      Pete switched off the TV and reached for his bow on the couch beside him. I slapped his hand away. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Are you the Lusteer fire sentinel?” Persia Hastings asked. “Red Rover or something.”

      Pete giggled. “Red Rover, that could be your code name.”

      “I don’t need a code name,” I said. “I’m Rune Russell. What are you two doing here? Should be, I don’t know, taking your hostage to a secure location.”

      “We didn’t really kidnap him,” Persia said.

      “So there’s nothing to that story just reported on the news.”

      “Nothing in the slightest,” Noah said. “Evidence does look bad to the untrained eye though. Seeing as how the mayor is currently in the trunk.”

      I shifted across to stand by the window and saw a black sedan parked outside the house. “And to the trained eye?”

      “To the trained eye, it probably looks worse,” Persia said. “As a reliable witness saw us stuff him inside the trunk.”

      “Hardly reliable, Purrs. Did you see how that woman’s top clashed with her dress. People who can’t be trusted to dress themselves in a reasonable fashion can’t be trusted, full stop.”

      “Not everyone cares about their appearance as much as you.” Persia glared at him. “You’re wearing eye shadow again, aren’t you?”

      “You’re just jealous of my luscious lashes.” Noah turned toward Pete and fluttered his eyelids at him. “What’s your verdict?”

      “Dude.” Pete backed away.

      “Dudebro understands, don’t you, man,” Noah said. “People see long hair and they think ‘badass’; they don’t realize the hundred strokes with the hairbrush required each night.”

      Pete lifted his own hair, dank and tangled. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Are you two brother and sister?” I asked dubiously. They were a rather mismatched pair. Noah, all boyish charm, was big and muscular, with shoulder length hair and tanned skin, a regular Greek god. Persia, with a mousy fierceness, was pretty, but really short, barely five foot tall. “You don’t look similar.”

      “Husband and wife,” Noah said.

      “You don’t act much like you are husband and wife,” I said.

      “I told you we were doing it wrong,” Persia said to Noah.

      He gave her a wink. “We’re doing good, Purrs. You know I always have your back. Excepting federal crimes, kidnapping and the like.”

      She punched him in the shoulder.

      “So about the mayor being in the trunk. That was a joke, right?” I asked. It was hard to tell when Noah and Persia were being serious.

      “It was the only way to do our job,” Persia said. “The only way to keep him safe.”

      “Should we let him out?” Noah asked.

      Persia grimaced. “He’ll be angry.”

      Noah nodded. “Better if a strange face frees him. Maybe dudebro here can do it.” He looked at Pete. “Would you do that for us?”

      “What if he hits me over the head with a tyre lever and runs away. I’m not good at hand to hand combat.”

      Noah nodded sagely. “Good point, well made. Perhaps the sentinel here would be a better choice.”

      “I’m not a strange face,” I said. “Mayor Maxwell has met me before.”

      “Even better. A familiar face who wasn’t involved in his kidnapping.” Noah put his arm around my shoulders and guided me toward the front door. “Explain the situation to him.”

      “What situation? That to both an untrained and trained eye, he was kidnapped?”

      “Exactly. Bring him in once his anger levels have reduced to non-critical levels.” Noah closed the doors, leaving me standing on the doorstep, wondering what exactly had just happened. Who were these people?

      Noah opened the door again. I raised my eyebrows, waiting for him to explain how everything that had happened since he and his girlfriend entered was some form of practical joke, but he just threw me a set of car keys. “ You’ll need these.” He nodded at the black car. “The Lincoln. It’s the mayor’s personal car.” He shut the door again.

      I cautiously moved to the car. It glinted with shiny newness; the rear windows were tinted. I looked up and down the street, but everything looked normal. Everything except for the government issue sedan parked by the curb with the kidnapped city mayor inside it. I reached for the trunk, then stopped when my mobile vibrated. I pulled it from my pocket, delighted to see a message from Jo, and even more delighted when I read it and found out that both she and Ally were safe.

      That made me feel much better, though I was still nervous as I pressed the button to unlock the trunk. It opened a crack. I hesitated a moment, then reached forward and pulled it open. Even though I’d been told what to expect, it was still a surprise to see a grey-haired man curled up in the bottom of the trunk. He groaned and raised his hand to block the light streaming down on top of him.

      “Mayor Maxwell,” I said hesitantly.

      “I’m going to kill those crazy bastards.” He coughed away dust and pushed himself up onto one elbow. “Where are they?”

      “The Hastings? They’re… I had nothing to do with what they did.”

      “Help me out,” the mayor said.

      I held him around the waist, supporting him, as the mayor rolled out of the trunk. He staggered as he tried to straighten, so I kept hold of him until he finally slapped my hands away. “Get off me, I can stand by my damn self.” He brushed dirt off his suit. “I recognize you. You’re another of Harriet Ashley’s sentinels. Are you sure you weren’t involved?”

      “Another? What other sentinels does Harriet have working for her?” I asked. “And, by the way, I don’t work for her. Not anymore, at least.”

      “Why? I agreed to everything Ashley wanted. I was about to transfer the JC back to her control, and this is how I get repaid.”

      “You mean that Noah and Persia are sentinels?” All their nonsense about eye shadow, and they hadn’t thought to mention that fact. “What type of sentinel?”

      He arched his back. “I swear that car journey took years out of my life. And I don’t have a huge reservoir of those left.”

      “You’re still taking the situation better than I expected.”

      “Inside, my anger is frothing over,” the mayor said. “But my body is too battered and bruised to express that right now.”

      “About handing the JC back to Harriet Ashley,” I said. “What about Lowndes and the L-SED?” I found it hard to imagine Lowndes giving up all those shades I’d just watched her capture. “What if they don’t agree?”

      “Lowndes is as ruthless as they come, but she’s a good soldier. She’ll do what she’s told.”

      That doesn’t mean she’ll do what you tell her, I thought. I’d a feeling she would consider the leader of the Sentinel Order to far outrank a city mayor.
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      I led the mayor back into Ten-two. He walked with a slight limp, and the anger began to return. “Where are they?”

      “In here.” I directed him into the living room.

      “How dare you—” He stopped when he realized neither Persia or Noah were present.

      “They were here a few minute ago,” I said. “This is a big old house. They are likely hiding somewhere.” Perhaps they had left completely, though I doubted I would be that lucky. Were they fire or smoke sentinels?

      Pete stood and addressed Mayor Maxwell. “I’m not sure how I feel about having you in here.”

      The mayor looked around at the messy and dirty living room. “Don’t worry, kid. I’ve been in worse places.”

      “I’m sure you have.” Pete shook his head. “You don’t understand. It’s you that is the problem, not the state of this place. You bring down the tone of the place by who you are and what you’ve done.”

      The mayor turned toward me. “Is he for real?”

      “Unfortunately. But in a harmless way.” I moved some cartons off the couch and directed the mayor to sit. “Relax. I’ll find the fire sentinels for you.”

      “Just get me some water first, please. I’m parched.”

      “Sorry. Of course, I imagine you must be. You’ve just been…” I trailed off, no point in reminding him he’d just been locked in a trunk. Wasn’t like he was going to forget any time soon. “Pete, go easy on him.”

      I found a glass in the kitchen and after washing it out several times, I decided it was as clean as it was going to get. I filled it, then crossing the hall, I came to a stop.

      Harriet Ashley stood in the doorway. As usual, she wore a pinstriped dark business suit, though her black hair was streaked with more grey than I remembered and her face had gained a few wrinkles. She gave me a slight twist of her head to indicate that I was to follow her, then backed out of the house.

      As I started after her, cold water splashed over my hand, and I came to a stop, staring stupidly at the glass in my hand. I hesitated a moment, then returned to the living room and handed him the water. “Here. I have to… I’ll be right back.” I exited before he had a chance to say anything.

      Harriet was facing away from me when I approached, her hands on the roof of the mayor’s sedan. “How is he?” she asked.

      “The mayor? Shook up. But dealing with it.”

      “What were those idiots doing? Kidnapping him?”

      “What were you doing sending this mess to me?”

      She turned around. “They were based at Hotel Tiberius, but that had just been taken. Nathan told me you were back on a semi-even keel. And we need all the help we can get right now.”

      “I told Nathan that I was just doing a favor for Jo, that I wasn’t getting involved in your battle. And what do you mean a semi-even keel? I’m fine.”

      “My battle,” she said softly, turning away. With the sun low in the sky, the nearby skyscrapers of the central business district were darkening. “I’ve fought a long time, often with little support. But it’s not my battle. It’s Lusteer’s battle, and soon, the rest of the world. There won’t be any escaping.” She turned back toward me. “You said you’re fine. But is that really true? You tried to bury your head in work, but you couldn’t do that forever. Eventually the demons you were running from were going to catch up with you.”

      “I wasn’t running from anything.” Did she have to dredge this up? The memory of Sash lying dead on the ground before me filled my mind, and my heart started racing,

      “Alex Collier was the same as you. Both badly affected by what happened in Gorlam’s Orphanage that day, but unable to even admit it. It ruined you both.”

      “Ruined how? Ruined as tools? That’s how you see everyone, isn’t it? Tools that you can use to achieve your agenda?”

      She smiled. “Is it me you are angry with or someone else?”

      “I’m not angry.”

      “Well, calm down and tell me what I need to know. Mayor Maxwell—how traumatized was he by what the Hastings did? Is he still on our side?”

      “No.”

      She tilted her head. “No, he’s no longer on our side, or no you won’t tell me what I need to know?”

      “First, I have some questions.”

      “You say that like I’m always holding out on you. When have I ever refused to tell you anything?”

      From the first time I met her, I had been in the dark about her, never sure where she stood. Perhaps she hadn’t held out, but she had never been forthcoming. She was the businesswoman who ran Transkey Incorporated, but also the underworld figure who controlled the shades of the crime gang called the Reds. “Who are you?”

      “Who am I? That’s your question. That’s what you’ve been burning to know?”

      “And why did you let Richard Sulle just take over the JC and hand the reins to the L-SED. You built it.”

      “That was a mistake.” Harriet leaned back against the car behind her. “Trusting Sulle. But I couldn’t have known. He had as much to lose by the L-SED being set loose in the city as I did.”

      “So, Sulle is…?”

      “A shade. A smoke sorcerer, to be more specific. Just as I am.”

      “You are a shade?”

      “Of course. It’s not a secret within the shade community. I presumed you knew. Do you think Nathan and the others would trust me otherwise?”

      “I guess not.”

      “So Richard Sulle and you are both shades. He financed a prison capable of holding shades, and you built it.”

      “It is in both our interests to lock up any shades who are out of control or dangerous. I never foresaw a situation where an organization such as L-SED would imprison every single shade they can get their hands on.”

      “They know Sulle’s a shade, right? Has the L-SED gone after him?”

      “Not yet. Sulle doesn’t leave Verge Tower anymore though. Lowndes will come for him before too long. He must know that. That’s why it makes no sense that he handed over control of the JC. Additionally, nationwide, Walker is running a campaign—you know, hobnobbing with Congress and all that—to get shades kicked out of positions of power. I’ve already relinquished control of Transkey, and I doubt Sulle can maintain his position for long. For me, Transkey was a means to an end. The companies that Richard Sulle built up, his position of influence among the elite of Lusteer, that means everything to him. I’m not sure—”

      Shouts coming from inside Ten-Two caused us both to turn around. Through the window we could see that the Noah and Persia had returned to the living room and were being confronted by the mayor. “A referee may be required,” I suggested.

      We both hurried back into the house. As we reached the hall, I momentarily pulled Harriet aside. “About what you were asking me earlier. Mayor Maxwell wasn’t too badly upset by the kidnapping. I don’t think he’ll let it influence his decisions.”

      Harriet nodded. “Thanks.”

      Seeing Persia Hastings and Mayor Maxwell roaring in each other’s faces, I added. “As long as he’s not too badly aggravated after, perhaps.”

      Harriet stepped into the living room, and she immediately inserted herself between Persia and Mayor Maxwell. Both of them immediately switched from shouting at each other to screaming at Harriet.

      “Persia, sit down,” Harriet ordered. Persia opened her mouth to object, then, under Harriet’s fierce glare, thought better of it and sat on the couch.

      “Mayor,” Harriet continued, turning to address him, “I’d like to offer my sincerest apologies for what happened to you. It is inexcusable.”

      “I don’t see why it’s you who—” the mayor began.

      “I’ve nothing to apologize about!” Persia shouted, standing up again. “You should be thanking me.”

      “For throwing me in the trunk like an old tyre!” the mayor shouted. “And rattling my old bones to pieces.”

      “Persia,” Harriet said sharply.

      “He would have been kidnapped and probably killed if I hadn’t acted,” Persia said. “It was the firedrakes; they were about to attack, I’m almost certain of it. I tried to tell Mayor Max Bullheaded, but it wouldn’t listen.”

      “I can’t just drop everything because one of my security team gets the twitches.”

      “No fool like an old fool,” she muttered.

      “Persia, we have enough enemies without fighting with our friends,” Harriet said. “Sit.”

      Persia sat.

      “Mayor, I take full responsibility for what happened,” Harriet said.

      “Are you saying you ordered—” the mayor began.

      “I’m saying I take full responsibility. I put Persia and Noah on your security detail. However—”

      “Guys, they are talking about you again,” Pete said. Until that moment, I hadn’t noticed that Pete was in the room, nor that the TV was on but muted. As Pete drew our attention to the screen, it showed, once more, Persia and Noah.

      “That goddamn picture,” Noah said in disgust. “I’ve a good mind to personally deliver a better headshot to the news station.”

      The picture showed Noah having a strange expression on his face, but I couldn’t see what was so bad about it.

      “Shut up about the photo,” Persia said. “If I wanted someone who cared more about their appearance than me, I would have become a lesbian.”

      Noah flexed his biceps. “Come on, girl. No matter how butch you go, no dyke will provide you with muscles like these.”

      “Turn it up,” the mayor said, and Pete pointed the remote at the TV and unmuted it.

      “…go now to the news studio where Caroline Black has the latest.”

      Caroline Black appeared behind a desk. “We just have had word that a news conference has been arranged for twelve o’clock tomorrow in front of City Hall, and the mayor is due to speak there.”

      “A what?” The mayor turned to glare to Harriet.

      “I’ll explain after.” Harriet didn’t take her eyes of the screen.

      “It’s unclear who organized the news conference and whether the mayor is still held by kidnappers. To discuss the issue, we have Colonel Lowndes of the L-SED. I’m glad to be speaking to you again, Colonel, only I wish it was in better circumstances.” The camera pulled back to show Lowndes sitting across from Caroline Black. “When I talked to you yesterday, you warned things would get worse, but I don’t think anyone could have predicted how fast this crisis would hit us. I understand that Mayor Maxwell refused your offer of twenty-four hour L-SED protection.”

      “This isn’t the time to get into why this happened and what to do in the future to prevent a similar occurrence,” Lowndes said. “We first have to concentrate on freeing our city mayor.”

      “What do you make of tomorrow’s news conference?”

      “Frankly, I’m worried. We don’t know if the kidnappers have forced the mayor to make the announcement, and if what he says will be under duress. Additionally, the firedrakes have previously made threats, so announcing the mayor’s location in advance is not a good idea at this time.”

      “What will the L-SED response be?”

      “We will monitor the city streets all day tomorrow, and ensure that, if the news conference goes ahead, the mayor remains safe and that anything he says is under his own volition and not under duress.”

      “Many people in Lusteer are deeply shocked by these latest events. Do you have a message for them?”

      “I would tell them to get on with their lives as normal. Terrorists are often ultimately toothless cowards, unwilling to fight in broad daylight. Their only weapon is fear, and they can only win if the ordinary people allow fear into their hearts. This very day, the L-SED rounded up another nest of shades that had secreted itself within our city. I just want to assure everyone we are winning the fight.”

      “That’s enough,” the mayor said. “Turn it off.”

      Pete pressed the off button.

      “A news conference?” The mayor raised his eyebrows. “Why does this feel like the second time today I’ve been shoved somewhere against my will. And you didn’t even finish your apology for the first time.”

      “You aren’t going to be forced into anything,” Harriet said. “I’ve been scrambling to figure out how to react to what happened today. First, the Tiberius Hotel being taken down, then this kidnapping fiasco.”

      “Fiasco?” the mayor asked. “I thought you ordered your sentinels to do that.”

      “No,” Persia said before Harriet could reply. “I make my own decisions. And I did what I had to.” She swiveled toward Noah. “You’re being quiet. I hope you are on my side.”

      “I always back you up, Purrs, you know that.” He smiled. “Even when you’re wrong.”

      “What do you mean when I’m wrong, you swine!”

      Noah’s smile broadened. “I love you most when you are in full fury.”

      “I’m not in full fury. Not even close. And if that ever happens, believe me, you’ll know about it, Noah Hastings. I’m full though.” She chopped the side of her hand against the bottom of her neck. “Full up to here with idiocy.” She stalked out.

      Noah shook his head in admiration. “She’s really something, isn’t she.”

      “Indeed.” Harriet said, though the implication in her words was much less flattering than Noah’s. She turned to address the mayor. “First things first. I know we were in agreement that the prison should be returned to the control of the shades, but I can understand if you don’t want to go through with it after what we did. Will you still do it? Will you hand us back the prison?”

      “You need to know now?” the mayor asked.

      “Absolutely,” Harriet said. “That’s why I rang around before close of business today to arrange the news conference for tomorrow. The uncertainty is making everything worse. A decision must be made. If you want to keep the JC under L-SED control, I suggest we contact Lowndes and let her arrange for your appearance at City Hall, and for keeping you protected from the firedrakes. If you mean to give the JC to us, then we’ll make sure you get to make the announcement, though I fear it will be difficult.”

      “You really think Lowndes would prevent me from announcing the decision if it didn’t go her way?”

      “Absolutely,” Harriet said. “You heard her on the news today. She’s already talking about how she fears that any announcement will be under duress from kidnappers, setting herself up to refuse a later order.”

      Mayor Maxwell walked to the window and looked outside. Night was fast approaching, and lights glimmered up and down the dark city buildings against the backdrop of an orange sky. “You know what Lusteer has become? Dry tinder waiting for a spark. And it won’t take much of a spark.” He turned. “So yes. I’ll do it. L-SED are taking things too far, much too far. I’ll tell the city that I’m authorizing for the prison to revert back to control of the original builders. I don’t know if we—if I—have the power to make it stick. But I have to try.”

      “So about getting him to the news conference,” Noah said. “We could sneak him in. Disguises.”

      “I’m the mayor of this city. If I decide to attend this news conference, it won’t by jumping out of the crowd disguised as a clown.”

      “It’s that kind of attitude that made Persia throw you in a trunk for your own safety,” Noah said.

      “Something that won’t happen again,” the mayor said sternly. “I want everyone in this room—and some outside the room—aware of that. If I’m in direct danger, protect me. But I won’t hide away from nebulous threats. With supernatural chaos threatening Lusteer and the rest of the world, there’s already too much fear in the city. I’m a figurehead as well as a leader. If I can’t face that fear, then how can I expect the rest of the city to?”

      “I can get hold of some additional cars to bring us to City Hall,” Harriet said. “However, after Tiberius, I’ll struggle to get personnel. But with three fire sentinels, we’ll have firepower at least.”

      Three fire sentinels, I thought, so Noah and Persia are fire sentinels. Then a second implication of what Harriet said hit me. “Correction,” I said. “Two sentinels.”

      “Two?” Harriet asked.

      “Yes, you’ll have two sentinels, not three. I’ve said I’m not getting involved and I mean it. My only contribution to whatever plan you come up with is the strong suggestion that, whatever happens, you don’t return here after it’s all over.”
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      Lying on my bed, thinking, I kept checking my phone for another message from Jo. At least I knew she was okay. She’d already texted me to let me know that.

      My mind kept returning to the fight on the rooftop and how those officers had been able to jump across roofs. Could it just have been because they were well trained and athletic? I remembered the way Sergeant Taylor had wrapped his fist around my neck. He should not have had the strength to resist. But had I really tried to get him off me? At the time, I’d been sure they’d been shades, but seeing how they treated shades made that impossible. What other option was there? Despite two sentinels arriving at my doorstep today, sentinels were much rarer than shades.

      “Hey,” a voice said.

      I sat up in my bed and saw Noah entering. “So it’s you?” I had expected someone would be sent up to try to drag me into a fight I wanted no part in. “Tell Harriet or whoever asked you to come up that my answer is a no.”

      “Good, glad we got that out of the way.”

      “You are? Really?”

      “Yes, really. I don’t really believe in talk, you know what I mean? Someone is either gonna fall one way or the other based on who they are. All the blathering around is just reasons to justify the decision one way or another. Here, have a beer.” He held up his hands, showing a can in each of them, then handed one to me. “Though, to be honest, calling it a beer is a gross insult to real beer. It’s a Bud. But it was the only thing in the fridge.”

      “What was beer doing in the fridge of Ten-two?” Random people were always walking in and out of the place; nothing edible or drinkable survived for long. I looked at the can. “I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Not to worry. You don’t have much of a drink in your hand.” Noah popped his open. He tilted his head back and took a long swallow.

      I pulled back the tab and tried a sip, then made a face. “I’ve never much liked the taste of beer.”

      “It’s an acquired taste,” Noah said. “One worth acquiring. So—football or basketball?”

      “Ah, neither.”

      “Really. You don’t look like a baseball fan.”

      “What does a baseball fan look like… Doesn’t matter. I don’t watch sports.”

      “Oh, right. Sucks to be you. What do you talk about with other guys?”

      I held up my beer. “I don’t know many beer-swilling football fans. Most of those I know are into TV shows, movies, mainly science fiction and fantasy.”

      “I get ya. Geeks and nerds.”

      “It’s not—”

      He clapped me on the back. “I’m only messing with you. Persia likes some of those weird shows; even has me watching them sometimes. Talking trees and so on. It’s not football, but not much is.” He took another long sip of his Bud.

      “I don’t get you. First you are talking about your hair and eye shadow, and how you look in that photo, now you are all about football and beer.”

      “We don’t all fit in boxes. Society is always trying to change the shape of a person so they fit into one box or another, knocking the edges off them,” Noah said. “Be you, whoever that might be.”

      “That makes it sound much easier than it is.”

      Noah nodded sagely. “Not everyone can be as awesome as me.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “But give it the college try.”

      I laughed, then I tried another sip of beer, though only a small sip since my taste buds recoiled against the bitter taste. “What exactly happened today?” I asked. “With the kidnapping that wasn’t. But also kind of was.”

      “Persia was getting jumpy, and I know to trust her instincts. Something was going to happen. The mayor wouldn’t listen to her, though, and he insisted we escort him to his next meeting. The two of them got in a shouting match, and next thing I know, the mayor ended up in the trunk. I would have pulled him out and got them both to see sense, except some old biddy saw it happen and started screaming. So I shut the trunk, and we jumped in the car and drove off.”

      “I see.”

      “Not our finest moment, but if there were firedrakes about, then it might have been for the best. Harriet told us the Tiberius had been taken, she told us about you, gave us your address, and you know the rest,” he said. “You were a friend of Robert Bobbit.”

      “I was. You knew him?”

      “Only slightly. Really sad the way it ended. Though it’s becoming more and more common.”

      “Fire sentinels being killed by the Order?” I asked.

      He nodded. “That’s why we’re here. Persia and I. When the world was simpler and it was just sentinels keeping shades in check, the Order might have been a useful organization. I’ve no idea. But now? They are just behind Uro in terms of the evil in this world. Walker sent Lowndes here, so we’ve come to oppose her.” Noah tilted his head back, drinking the last of his beer. “Anyway, good talk.” He moved toward the exit. “I’ll tell the rest I tried my best to get you to change your mind, but you weren’t for turning.” He gave me a wink. “You do you. Don’t worry about the rest of us.” He stopped by the door, returned, and lifted my beer from out of my hand. “You barely touched it. I’m taking this. Even if it is Bud, it deserves a good home.”

      Just as Noah was leaving for a second time, my phone buzzed another message. I checked it, and my heart beat faster when I realized it came from Jo. “Why are there so many people inside Ten-two?” the message read.

      I didn’t reply, just dashed out the door. I dodged past Noah who snatched his beer back before I could spill it, then charged down the stairs, skipping most of the steps by leaping from landing to landing.

      Once outside, I slowed my step, realizing I didn’t know exactly where she was. “Jo,” I called out, peering into the darkness, continuing past the black Lincoln. “Jo, where are you?”

      She emerged from a bush, her trailing hand holding Ally’s wrist. “I was worried something had happened when I saw the car and heard all the voices,” she said.

      I leaned down and embraced her. She held me tight, and we didn’t let go of each other for a long moment. I felt her heart thumping against me.

      “I was worried about you,” I said when I finally released her. Then I looked over Jo’s shoulder. “How’s Ally?” I asked.

      Ally stared at the ground.

      “She hasn’t said much in a while.” Jo nodded toward Ten-two. “What’s going on in there?”

      “You were right to be cautious, but it’s safe,” I said. “Harriet Ashley and some of her friends needed somewhere to stay after the Tiberius was overrun.” I decided I didn’t need to get into the whole kidnapping the mayor story. Jo and Ally had been through enough for one night. “They’ll be gone tomorrow.”

      “Can Ally and I stay with you for tonight?” Jo asked. “Maybe in our old room. Ally could have Alex’s bed.”

      “Of course. You don’t have to ask. That bedroom is still as much yours as mine.”

      Jo smiled. “It’s not, but it’s kind of you to say so.”

      I led both of them upstairs and sought out bedclothes. Then Jo and I began to make the beds while Ally stayed back out of the way.

      “Did you get away from the L-SED without problems?” Jo asked.

      “I was captured. They let me go.”

      “They did? Why?”

      “Because I killed… Because I’m one of them.”

      “You’re not one of them,” Jo said. “You’re nothing like Lowndes.”

      I nodded, though I was thinking that, as a fire sentinel, I was possibly worse than Lowndes. With the bed set up, Ally climbed under the blankets.

      “Before you go to sleep, Ally, I want you to continue your talk with Rune from earlier.”

      Ally shook her head back and forth violently.

      “Stop this, Ally.” Jo sat on the bed beside her and put a hand on the girl’s arm until she calmed.

      “It’s probably not a good idea, Jo. We weren’t getting anywhere before, and Ally clearly doesn’t want to talk now.”

      Jo looked up at me. “It’s more important than ever that something is done. You saw what happened on the rooftop. Before it happened, Ally was the least violent person I knew. She has to learn to reconcile the two halves of her.”

      “Communication helps.” I touched my barbed-wire necklace. “I’ve an elemental in here, and we talk all the time. Well, we used to until I discovered he’s an ass.” I chuckled. “We don’t communicate as much anymore.”

      Hee haw, Jerome thought.

      Jo glared at me. “Ally told me before that all fire does is consume and destroy, and I wanted to explain fire magic doesn’t have to work like that.”

      “Like in Yarley’s bar,” I said.

      “Exactly. I was in a burning building and escape was impossible,” Jo said. “Yet Rune was able to use his magic to create a shield to protect me.”

      Of course, that resulted in powerful elementals possessing Duffy, creating God knows what, Jerome thought.

      Not the time, Jerome. “It’s true.” I wasn’t sure exactly how I’d managed that. “Fire magic can protect as easily as destroy. It’s all about how it’s wielded.”

      I could see that Ally wasn’t really listening. “Wait here, Jo, I’ve an idea.”

      I descended the stairs. In the living room, Pete was passed out on the couch, and Harriet spoke in a low voice on her cell.

      “I need your help,” I told Harriet.

      She looked at me for a long moment. “I’ll talk later,” she said to the handset, then ended the call.

      “This doesn’t mean that I’ll come with you tomorrow.”

      “What do you want?”

      “For you to help Ally.”

      “Help her how?”

      “I think you know how.” She had been a shade leader for decades. Ally was hardly the first one who’d had trouble coming to terms with the elemental inside her. “But you fear she’s unstable. Well, you are right. She went a bit insane earlier today. But I think that if she’s trained in how to control her power, it’d give her a chance.”

      Harriet nodded. “Okay, lead the way.”

      I went out into the hall, started up the stairs, then stopped. “Before we go up, something else has been bothering me.”

      “You expect a lot for nothing in return.” She gave a small smile. “Go ahead.”

      “Why do the firedrakes want to kidnap Mayor Maxwell?”

      She shrugged. “Because they deal in chaos and fear. What better way to cause chaos than to strike down the leadership of the city, and what better way to evoke fear than to show no one is safe.”

      “But the mayor wants to take the JC off Lowndes. That would help shades.”

      “I guess the firedrakes are more interested in a violent response to what has happened to shades in this city over the last several months. I don’t agree with what they are doing, but I certainly understand it.”

      “Do you know who they are?”

      Harriet shook her head. “I thought I knew about most shade groups, but they came out of nowhere, and I haven’t been able to learn anything about them.”

      “But you have your suspicions.”

      “They all seem to be fire sorcerers, which is a rare form of shade. Or used to be rare, at least. My inkling is that they originate with a mutual friend of ours—one currently lurking in the mountains outside the city.”

      “Conor Duffy,” I said. Another problem that ultimately came back to a decision I made.

      “Shall we.” Harriet walked past me and took the lead as we ascended back to the attic bedroom. When we walked in, Ally was buried under the covers.

      “Ally,” Harriet said.

      No response.

      “Ally,” Harriet repeated. “I know you aren’t asleep. I know you can hear me. Come out from under there.”

      Ally lifted the blankets off herself and sat up.

      “You know who I am?” Harriet asked.

      She was met by only a blank stare.

      “Answer me. You know who I am,” Harriet repeated.

      Ally gave a quick nod.

      “You know I help shades when I can. But I haven’t come visit you. You know why?”

      “Dennis,” Ally said softly.

      “Tell me about Dennis,” Harriet said.

      “He… he… I’m not like him.”

      “Tell me about Dennis. Tell me what he did.”

      “He set fire to a building. He knew there was a family inside. Two parents and two children, a boy and a girl. He set the windows and doors to burn first so they couldn’t escape.”

      “And your elemental was summoned in the same way as his, wasn’t it? You fear you might do similar?”

      Ally gave a small nod.

      “But Ally’s nothing like Dennis,” I said, remembering something. “Director Wells choose three problem children to be combined with elementals. Katie was subject to violent rages. Ally’s issue was that she was incredibly withdrawn and shy. Dennis, on the other hand, was a burgeoning young psychopath.

      Jo glared at me. “I brought you twice to reassure Ally, and you only think to mention that now.”

      “It’s been a long day for everyone,” Harriet said. “Let’s get some sleep. I’ll give Ally a chance, and start teaching her as soon as I can, see if she can’t learn control.” She looked at me and Jo. “Happy?”

      Harriet wasn’t prepared for Jo to fling herself into Harriet’s arms, giving her a big hug as a way of thanks.
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      The flames burnt bright but not hot, and I walked through them without fear.

      I stretched my arms to either side, dangling my fingers amidst the forest of tall thin flames that surrounded me. Shades of red and orange dappled my skin. I felt overcome with a serene sense of awe and wonder; never before had I realized the pure beauty of fire.

      “Why do you walk inside the Shield?” a voice said.

      I spun. “Who are you?” The voice was achingly familiar, though I couldn’t place it.

      A pause. “I do not know who I am.” A wondering tone, as if the voice’s owner had never before considered the question.

      I marched first one way, then the other, seeking the source of the voice. No matter how far I travelled, I only found more fire. My initial sense of peace dissolved into panic. I began to sprint. I had to find—

      Then I was out of the flames, and a woman stood in front of me.

      “The fire doesn’t burn you,” she said. Her appearance was as familiar as her voice. However, the knowledge of who she was was denied me.

      I glanced behind me at the big wall of flame. “It isn’t real. It contains no heat.”

      “It would burn me,” she said. “You must be a creature of fire.”

      “No, I’m not.” Or was I? “I don’t think so, at least. How is it a shield?”

      “It protects the Oasis.”

      “What is the Oasis?”

      Her head jerked around. “I shouldn’t be talking to you. I have to go.”

      “No, don’t go.” I followed her, but no matter how fast I went, she got further and further away. “I need—”

      My eyes opened. I blinked rapidly several times as I reaccustomed myself to reality. I was lying in my bed in Ten-two. My heart beat faster as the knowledge that eluded me in my dream fell heavily upon me. The woman had, of course, been Sash. Not a day had gone by since her death that I didn’t think about her and remember what had happened. And yet I hadn’t recognized her. What had that place been, I wondered. The Oasis.

      It was Brimstone, Jerome thought. And it’s getting crowded in your head.

      The damn elemental can even see my dreams, I thought in disgust.

      I heard that, Jerome thought.

      Good. Then something registered with me. Crowded? You mean there’s more than just you and me in my head.

      Jerome went silent.

      That would mean it was more than a dream. Are you saying that Sash is still alive?

      Still no answer.

      Jerome, talk to me. Is Sash still alive in some manner?

      It was impossible. I had held Sash’s blood-soaked body and watched life bleed from her eyes. And yet, had not many things I’d once thought impossible become possible? Jerome lived in a barbed wire necklace, elementals could possess bodies but leave the original personality still intact to a degree. I had no idea what were the true limits of the magic of Brimstone.

      “Damn you, Jerome, talk to me,” I said out loud.

      “Rune,” Jo said. “Quiet.”

      I sat up and looked around. Jo was dressed and standing, and Ally was still fast asleep in Alex’s bed. “Actually, now you are awake, you should come with me.”

      I knew that look. “No,” I said.

      “Don’t be silly. I have to show you something.”

      I sighed. I’d go with her, but there was absolutely no way I was going to let her drag me into becoming more involved again.
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      After I’d dressed, Jo led me down a level and into a room on the first floor. She sat down at a small desk and clicked open her laptop. I walked past her, looking around. The walls smelled of decay, and lines of black mold curled upward between gaps in the torn wallpaper. Something about the patterns reminded me of the dream I’d just had. I moved closer, drifting my fingers against the coarse texture of the wallpaper, remembering…

      “What are you doing?” Jo asked.

      I came to a stop, realizing I had done several loops of the room, my mind spinning with thoughts of the fire dream. “Nothing.” I jerked my hand away from the wall. “My head is still mired in sleep.” Sash is dead, I told myself firmly. She is dead, and it was just a dream. “I’ve never been in here before,” I said, looking from the single bed in the corner to the pile of blankets against one wall, then to the small desk where Jo sat.

      “This is one of the nicer rooms in the building, and it usually has someone squatting in it,” Jo said. “But Ten-two is rather empty right now. The crowd of artists and transients who usually drift through have moved on to other cities.”

      If this was one of the nicer rooms, then I hadn’t explored the bad areas of the house lately. Of course, the attic room had been much worse until Jo, Alex, and I had gone to work on it—first fixing leaks and scrubbing it clean, then painting and decorating it. “So Ten-two is no longer good enough even for those who don’t pay rent? Everyone is leaving.” Just like Tyler had. Just like I was intending to.

      “Hard to blame anyone. The everyday people of Lusteer fear being crushed between firedrake terrorism and L-SED retribution.”

      “What about you, Jo? You’re an everyday person. You should be more afraid.”

      “The golden rule is to act fearlessly upon what one believes to be right.”

      “That’s just a dumb quote. This is real, Jo. You must know how close you came to being killed. Ally and I have ways to protect ourselves, and we are harder to kill. One misstep up on the rooftops and—”

      “It’s a quote from Gandhi, so it’s not dumb.” Jo reached across and gripped my forearm. “Don’t think I’m not grateful that you saved me again. I am. It’s just that I prefer to repay you by being helpful.” Jo turned her attention back to her laptop, her fingers flying across the keyboard. Multicolored windows flashed across the screen. On Jo’s desk, as well as the laptop, were three cellphones and two shiny black watches. I considered asking what she was doing, then decided I didn’t want to know.

      “I’m not looking for gratitude,” I said. “I’m looking for you to stay alive and healthy even when I’m not around. I know Ally is your friend, but everyone recognized you at the hotel. I’ve a feeling you’d be there trying to help out even if Ally hadn’t been.”

      Jo shrugged. “I guess.”

      “But why. You’re smart enough to know to stay away.”

      “It’s not about being smart.” She picked up a phone and began to thumb through the settings.

      “Obviously. Because it’s really dumb. Why are you helping the shades in the first place? Yarley—though he’s no longer around—tried to have you possessed. And Harriet Ashley, though she’s helping us at the moment, once led a rival band of shade criminals. You can’t have forgotten the Reds and the Whites, especially after what—”

      “You can’t be badmouthing Harriet now that she’s going to help Ally. Plus, I know that she makes sure the shades who follow her commit no crimes,” Jo said. “What Lowndes and the L-SED are doing is horrible.”

      “They are shades. Imprisonment’s too good for them.”

      Jo glanced up at him. “You don’t believe that.”

      I shrugged. “Elementals are body snatchers. Why should we offer them rights?”

      “Possession is a horrible thing to happen to anyone. But after it’s over, it’s not just the elemental in there. We can’t attack the victim.” Jo suddenly gave a quick smile. “Wait, I don’t have to tell you that. You’re messing with me. Here.” Jo handed across a watch. “Put this on.”

      I dangled it in front of me. It had a black strap and a white digital clock. “Why are you giving me a watch?”

      “It’s a smartwatch. Hand over your mobile.”

      “Why?”

      “Upgrade.”

      “No.” I took a step back. “It’s not because I’m afraid, you know,” I blurted out.

      “Sorry, I lost you.” Jo looked up. “You’re afraid of changing your mobile.”

      I had jumped a few steps ahead. “You are going to persuade me to escort the mayor.” Noah hadn’t tried too hard, but I doubted Jo would make it so easy to refuse.

      “No. I don’t intend to persuade you.”

      “You don’t?” I put down the watch. “Then what’s this all about?”

      “You said something about being afraid,” Jo said.

      “I said I wasn’t afraid.”

      “Really?” Jo raised her eyebrows. “It’s okay to admit it if you are. You know how I feel about macho bullshit.”

      “It’s not about being macho.” I walked to the door and back again. “If you aren’t trying to persuade me, then I don’t need to explain myself, do I?”

      “I guess not,” Jo admitted.

      “It’s just.” Once again I walked to the door and back, running a hand through my hair. “It’s just. I’m not afraid in the traditional way of being afraid of enemies, afraid of a fight. That’s not why I’m running away.”

      “How are you running away?”

      “I’m not. I mean I am running away from my duty. By not helping Harriet and the mayor and the other two fire sentinels—even if the two of them are loopy—when I probably should.” I was beginning to sound loopy myself. “You know?” I finished weakly.

      “If you know it’s your duty, and you aren’t afraid, then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m explaining badly.”

      “Finally, you said something I understand. Now, give me your mobile.” I took it from my pocket and handed it over. She removed the battery, then transferred the sim card into a new phone. “Go on,” she said. “You can’t leave me hanging. You aren’t afraid.”

      “In the traditional sense,” I clarified.

      “I see.” Jo’s raised eyebrows and the way she drew out the sentence contradicted the meaning of the words.

      “Beelzebub, why did I get started?” Because I hadn’t clarified my thoughts inside my own head, I was doing a terrible job explaining myself. “I’m not afraid of fighting shades or of fighting Lowndes or even of dying. I’d prefer not to die, of course, just…” I trailed off to stop myself from rambling. “It’s myself.”

      “Yourself what?” Jo snapped the battery back into place on the smartphone and switched it on.

      “I’m afraid of myself. Of what I might do.” I paused for a moment, then when Jo didn’t immediately reply, I hurried to continue. “The power within me can summon elementals from Brimstone to devastating effect. Although I can control it—under pressure, I can’t be trusted. Already, well you know about the fire that…” My words tripped over themselves. “The fire that killed your… You also know I summoned the elemental that possessed you, and the ones that are turning the policeman, Duffy, into some kind of, I don’t know what, but Harriet thinks he might be responsible for the firedrakes.” My rate of speech had kept increasing, and now the words came out in an unstoppable torrent. “And even when I controlled the magic, and I didn’t summon elementals, I couldn’t control my decisions. I always do the wrong thing. Every single time. I killed her. I didn’t have to. I could have avoided it, I know it. The power, it doesn’t belong in my hands. I killed her.”

      A hand touched the nape of my neck. I looked up, realizing that I had bowed my head and that Jo had reached in for an embrace. My cheeks were damp.

      Beelzebub, I try to explain how I wasn’t afraid and end up weeping like a toddler. That damn dream had me all muddled up. I pulled away. “Sorry.” I rubbed a palm down each cheek, half slapping myself in the process. “I’m not crying.”

      “Of course you aren’t,” Jo said. “Sentinels are heroes. Everyone knows that. So they don’t cry for no reason. Additionally, they certainly don’t spend weeks moping around in their bedroom.”

      Jo’s smile and gentle mocking tone took all the sting out of the words. “Hey. Watch yourself.”

      “Put the mobile in your pocket and put on the watch.” She handed them over.

      I did as she said.

      “Say: ‘Ok Google’, then say ‘Talk’, then a testphrase, then the phrase ‘EndTalk’.”

      I lifted the watch to my mouth. “Ok Google. Talk. Testphrase. EndTalk.”

      The mobile still on the table vibrated, then a robotic voice said, “Talk message.” After a brief pause, my voice came through saying the word: “Testphrase.”

      Jo picked up her mobile, pressed a button, then said: “Talk. You’re an idiot. EndTalk.”

      My watch vibrated. “Talk message. You’re an idiot,” it told me.

      I rotated my wrist, examining the smartwatch. It was more stylist and less geeky than I would have expected. “How does it know which phone to send the message to?”

      “I set it up the application on your end so that it only sends to my phone. ‘Ok Google’ is the command for voice activation on the smartwatch. Then Talk and EndTalk activate the app.”

      “What’s the app called?”

      “It’s imaginatively titled ‘Talk’.”

      “What am I supposed to use this for? We agreed I wasn’t going to take part in the protection detail today.”

      “No, we agreed that I wasn’t going to persuade you.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “I don’t need to persuade you because you can’t go against your nature.”

      “My nature?” I was confused. “You mean being a creature of fire. Trust me, I feel no need to help Persia and Noah just because they are also fire sentinels.”

      “No, you’re a protector. You’ll always strive to protect those you care about.”

      “A protector?” Something clicked. “Wait. You’re not going, are you?” That was it. “Beelzebub. You’ll put yourself in danger just in the expectation that I’ll help you.”

      “No.” Jo shook her head. “You have it wrong.”

      “Then how—”

      “Wait.” Jo moved to the door, pushed it open and shouted down the stairs. “Pete, you around?”

      “I’m always around somewhere!” Pete shouted back. “One of the foibles of existence.”

      Jo turned back to me, shaking her head. “I can never tell when he’s trying to be funny.” Then she shouted down the stairs. “Can you come up here? I’m in the box room on the first floor. You know the one?”

      “The good room.”

      “Exactly. The only one without visible goo on the walls or floor.”

      Jo left the door open, then returned to her chair.

      “What can Pete tell me that you can’t?” I asked Jo.

      Jo didn’t say anything, just picked up a third mobile and removed the battery. When Pete walked in, she held out her hand toward him. “Give me your cell; I need to transfer the sim card.”

      “I don’t have a cell,” Pete said.

      “Even better.” She snapped the battery back into place and handed the phone across to Pete. “Take this, too.” She handed the watch to him.

      “No. Pete, don’t,” I intercepted the watch, snatching it from Jo’s hand.

      Pete turned to me. “Dude?”

      “Whatever Jo has you doing, don’t.”

      “Jo doesn’t have me doing anything. It’s that big blocky guy with the growly voice.”

      “Nathan? The bear shifter.”

      “Nathan was… wait, he turns into a bear?” Pete’s smile dropped. “He’s a shade. Aren’t they the enemy?”

      “This isn’t your fight, Pete. You don’t have a clue.”

      Pete glanced across at Jo, and his smile returned, though hesitantly. “Well, I agreed to drive knowing that I was helping a politician. Shades can’t be worse than them, can they?”

      “What’s changed with you? You’ve always been anti-fighting.”

      “Anti-war, dude. I’m against the American imperialistic policy of sending troops and weapons to kill brown people in foreign lands. That doesn’t mean I’m unwilling to fight when the need arises. Jo told me about the Sauron creature.”

      I glared across at her. “She exaggerates. Uro isn’t anything like Sauron. And even if he was, this isn’t as simple as good versus evil. You don’t know the first thing about elementals or Brimstone. Shades are stronger and faster, and either have magic or the ability to transform. How are you even going to fight?”

      “I have a bow and arrow, dude, remember.”

      “Seriously? What do you expect to be able to do with that toy?” Pete had a natural clumsiness to his movements; the only person he was likely to hit was himself. “When’s the last time you’ve been in any type of fight? Kindergarten?”

      “Think about hobbits, dude. Remember, even the smallest can change the course of the future.”

      “First I have Gandhi quoted to me, then Tolkien.” The business of Uro being like Sauron was being taken way too far. “Hobbits and weaker creatures rise to be heroes only in stories. In real battles, script armor doesn’t exist, and the strong smash the weak.”

      “The hobbits weren’t the weakest; they were actually the strongest where it mattered,” Pete said. “Galadriel and Gandalf, Aragorn and Boromir, the best of the best in Middle Earth, and none of them could trust themselves to bear the one ring without being corrupted.”

      “You see yourself as Frodo?” I couldn’t believe I was arguing Lord of the Rings, but perhaps it was the only way to get Pete to see sense. “No wizard anointed you as the chosen one.”

      “That wasn’t how it worked for Frodo. And even if it was, certainly no one anointed Samwise Gamgee. He chose to do what was right and went to the ends of the world to save the world.”

      “He went to save a friend, not the world. And…” I was getting nowhere. I turned to Jo. “Because Pete is stupid enough to volunteer, don’t expect me to leap lemming-like after him.”

      “Dude! I’m okay with you calling me stupid behind my back, just not in front of my face,” Pete said.

      I put the smartwatch in Pete’s hand and guided him toward the door. “Can you give me a minute? I need some privacy so I can shout at Jo.”

      “I’ll show you how the watch works in a bit,” Jo said over my shoulder at him just before I shoved the door shut in Pete’s face.

      Once the door was closed, I took a moment to calm down. “It’s fine,” I said. “Protecting the mayor at this news conference isn’t going to be a big deal. No one will dare attack the mayor in public.”

      “You’re probably right,” Jo agreed.

      “And even if they do, Pete will just be driving the car. He won’t be in any danger.”

      “True,” Jo said.

      “If anything does happen, it won’t be my fault.”

      “There is that.”

      “Damn you.” I growled in the back of my throat. The thought of Pete being helplessly trapped in the middle of a supernatural battle made my insides feel tight. “You planned this, didn’t you?”

      Jo shook her head. “I was as surprised as you are. Pete had already volunteered before I even mentioned Sauron.”

      “I don’t mean Pete. At least, I don’t just mean Pete. I mean everything that has happened since you visited me yesterday morning.” I stopped, wondering what I was accusing her of. She couldn’t have masterminded Lowndes attacking the hotel and the mayor being kidnapped by Noah and Persia. “Everything that has gone down since then can’t just be coincidence.”

      Jo shut her laptop. “What are you asking?”

      “Why did you really visit me yesterday morning?”

      “To help Ally—”

      “You can’t seriously expect me to bel—”

      “Hear me out,” Jo said. “I did believe you uniquely would be able to help Ally. You have experience with elemental possessions and with using fire magic for non-destructive purposes. I didn’t know that Director Wells talked to you about the difference between Ally and Dennis, but I feel what he said will help the girl immensely. But I admit it wasn’t just about Ally. As I said before, it’s in your nature to be a protector, and I thought that by helping Ally you’d be helping yourself. I knew you were in a funk, more than a funk, and I figured a bit of action could give you the kick up the backside you needed.”

      “A bit of action,” I said. “We had more than that. I could have been killed. Or imprisoned. Similarly for you and Ally.”

      “I had no idea the hotel would be raided or that the mayor would be kidnapped. But between the L-SED successes against Harriet and the arrival of the firedrakes, trouble was bubbling under the surface, and the expected decision by the mayor to put the prison back in the control of Harriet was going to bring the whole cook-pot to a boil.”

      “All the more reason for me to stay in my funk and out of trouble.” So I couldn’t make things worse.

      “I’m sorry, Rune, I did what I thought I had to.” She tried to take my hand, but I shook her off. “It’s clear you’re a big part of what’s to come. Pete and I have a choice perhaps, but not you. Isn’t it better that you are acting rather than waiting for the storm to come along and send you hurling into the maelstrom?”
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      I spent the rest of the morning sitting on a couch in the living room while Harriet, Nathan, Jo, Noah and Persia busied around the place. When I wasn’t lost in my own thoughts, I scowled at anyone who entered my line of sight.

      When Pete came in and gave me a “Dude”, I ignored him. He wore Jo’s smartwatch and carried the bow and arrow. His thumb flicked nervously against the shaft of the bow.

      Nathan entered a short time later. “We’re still going. But we’ll have to leave early.”

      I stood. “What do you mean still? What happened?”

      “A number of traffic lights have gone down in the city center,” Nathan said.

      “So likely a trap of some sort,” I said. “Why are we still going again?”

      Nathan shrugged. “We aren’t going to get this prison without some kind of fight. Might as well be here and now.” I looked out the window. Three black Lincolns were parked outside, and Noah was joking with Persia in front of the first. “You didn’t bring many reinforcements. If you are expecting trouble—”

      “We’re shorthanded at the moment.” Nathan lowered his voice. “We can’t be certain the mayor won’t change his mind if we don’t act. It’s now or never.”

      “Now, dude.” Pete bounced to his feet. “I’m ready.”

      “May I see that?” Nathan nodded at the bow.

      Pete handed it across. “It’s—” Before Pete could finish, Nathan crashed the bow down on his knee, smashing it in two. He handed the two parts back to Pete, who looked at it with a crestfallen expression.

      Nathan gestured him outside. “For today, just drive.”

      Pete let the two pieces of the bow fall to the floor, dropped his quiver of arrows, and wandered outside. I grabbed Nathan’s arm. “Listen, I know you recruited Pete just to get me on board. I’m with you now. You don’t need him. Leave him behind.”

      “We didn’t recruit him. He volunteered. And it had nothing to do with you. As you noticed, we don’t exactly have much of an army right now—we need all the help we can get. And if you’re still coming with us, now’s the time.” Nathan didn’t wait for an answer.

      What do you think, Jerome?

      No answer.

      Is Sash still alive in some form?

      My fists clenched. Whatever was going to happen out there, it beat wasting the day away fruitlessly wondering what the stupid dream meant.

      When I got outside, the mayor, Nathan, Pete, Noah and Persia were all waiting by the cars, and I turned to see Harriet following me out.

      “What are you wearing?” I asked her. I had never seen Harriet Ashley in anything except a business suit. Now she wore a belted silver-colored kimono over loose white trousers.

      She shut the front door. “Times are changing, and for the foreseeable future, I believe most of my fighting will happen outside the boardroom. I figured I might as well dress for my new role.”

      “It suits you.” She didn’t look as weary as she had the night before. Although I had never seen her as anything else, perhaps the business woman was a role that had been forced upon her by necessity.

      A smile flashed. “Good,” she said.

      I had rarely seen her smile either. I grinned back. “Lowndes has no idea what she’s up against.”

      “A menopausal woman in a kimono. She’d be quaking in her boots if she knew.” She nodded toward the Lincolns. “Shall we?”

      “I’m taking this one.” Pete slapped the middle car, then sprinted around and took the driver’s seat. Nathan, glanced at Harriet, then moved forward to take the lead car.

      “Mayor, would you like to join me?” Harriet stepped around to the driver side of the rear car.

      “I’ll take my Lincoln,” the mayor said. “The middle one.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I warned him. “Pete is a terrible driver.” In actuality, I had never seen him in a car, though I was mildly surprised he knew how to drive at all.

      The mayor ignored me, opened the back door of the middle car and disappeared inside.

      “Who do you want to ride shotgun with, Purrs?” Noah asked. “The cranky bear, the dudebro, or the silver kimono lady?”

      I didn’t wait for them to decide; I jumped into the seat beside Pete. Noah took the car in front with Nathan, and Persia joined Harriet behind. I watched carefully as Pete put the car into drive and started following Nathan and Noah. To my surprise, Pete seemed competent behind the wheel.

      The three black Lincolns drove in formation down Fenster street. They indicated one after the other, and, nose to nose, they turned left.

      And promptly got ensnarled in a traffic jam.
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      Bumper to bumper, cars sat stewing in their own exhaust. Harsh bright sunlight glinted off windscreens. When the cars ahead began to move, we had a brief moment of hope that the traffic would flow, but after inching forward a few car-lengths, everything ground to a halt. Around us, the expressions of other commuters were equally swamped by frustration.

      Pete thumped the steering wheel. “I haven’t been behind the wheel in three years, and within three seconds, I’m driven to despair. How do the sheeple put up with this every day?” He glanced around. “Look at all the bovine expressions as they wait patiently for their daily chance to become a cog in the machine.”

      I turned to address the mayor in the seat behind. “When’s the news conference again?”

      “High noon,” he said. “When else?”

      “What’s causing the jam?” I had never seen traffic this bad.

      The mayor shrugged.

      Pete turned. “Dude, take some responsibility. You’re the mayor of this city.”

      “As mayor, I wasn’t given a magic wand to fix problems. If I hadn’t been kidnapped, I’d in my office, receiving updates on the situation, but I can’t always do much for bad traffic.”

      “Hiding in your office from the problems of the real people just like the rest of your ilk.”

      “My ilk? What exactly does that mean?”

      “Dude, you’re a politician. The only race of creatures worse than lawyers.”

      “Ignore him,” I told the mayor. “He’s always like this. Just usually doesn’t have anyone reacting to him except trolls on the YouTube comments section.”

      “It’s okay, I enjoy talking to my constituents when I get a chance,” the mayor said.

      “No need for insults, dude. I ain’t nobody’s constituent. I never voted for any of you.”

      “Then you’re spurning your right to vote. Which is the bedrock of western civilization and a right that many have died for.”

      Pete snorted. “My choices are either Mayor Does-Nothing or Mayor Is-Exactly-The-Same. Give me a vote to get rid of the whole lot of ye, then you’ll see me queuing all night outside the polling stations for the chance to exercise my franchise.”

      “The world needs good government.”

      “Good government is an oxymoron. I’m a free man. Taxes are just a way of stealing at gunpoint under threat of imprisonment.”

      “What about roads and hospitals and security?”

      “Private medical insurance can pay for hospitals. And why would I want to help fund police who would arrest me just for imbibing nature’s goodness in the privacy of my own home. As for roads,” Pete gestured at the stationary cars in front of him, “I’d normally suggest tolls could pay for roads, but today, I’ll say walking would be quicker. Heck, I’d feel like I was making more progress if I decided to sit on a tortoise and, I don’t know, waited for it to decompose.” A gap opened up ahead, and Pete eased the car forward for a few short seconds, then jerked to a stop with a heavy foot on the brake.

      “What about protection against a threat that’s bigger than you?” The mayor was showing a strange amount of patience with Pete’s rant. “Rogue supernatural elements, for instance.”

      “The government hasn’t done a whole lot to help us in the latest crisis. In contrast, I’m personally taking up arms to defend myself and my fellow man. Well, I would be armed if my bow hadn’t been broken in two.” He glowered into the middle distance. “I still don’t know why.”

      Through the back windscreen, I saw Persia’s head and torso above the roof of the car behind. Looking for any excuse to escape Pete’s diatribe, I opened my door and stepped outside. Several other people were also outside their cars in the stopped traffic, trying to get a better view of what was happening up ahead. I walked back toward Persia. Harriet Ashley was sitting in the driver’s seat, her head tilted back on the headrest. Strangely, she was the only one on the whole street who appeared relaxed.

      “We’re sitting ducks,” Persia said. “We should have abandoned this dumb news conference plan this morning. Too public.”

      “I thought you all agreed the only choice was to continue.”

      “Only the idiots wanted that.” Persia mouth slanted downward. “Which meant the decision was unanimous except for me.”

      “I see.” That put a different slant on what Nathan had said.

      “We’re probably all over instagram and twitter and snapchat by now.” Persia gestured toward the sidewalks. Although the majority of people were hurrying by, oblivious of anything around them, a few were pausing to snap a photo with their mobile at the three governments cars stuck in traffic.

      “I wouldn’t have thought that we’d be worth taking a photo of, never mind being put on twitter.” On the other hand, the upcoming news conference was probably receiving twenty-four hour coverage on the news, and people would connect the dots. “I guess it isn’t a big deal. We didn’t plan to remain secret.”

      “I gue—” Persia’s head jerked to her left.

      I followed her gaze to toward a series of low rooftops. “What is it?”

      “Did you see that?”

      I raised my hand to shield my eyes from the sun, scanning first on one side of the road, then the other. “I can’t see anyone on the roofs.”

      “It’s gone now. It was a movement or a shadow.” Persia looked around in frustration. “We’re sitting ducks.”

      “All we can do is remain vigilant, I guess.” In front of us, the mayor’s car inched away from me. I started after it and when I caught up with it, I pulled on the backseat door handle instead of the front. It was locked. I rapped on the window, then waited, walking alongside the slow moving car. Through the tinted windows, I couldn’t see what was happening inside the car, but when I got an answering rap on the window, I tried again and this time it was unlocked. “Move over,” I said.

      “What’s going on?” The mayor scrunched over to the other side.

      “Nothing yet. Could you open the sunroof?”

      “Sure.” He reached across to some controls in front of his seat, and pressed and held a button. The sunroof whirred open.

      Just as I was twisting my body up through the sunroof, the car slammed to a stop and my elbow whacked off the car ceiling. “Careful!” I shouted, then straightened so my torso was outside the car and I could address Persia. “Any further sightings?” I asked.

      “Not on the rooftops. But we have a new arrival.” She pointed directly up into the sky where the black dot was visible.

      I lowered myself back into the car, then raised my watch to my mouth. It was time to see if this app that Jo had rigged worked and whether she could offer any solutions. “Ok Google. Talk. Jo, we’re stuck in traffic and have various unknown parties closing on us. What do you know? EndTalk.”

      A pause. Then: “Talk message. I’ve been monitoring traffic websites looking for a better route, but everywhere is equally clogged. Traffic lights throughout the city have gone down. What about going on foot? You’d be quicker. Also, you are on TV.”

      “Ok Google. Talk. I don’t like the idea of going on foot. At least inside the cars we have some protection, and it’s easier to keep everyone together. What was that about TV? EndTalk.”

      “Talk message: An overhead view on the news is showing the three government Lincolns stuck in traffic.”

      That explained the helicopter, and the good news that it, at least, wasn’t an enemy. Perhaps Persia’s rooftop watchers were equally benign.

      “Talk message: Any chance those cars of yours have a siren?”

      I glanced across at the mayor, who shook his head. “We usually have a police escort when we need a siren,” he said.

      “Talk message: No, they wouldn’t, would they? I have an idea. Who’s in the lead car?”

      “Ok Google. Talk. Nathan and Noah Hastings. EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. I have a mobile number for Nathan. I’ll ring him. I’ve an idea which might work.”

      The mayor reached forward and fiddled with the controls in front of his seat. A panel in the rear of the passenger seat slid down to reveal a TV screen. He pressed a button and the screen flickered to life, showing an aerial view of city, zoomed in on a section of stopped traffic.

      The loud thrump-thrump of rotating helicopter blades came through the car speakers, and over that came the voice of Caroline Black. “One of the suspected kidnappers is still visible in the rear car.” The camera zoomed in further, briefly blurring, before shakily centering on Persia who was looking upward with a scowl on her face. “We still have no word whether the mayor is actually in one of the cars. We know that the L-SED are aware of the situation, but they are having as much difficulty with the traffic situation as the rest of the city.”

      The camera blurred again, and this time it came into focus on the side of the helicopter. The view shifted slightly to the side, and there was Caroline Black hanging out the side of the helicopter, the skin of her face wobbling from the effects of the wind and long black strands of hair whipping out behind her. She wore a helmet and large headphones, and the bottom half of her face was covered by a mouthpiece.

      “She’s actually up there,” the mayor said incredulously. “What’s the news anchorwoman doing being actually in the helicopter?”

      “She’ll do anything for a story.”

      “She could commentate on the situation from the ground.”

      “Not as dramatically.”

      “To those of you just joining us,” Caroline Black said. “Let me summarize the breaking situation.” Her voice was coming through over the roar of the helicopter, so clearly a microphone was part of her mouthpiece. “We are counting down to the news conference, which is due to start at twelve noon.” The view switched to a giant clock showing 57:31, then 57:30, then 57:29, then it switched back to Caroline. “We still have no confirmation that the mayor was not kidnapped or that he is giving this conference of his own free well. Leader of the L-SED, Elizabeth Lowndes, has assured the Lusteer News Network that they will do everything in their power to ensure the mayor, providing he is not under any duress, gets to speak at the conference.”

      “How will you convince them you weren’t kidnapped and that you aren’t being forced to hand over control of the JC?” I asked the mayor.

      “I don’t know. Certainly be easier if the optics were better. By which I mean not being thrown inside the trunk of—”

      Caroline’s exited voice cut across him. “The pilot has seen something.” She pointed toward the cityscape below. “Hold on, he’s trying to go closer. We’ll be able to show you shortly.” While she was pointing, the helicopter tilted to the side at speed. Caroline Black lurched outward, and the view of the camera spiraled away, showing clouds and sky.

      “She is strapped to that helicopter, isn’t she?” The view of the camera returned to showing Caroline still gesturing at where she wanted the cameraman to aim. “She is.” Still, my hand gripped the sides of my mouth, watching her. The helicopter tilted again, going lower, and Caroline swung outward once more. Whatever else I thought about the anchorwoman, I couldn’t help but be impressed by her fearlessness.

      As the cameraman regained his balance, the view on the screen rotated back down toward the city streets, sweeping past the three black cars and across the flat rooftops of the buildings on our left hand side.

      “There, stop,” Caroline said. The view jerked back a few notches, then clarified.

      On the roof, facing away from the camera, stood a man dressed in a long black trenchcoat. Becoming aware of his overhead watcher, he glanced up, revealing a red demon mask. He was a firedrake.

      He began to sprint, disappearing from the view of the cameraman.

      A thump hit the roof, two indentations appearing in the ceiling above us.
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      The mayor’s face turned white. I gestured him away from the sunroof, then I summoned my right firesword and held it ready. The car interior lit up with red light.

      When a face appeared, I thrust upward. The face vanished, but not before I realized it had been Noah. “Sorry!” I called up, letting my firesword dissipate.

      Noah’s face reappeared with a grin. “Keeping me on my toes—I like that. ”

      “Have you seen this?” I nodded at the TV, which showed a firedrake crouched down by a chimney stack, watching the traffic-logged street—watching us.

      “Persia and I have been keeping an eye on them,” Noah said. “We’ve spotted three, and we suspect there are at least six or seven. We have to get out of here before they strike. I’ve come to tell your driver to keep up and to warn you to be ready. This is no time to have your feet up, watching TV.”

      “I wasn’t… I just…”

      “I kid.” Noah reached down and slapped me on the shoulder. “If that helicopter is broadcasting an eye in the sky view of what’s happening, then one of us should be watching it. Perhaps, sir, you could do that for now.” Noah looked at the mayor who nodded. “Great.” Noah gave me a wink. “Let’s ride, brother.”

      “Ride what?” I asked, but he was gone.

      I grabbed hold of the sides of the sunroof and pulled myself up. Noah had jumped back onto the lead car, which had begun to emit a police siren. “How did you get the siren?” I asked.

      “That clever sister of yours figured out how to get a mobile to play a siren, and we’ve plugged it into car’s speakers and turned it up.

      “She’s not my sister.” It appeared that, with a bit of imagination, cellphones had many uses these days. “She’s certainly clever though.”

      Ahead, cars responded to the siren by easing to the side, shifting out of the way to create a lane to allow us though. Nathan drove into the gap created, and Pete and Harriet made sure that the three Lincolns stayed close together.

      Our attempt to escape seemed to act as a signal for the firedrakes to attack. Three of them leapt at once from the rooftops and down onto the streets below. A short time later, two more appeared and also began to close in. Beelzebub.

      Noah crouched down and slapped on the roof. “Faster!” he shouted down the sunroof. “This isn’t the time to worry about the rules of the road.”

      Nathan accelerated, bumping first one car, then another out of the way.

      “The siren isn’t loud enough,” Noah said, glancing behind him. “We need to really get the attention of the drivers ahead.” He held his hand in front of him and his multani appeared, a long firewhip. He snapped his wrist, and the whip shot out in front of him. Red light glinted off the black roof of the Lincoln, and I turned around to see that Persia had also fully emerged from her car to stand on the roof and that she had summoned her multani, a spiked ball of fire on the end of chain—a chain mace—which she rotated above her head.

      I began to raise my hands, then let them fall to my side, deciding against summoning my multani. The weapons of the two Hastings put my fireswords to shame. Plus, their show of force had done enough to get us moving. Tires spun and metal shrieked as the cars ahead accelerated, not caring about the other vehicles they slammed out of the way. Even then Nathan, driving the lead car, didn’t wait for space to fully open, ploughing vehicles fully out of his way as he picked up speed.

      On top of Nathan’s Lincoln, despite it careening back and forth below him, Noah maintained his balance. He continued to snap his whip out in front of the car, a charioteer urging invisible horses forward. The lashing firewhip sent a cascade of orange and yellow sparks shooting in all directions.

      A whooshing sound to left caused me to turn. One of the firedrakes stood on top of a crashed car, his legs braced and arms thrust outward, and a fireball shot from his hands. I summoned my fireswords and crossed them in front of me. Fire met fire in an explosion that blasted me backward. My back painfully cut against the edge of the sunroof.

      Noah took one large stride, then he leaped forward and to the left off his car. As he reached the peak of the jump, he flung his arm forward and his whip snaked out above him. The end of it wrapped around the railing of a fire escape on the closest apartment window, and Noah was able to use the whip to swing in a large arc toward the firedrake who’d shot a fireball at me.

      I stared, thoroughly impressed. I had no idea a multani could wrap around an object and grip onto it like that. The firedrake attempted to form another fireball, but before he had the chance Noah’s feet crashed against his chest, sending him flying backward, then Noah gracefully landed where the firedrake had stood. Noah’s wrist snapped and his whip released the railing, then lashed out at where the firedrake lay on the pavement, his mask askew.

      The firedrake wasn’t so stunned that he couldn’t defend himself. He raised a hand, and a glowing fire shield formed. Both the whip and shield flared red when they made contact. The firedrake held the shield in front of him as he scrambled backward, and he disappeared behind an overturned SUV.

      Not far away, Persia had moved to intercept another of the firedrakes. As she hopped from car to car, the lightness of her steps made it seem like she was gliding through the air, held aloft by the rotating fire chain mace over her head—a weapon that she wait long before deploying. She sent it flying out before her, and the chain expanded, allowing the spiked ball of fire to travel several car lengths before boomeranging back toward her. The firedrake dived out of the way in time to avoid getting hit.

      Watching the two of them sent a thrill of excitement running through me—that was what we fire sentinels were capable of. I vaulted out of the car and onto the roof, intending to race across to join him. Then I hesitated. A battle with fire magic flying was exactly what I needed to avoid. What if I, or one of the other fire sentinels, used our power and allowed elementals to cross from Brimstone? A bad situation could get much worse. The firedrakes, as a group, likely wouldn’t even exist if I hadn’t turned Conor Duffy into some sort of uber-shade that drew other shades to him.

      Just then, the nose of Pete’s Lincoln rammed against the back of an SUV in front of it. The car slid sideways out from under me, sending me flying backward. I crashed hard on the tarmac, then immediately bounced back up, seeing the front of Harriet’s Lincoln bearing down on me. She braked enough that I was able to jump onto her bonnet, and from there to her roof, avoiding further injury. My heart galloping, I took a moment to regather my breath and my wits.

      Persia leaped from car rooftop to rooftop, quickly catching up with the convoy. She landed on the roof beside me, then immediately jumped off again, heading for a firedrake approaching from the other direction.

      “Do you need my help?” I shouted after her.

      “Stay with the cars. Protect the mayor,” she said without turning back.

      After making sure there were no immediate threats, I jumped back onto Pete’s Lincoln, then I slid down through the sunroof to check on the passengers below. The first thing to grab my attention was the excited chatter coming from the TV as Caroline Black commentated over the visuals of Noah and Persia fighting against the firedrakes. “…a real life supernatural battle in the middle of the day in Lusteer with terrorist firedrakes battling real life fire sentinels, and we are bringing it to you live. We believe Mayor Maxwell is in one of those cars, but we still have no confirmation. Still no sign of the L-SED, but I’m told they are converging…” I tuned her out to focus on the mayor. He was scrunched into the corner staring at the TV. For the first time, he looked small, weak, afraid. The pallor of his face matched the grey of his hair.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll get you out of this.”

      “This is not the world I grew up in. This is not the world of even a year ago.” He swallowed. “I no longer know my own city.”

      “A year ago you gave a big speech about the existence of supernaturals,” I said. “And you must have known about them well before that.”

      “It just never seemed real before. I mean… I knew they were real. Just…” He shook his head. “Not like now.”

      “Takes a while to fully digest,” I admitted. I nodded toward the TV. “I think the whole of Lusteer is having the same experience you are. What about you?” I shouted at Pete up front. “How are you holding up?”

      “Oh my god, dude.” Pete turned fully around. “This is awesome. Did you see the fire sentinel out there? When I saw the whip, I nearly wet myself with excitement. If Balrog had that whip, he would have defeated Gandalf. And then when he used the whip to fly through the air and knock out the firedrake. Like Spiderman. No, more like Indiana Jones. Except better than either. A firewhip, dude. Did you see it?”

      “Two fireswords is better than one firewhip,” I muttered.

      Pete, who had faced forward briefly, turned back toward me again. “What was that?”

      “Just watch where you are going.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Look.” Pete deliberately swerved and crashed against the side of a bright yellow convertible. “You think I’m going to miss out on this chance to play bumpers on the main road into Lusteer in a government car?”

      No wonder I was thrown. “Pete, this is serious!”

      “I know. And it’s fantastic!”

      A loud exclamation from Caroline Black drew my attention back to the TV. “Yes, it looks like the Lincolns are about to break through the traffic onto clear road ahead.” The camera zoomed back; I could see that it was true.

      “Pete, concentrate on the road,” I said. “We’re nearly through.”

      The bird’s eye view from the helicopter also showed the attacking firedrakes beginning to fall back. Noah and Persia, who had allowed their multani to dissipate, sprinted side by side down the middle of the road in the lane created by the three speeding Lincolns. To either side of them, battered-looking cars were locked together in a crazy looking pattern with each car at a different angle to the road. One or two drivers had cautiously emerged, but most wisely stayed inside their vehicles.

      Once Pete ran out of cars to play bumpers with, the ride became smoother. I was able to breathe easier. Then as the camera zoomed out further, the reason for the empty road in front of us became clear. It had been closed by L-SED.

      A line of titanium-plated army trucks blocked the street ahead of us.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          

      

    

    







            Wednesday 11:40

          

        

      

    

    
      The car jolted in response to a thump from behind. I turned to see a pair of legs in the back window. Noah had jumped onto the trunk of the car. A moment later, Noah’s head popped through the sunroof. “What now?” he asked.

      All three cars had reduced speed, but we were still fast approaching the blockade. It was a surreal experience, watching something happen on TV and at the same time being part of it.

      “We could stop,” I said. “Caroline Black reported that if Mayor Maxwell wasn’t kidnapped, he would be allowed to attend the news conference.”

      Noah’s head was pushed to the side, and Persia’s face joined his in the window of the sunroof. “You can’t be that naive,” she said. “Choosing to put ourselves in the power of that woman would be the last choice we ever made.”

      I moved aside as locks of Persia’s black hair fell in my face. “Lowndes had me in her power, and she released me just yesterday.”

      Both of them looked surprised. “She did?” Noah asked. “You’re sure she knew you were a fire sentinel?”

      “Certain,” I said. “The L-SED is a government funded agency. It’s not like she can do whatever she wants.” I pointed up at the helicopter above. “The world is watching.”

      “The media will be told that we were taken in for questioning,” Persia said. “Once we’ve disappeared from the sight of the world, we’ll be forgotten and Lowndes can do with us what she wills.”

      Pete stuck his head and torso back between the front seats, facing up toward Persia and Noah. “You two were fantastic out there. Just incredible. I thought the whip was the greatest thing I’d ever seen in my life, then I saw the chain mace. Wow. A chain mace of fire. If I could do that, I’d never stop carrying my weapon around. I wouldn’t care if I never got let into restaurants or hotels.”

      “Pete, you’re already not let into restaurants and hotels. Also, you’re still driving, remember.” I pointed to the front. “And it looks like Nathan has made a decision. Follow him.”

      Smoke drifted from the rear wheels of the car ahead as Nathan did a handbrake turn, quickly accelerating back the way we had come.

      “Good,” Persia said. “At least someone has sense.”

      Pete pulled himself forward until he settled back into the front seat, accelerated, then locked the steering wheel in a full turn and yanked on the handbrake, letting the car do a quick spun. He then released the handbrake and floored the gas. The engine roared, and the Lincoln bucked forward. Within seconds, he was back on Nathan’s tail. When he was paying attention to the road in front of him, Pete had some skills, it appeared.

      “Were you a rally driver in another life?” I asked.

      “Just a misspent youth,” Pete said. “Don’t challenge me to a game of pinball or throwing cigarette butts into cut-off coke cans.”

      “I’ll remember that.” I looked up. Only the fingers of Noah and Harriet remained visible, white knuckled and clinging to the side of the sunroof. “Are you two okay up there?” I shouted.

      Persia pulled herself forward until she was visible once more, her hair whipping behind her. She said something, but the wind snatched the words away. Suddenly she reminded me of how Sash had looked in the dream with fire all around her. A wave of nausea flowed over me. “I didn’t catch that,” I said, fighting against the surge of emotion. This was no time to lose myself.

      “We’re both good,” Persia said. “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m not sure.” I glanced down at the TV screen. The camera had zoomed out so much that Noah and Persia hanging onto the roof of the Lincoln were barely visible. What it did show was L-SED trucks converging from all directions. There was nowhere for Nathan to go.

      “Ok Google. Talk. Are you following all this, Jo? Any suggestions? EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. I’m listening to the radio messages of the L-SED. They believe they have you surrounded.”

      “I believe they’re right,” Noah said. He had regained his position beside Persia and was looking down at the TV screen.

      “Talk message. I’ve scanned the area on Google Maps and have found one possible escape route. A large derelict warehouse off to your right has an exit that might bring you outside the cordon set up by the L-SED. However, I assume the warehouse is closed.”

      I shifted across to look out the side window and quickly saw the place she must have meant, a big hulking building in a bad state of repair. I grabbed Pete’s shoulder and pointed out the place to him. “Head for that,” I told him.

      “I’ll gesture for the others follow,” Noah said.

      “Sometimes you have to know when you are beat,” the mayor said. “No need to double down on one bad decision with another.”

      “Put on your seatbelt and hold tight,” I told him. Then, ignoring my own advice, I leaned between the front two seats so I was alongside Pete. “Do you see a way in?”

      “Sure. There’s the locked metal gate, then beyond them, the wooden double-doors, also locked.”

      “Good. You know where to go then.” I was glad that Pete sounded fearful rather than excited. Perhaps this would be the last time he ventured stupidly into danger. I quickly checked the TV. It showed Noah on one knee, gripping the edge of the sunroof with one hand, and waving for the other two black Lincolns to follow us with the other. Harriet was already coming our way, and Nathan had started to turn. Over a dozen L-SED trucks trundled in our direction, but they weren’t close enough to intercept.

      I faced forward, jammed myself between the two front seats and hooked an elbow around each arm-rest. “Brace yourselves up there!” I shouted out.

      The metal gate loomed before us, looking ever more substantial. On the steering wheel, Pete’s knuckles whitened. To his credit, he didn’t slow or turn. At the last second, I realized that Pete wasn’t belted in. I lowered my left hand toward his chest.

      The bonnet of the Lincoln smashed against the gates, and they flew open. The car barely slowed. “Keep her steady,” I said, nodding toward the large double doors of the warehouse.

      Pete pressed on the gas, and the Lincoln’s engine gave a roar and surged forward. I wasn’t sure whether I should be confident due to the gate having given way so easily or fearful that it was impossible to tell how thick or well secured those doors were.

      Wood shattered with a loud sharp crack, like a gunshot, then I flew at the windshield. I recoiled back as my grip on the armrest held me, just. Pete’s chest crashed against the steering wheel, my hand doing nothing to protect him. The Lincoln skewed sideways, then straightened as it part of the door fell away.

      “Pete?” As I reached for him, he sprang back from the steering wheel. “Are you okay?” I asked. A trickle of blood crept down one temple. “Your head?”

      “I’m…” His fingertips went to his forehead. “I’m fine.” He gripped the wheel, then pressed on the accelerator. The Lincoln made a sick-sounding grinding noise, shimmied left a notch, then straightened.

      “Everyone alright up top?” I shouted out, looking up.

      Noah’s head popped down. “We’re loving the ride so far. Compliments to the driver.”

      “If so, you’re the only one. How did you not go flying over the top?” I asked.

      “We slid off the back before impact, then jumped back on.”

      “Ah.” He wasn’t as foolhardy as he made on.

      “I’m not alright,” the mayor said. The seatbelt seemed to have done its job in preventing serious injury but he looked haggard. “This is crazy. Give it up. Escaping the firedrakes was one thing, but Elizabeth Lowndes is a reasonable woman. We just need to talk to her.”

      “After you have been given a chance to talk at the news conference,” I said, “then we’ll talk to Lowndes.” I tried to sound assured, but after what we were putting him through, could the mayor change his mind? Would he still want to hand control of the prison over to Harriet after all this? We might get him to the news conference only for him to declare that Harriet Ashley and the rest of us were criminals, and that he was ordering Lowndes to put the lot of us in the JC.

      The lights of the Lincoln had come on automatically, though the white beams didn’t penetrate too far into the gloom ahead. “Slow down. We need to find an exit. Ideally on the opposite end of this building.” Even better would be the opposite end of Lusteer.

      The warehouse was unused and empty, and regularly spaced pillars were the only things that needed to be avoided. Even though I was anxiously checking for an exit, I kept glancing across at Pete, worried he might be concussed. The L-SED hadn’t yet entered the warehouse, but they wouldn’t be far off. Spotting cracks of light that indicated an exit, I pointed it out to Pete, and he angled that way. Then I reached across him, grabbing for the seat belt.

      “Dude, what are you doing. Get off me. We’re not that close.”

      “Just keep driving.” I managed to get hold of the belt, and pulled it across Pete. After several frustrating tries—the clip was awkward to insert from the opposite angle—I finally got Pete strapped in.

      Pete turned toward me, his face outlined in shadow. “I managed the rest of the way without being belted in, but I guess now is the time for the real crazy shit.” His voice was tight with fear.

      That gave me pause. “You’re right. What the hell are we doing?” We were no longer fleeing firedrakes. Lowndes, despite everything, was law-enforcement. Pete and the mayor were ordinary humans. We supernaturals wouldn’t be harmed if the Lincoln crashed, but the mayor and Pete were risking their lives. And for what? “Just pull over, Pete. We can’t charge blindly at what may or may not be an exit.”

      “No way, dude.” The engine revved, and the car sped up.

      “Pete, I’m serious. This is serious.”

      “Hold on tight.” Pete floored it, and the Lincoln engine took on an even deeper note. Before us were two vertical cracks of light and one horizontal crack of light, the outline of an entranceway of some kind. We hoped.

      “This is some beyond crazy, Pete!” I shouted out.

      Then the world stopped.
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      I wasn’t fully aware that we had crashed for several long moments. My head was ringing, and my body felt like it had come out the end of a full spin cycle on a giant washing machine. In the back of my head I heard laughing. Jerome’s.

      There was a time when you helped me in times like this, I thought. Instead of laughing.

      And in return you agreed to make sure I got a body, Jerome thought. So I wouldn’t have to stay in this damn necklace forever. Any progress on that?

      It’s not exactly an easy task, I thought. I don’t know how to get started.

      You haven’t even tried. You’ve barely even thought about it. I would know.

      Maybe if you didn’t occasionally invade my mind, I’d be more inclined to help you.

      Maybe you’d have the will to help me if you weren’t an emo bitch still obsessed with a dead girl who never really liked you in the first place.

      “Rune, are you okay?” a voice asked.

      I managed to focus enough to see Noah standing over me. “What happened?”

      “Persia and I jumped off before impact,” Noah said. “The car didn’t make it through, and you went through the windshield. Never hear of a seatbelt?”

      I sat up and looked around. The front corner of the Lincoln had burst a hole in the door, but that was as much of the car that had gotten through. The car had twisted to the side, its body misshapen.

      “How are Mayor Maxwell and Pete?”

      “Shaken up, but I think okay.” Noah reached down a hand to me. “Persia is helping them out of the car.”

      I took Nathan’s hand and let him pull me to my feet. “You look pretty bloody, but I’m sure you are healing fast,” he told me.

      I touched my finger to my hair, and it came away sticky. “Best if I don’t examine myself too closely for a while. My stomach is a little too delicate right now to experience any gore, particularly personal gore.”

      Persia, on the bonnet, had already helped Pete climb out through the broken windshield and was now reaching in to pull the mayor from the backseat. I looked behind, back the way we had come, and seeing nothing but darkness, I lifted the smartwatch to my mouth. “Ok Google. Talk. I can see no sign of Nathan or Harriet. Do you know what’s doing on? EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. Nathan let me know that he and Harriet used their cars to block the entrance to the warehouse. They intend to delay the L-SED, then flee on foot.”

      “We better get moving on foot ourselves,” Noah said, scrambling up on the bonnet beside Pete. He climbed through the hole in the door and reached up his arms.

      “Solid door.” Pete patted one of the broken boards, then he allowed Noah to grab him under the arms and lift him down. Persia guided the mayor, who walked gingerly and looked shellshocked, forward, and then he, too, was lifted down by Noah. Persia climbed down after. I stepped up onto the bonnet, glass scrunching under my feet. I looked down at the wreck of the Lincoln—trying not to think of my head crashing through the windshield—then I followed the others.

      After being in the darkness of the warehouse, the noonday sun hurt my eyes. “Okay, Google. Talk. Jo, we came through the warehouse, but we don’t have a vehicle anymore. Any suggestions? EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. From the chatter on the radio, the L-SED know where you are. I’m not seeing any obvious escape routes. Still seeking a solution.”

      In the meantime, we needed to get moving. I looked first one way, then the other, trying to decide which way to go. An army truck appeared around one corner and made up my mind. “I guess we better—” I had started to point the other direction when another truck appeared, coming from that direction. It turned sideways so it blocked the street, then disgorged its crew of L-SED officers out the back. One of them, a man with a thick beard, stepped in front of the truck. It was Sergeant Taylor, and he lifted a megaphone to his mouth. “You are surrounded. Surrender!”

      “Never!” Persia shouted back. She sprang forward and grabbed the mayor, putting her arm around his neck.

      “Are you kidnapping me?” he asked in disbelief. “Again.”

      “Not again,” Persia said. “The previous time I was protecting you. But, yeah, this time I am kidnapping you.” She raised her voice, shouting toward the trucks. “Stay back! I have Mayor Maxwell.”

      Additional L-SED officers continued to deploy, using the trucks for cover, then pointing their weapons our way.

      “Come on, let’s get back to the car,” Noah said, climbing back through the gap in the warehouse door. “We need to figure out a new plan.”

      “No,” I said. “We aren’t doing this anymore.”

      “You have a better plan?” Persia asked. She looked desperate for any kind of other plan. Grabbing the major had clearly been done in a moment of blind panic.

      “Yes, I do. Release Mayor Maxwell and take Pete back inside the warehouse and wait.”

      She hesitated, then removed her hand from around the mayor’s neck. Nathan helped both of them back through the hole in the warehouse door.

      I moved to the mayor’s side. “You okay?” He nodded, and I said, “Come on, let’s go.” I gestured forward, and we both walked into the middle of the street then continued straight toward Sergeant Taylor and the L-SED truck.

      I had the uncomfortable awareness of an untold number of gazes on me, dozens in person and many more via the TV screen. I didn’t look for the media helicopter, but I presumed it was watching.

      “You don’t have any plan, do you?” the mayor asked.

      “No,” I admitted. “We were going to get ourselves, and you, killed if we continued the way we were going. My only plan is not doing that.”

      “Do you still expect me to help you after all that? Being driven into a wall, then kidnapped for a second time.”

      I glanced across. “I can’t think of a reason why you would.”

      “You know something?” he said. “Your friend Pete reminds me a bit of myself when I was his age.”

      “He does?”

      “Oh, I was never as crazy as he is. But I had a passion like he does, and a belief that the world could be easily made right if the people in power just did the right thing. That’s why I got into politics. It’s so long ago now. The person who got elected back then was a different person. I can barely relate to the thoughts and opinions I once held.”

      Our pace, which had started off at a hobble, slowed still further. “Why are you telling me this?” The silence around us was heavy with expectation. It felt as if the entire city of Lusteer had taken a breath and now held it, waiting to see what happened next. And this was the moment the mayor decided to tell me about when he was a young man.

      “I guess it’s because my gut has made a decision that I’m trying to come to terms with by talking through the process.”

      “Quite a meandering route to reaching a decision,” I said. “Pete, your younger self.”

      “Decisions made in the gut are more likely due to something that happened when you were ten than something that happened ten minutes earlier,” the mayor said. “My young idealistic self couldn’t survive in politics. Politics is a game—it’s real but a game all the same—and it’s about seeking small advantages, ways to increase your power, and wielding that power like a boulder when you get the chance. If you’ve done it right, in the course of a term, you’ll have pushed your agenda a few notches and done it in such a way that your power has slightly increased. You understand?”

      “I’m still pretty lost.”

      “The majority of people are in favor of being harsher with shades. After seeing shades wielding fire in the middle of the street during rush-hour…” He shrugged. “If I decide to take the JC from the L-SED and hand it over to Harriet and her shades, I wouldn’t last six months, maybe not even three. And what’s more, the next mayor will most likely run on an anti-shade agenda.”

      “I see.” He was explaining why he was going back on his promise. “What will happen to those of us who brought you through the city? We did protect you from the firedrakes.”

      He gave me a look. “You misunderstand. I know what I one hundred percent should do. After what just happened, there’s no way I can spin taking the JC from those who want to lock up the shades and giving it to the shades. But I know Harriet Ashley and I know Elizabeth Lowndes. And I’ve heard some of what’s happening in the prison. I’ve decided to do what’s right even though I know I’ve killed my career.”

      “This is what your young idealistic self would do,” I said, finally filling in the dots.

      “Probably. He is such a stranger to me now, I can’t say for sure. But once in a career, a politician gets to stand up for what he believes is right against all wisdom and sense. I won’t be thanked by anyone for what I’m going to do today, and I’ll have a long retirement to regret it. But something tells me the city will face few more critical moments than this, I’m prepared to go down with the ship over making this decision.”

      The mayor brushed back his grey hair with his hand, then straightened his tie as he came to a stop. “Colonel Lowndes!” he called out in a clear, authoritative voice. “Come here. We need to talk.”

      Two L-SED officers sprinted from behind one truck to another. The stillness briefly returned, then Lowndes emerged and walked forward, stopping several paces short of us. The mayor and Lowndes faced each other like two Old West gunslingers.

      The mayor was the first to break the silence. “I want to be allowed to make an announcement to the press immediately.”

      “Regarding.”

      “Control of the JC is to be handed over to Harriet Ashley as soon as possible.”

      “That would be really stupid,” Lowndes said. “The firedrakes showed what shades are capable of today. Even if Harriet Ashley could be trusted, she can’t control all the shades. Only my shade enforcement division can do that.”

      “Then today I’ll be really stupid.” He looked around. “I’m guessing Caroline Black or another news reporter isn’t too far away. I don’t need the news conference; just bring her and her cameraman to me.”

      “Do I take that to mean you don’t trust me to escort you safely to City Hall?” Lowndes asked.

      “It means I’ve heard how you operate and I don’t like it. Torture, brutal experiments. It’s not the American way. It’s not the Lusteer way. Not while I’m mayor of this city.”

      “Come on, Mayor, I know you’re well beyond seeing the world in black and white. You saw what the firedrakes are capable of today. The American way is to do what’s necessary to protect its citizens. Protect its real citizens, Mayor, not those who forsake their rights as terrorists and certainly not bodysnatchers from another dimension.”

      “I’m not here to debate you,” the mayor said. “You are an employee of this city. I’ve given my orders. Either comply or—”

      “Or what,” Lowndes interrupted him sharply. “Or I take you into custody and declare you an enemy of the state. What makes you think I won’t do that? You are rather outgunned at this moment.”

      “Either comply or commit treason by taking up arms against the lawful rule of this city,” the mayor said calmly.

      With that the silence returned, along with the tension of gunslingers waiting for one to draw. As they stared each other down, neither betrayed any emotion. I wished I was as cool. Sweat prickled against my skin as I scanned first one face then the other, wondering which was going to give first.

      Finally, Lowndes half-turned and snapped her fingers. Sergeant Taylor marched forward a few paces.

      “Find Caroline Black, get her here, then let her through with her camera,” Lowndes said. Taylor snapped a salute, then turned and left.

      “Obviously, those who were attempting to escort me to City Hall and bravely protected me from the firedrakes will be allowed to leave the area unaccosted,” the mayor said.

      “Goes without saying. If we were to accost them, it’d just be to give them medals for their bravery.” Lowndes smiled. “You realize my division won’t be able to do their job without the prison. I have received offers from several other cities. Chicago. Miami. I’d hate to leave this city unprotected, but I may have been left with no option.”

      “Chicago sounds good,” the mayor said. “Or Miami if you feel you need more sun.”

      “I’ll just have to enjoy watching your city fall apart from a distance,” Lowndes said. “And when the next mayor begs me to return,” she said with a shrug, “at a minimum, the cost will be higher, more likely, Lusteer will be in too bad a state to save.” She turned her attention on me. “Because the only thing worse for a city than too many shades is too many fire sentinels. You or your friends been using any magic lately?”

      “Of course not,” I said “We know the consequences.”

      “It’ll happen though, probably just at the worse poss—”

      “Don’t blame me for something that hasn’t happened,” I snapped. “I don’t want this stupid power. I never asked for it, but I can’t just give it up.”

      “What if you could. Would you?”

      I didn’t have to think about it. “In a heartbeat.”

      “Maybe you’ll be able to do just that.”

      “What do you mean? That’s impossible, isn’t it?”

      Lowndes gave me a look that I couldn’t interpret, then turned away from me, and gestured toward where a cameraman was coming toward us, his camera on his shoulder. “The one person news conference can begin.”

      “Wait, what do you mean I can give up my power?” I asked again.

      “We’ll talk another time, Rune. Come, Mayor, time to tell the world how foolish their elected representative is.”
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      Pete and I were just ahead of Harriet and Nathan as we trailed up toward Ten-two. Noah and Persia had fallen behind, talking animatedly about something. Without the Lincolns, we had decided to walk back to Ten-two. Coordinating via Jo, we had joined up with Harriet and Nathan quickly enough, and Lowndes, true to her word, had made no move to stop us. Though we had gotten what we wanted, it didn’t feel like a victory. Pete had begun the walk back in an excited mood, wanting to talk about everything that had happened, but the moroseness of everyone else had dulled his jubilation before long.

      When Pete and I stepped into the living room, we were surprised to see someone sitting on the couch, facing away from us.

      Pete jumped in front of me. “Tyler…” he began, then stopped. “Oh, it’s you.”

      The figure turned, and we could both see it was Alex. “Well, this morning was a disaster,” Alex said.

      “Good to see you.” I gave him a nod. Then I nudged Pete. “I thought you didn’t care that Tyler was gone,” I said, mainly to avoid looking at Alex.

      I wasn’t sure how to react to his presence. Once we had been so close, but out relationship had become so cold that repairing the damage seemed impossible. On the other hand, Jo and I had regained some of our former closeness.

      Pete, ignoring my jibe about Tyler, sat on the couch opposite Alex. “What brings you back to Ten-two?”

      “I came to help. Lord knows you need it.” Alex wore a white shirt, no tie, black sports jacket. He had previously tended to look too young for the way he dressed, but not now. Thin, gaunt, with a zero blade haircut, he looked much older than his seventeen years. His features displayed not an iota of a smile or humor.

      “And why would we need your help, Collier?” Nathan growled. “What use have you ever been to anyone?” He and Harriet had just entered, and they moved around to take up position behind the couch on which Pete sat, facing Alex.

      Alex smiled. “Just because I can’t turn into a smelly bear doesn’t make me useless. The world has need of smarts as well as brawn.”

      “If only you were a quarter as smart as you thought you were,” Nathan said. “Then you might be useful enough to be worth the trouble of putting up with an obnoxious brat.”

      “Why do you think Ashley needed me as project manager for the prison, when she had a menagerie of friends she could have used instead?” Alex asked.

      “Where did you disappear to?” Harriet asked. “The prison was barely complete when you were nowhere to be found.”

      “I needed a vacation,” Alex said. “I didn’t change my phone number. I could have been found if I was needed.”

      “You weren’t needed,” Nathan said. “And still aren’t.”

      “Giving up the mayor was stupid. He was your only leverage. Now Lowndes will never hand you the prison.”

      “You saw a segment on TV, and you think you are an expert on the topic,” Nathan said. “Why am I not surprised.”

      “We never actually kidnapped Mayor Maxwell,” I said. “Persia just got a bit hot-headed. Twice. He was never ours to hold. Plus, Lowndes agreed to everything we asked for on live TV.” We’d all left before the interview, but we had paused briefly at a sports bar to watch it. Half the city had dropped into bars, it seemed, to watch the world change on live TV. And most weren’t just watching. I doubted the bars had ever sold that much alcohol that early in the day. “The situation couldn’t have gone better for us.”

      Alex studied Harriet. “Surely you’re not as naive as Rune?”

      Harriet shrugged. “I realize the risks. We have no choice. Getting back control of the prison is essential.”

      “Lowndes is planning on taking her men to Chicago or Miami so she can start a new reign of terror,” I said.

      “We will take every precaution,” Harriet said. “I’ll have eagle shifters flying overhead, making sure that no ambush or anything is planned. We haven’t agreed on the details with Lowndes yet, but the transfer won’t go ahead unless her officers leaving the prison are unarmed. Without titanium weapons, they won’t be able to do much against us. I won’t have as many men as I’d like, but I’ll manage to get a dozen or two. That should be enough.”

      “It won’t be enough,” Alex said. “Give me a few men so I can react if something goes wrong.”

      “Just who do you think you are?” Nathan asked, moving forward to loom over Alex. “You disappear without a word, then come swanning back in and expect to lead our men?”

      Alex, though a fraction of Nathan’s size, wasn’t intimidated in the slightest. “Yes, and you know why. It’s called stepping up when something needs to be done. That’s what a leader does. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you? You only know how to follow orders. You wouldn’t shake after pissing unless explicitly ordered to.”

      Nathan growled, pushing his forehead against Alex’s.

      Harriet stepped in. “Nathan, that’s enough.”

      As Nathan backed away, Alex’s smug smile caused Nathan to jerk forward once again. With effort, he controlled himself, then stalked out of the room.

      “I’ve never seen Nathan angry before,” I said. He wasn’t the emotional type, more suited to the cold foreboding look of an ancient castle.

      “I can get under people’s skin,” Alex said. “Call it a gift.”

      “Yes. A gift,” Harriet said in a droll voice. “You mentioned an alternative plan. That would be what exactly?”

      “Send a small team to break into the prison,” Alex said.

      “To what end?” she asked.

      “Organize a mass breakout,” Alex said. “You need to get all those shades illegally locked up to be released, don’t you? It certainly appears so if you’re only capable of recruiting two dozen for an important job.”

      “No one wants all of them released,” Harriet said. “The prisoners include Dennis, a kid who murdered a family just to experience killing. Also in the JC is Sam Williams who…. Well, you know what he did.”

      My head sank to my chest. Sam Williams was the wolf shifter who had planned to kill Alex and Jo’s parents. I had put the blame on him but, in fighting him off, it had actually been me who started the fire which had killed the Colliers.

      “I have been forced to forgive others for what happened that night,” Alex said. “Why not him too?”

      My stomach tightened into a knot. The way he said ‘forced to forgive’ told me he hadn’t forgiven, not really, and I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t lost my parents that night, and I couldn’t forgive myself.

      “I’m sorry, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned him,” Harriet said, glancing at me, then back at Alex. “But you can’t mean that you’ll be happy for your parents’ murderer to be freed along with other criminals who deserve to be in prison. No, as well as being wrong thing to do, shades have received enough deserved bad press due to the firedrakes. We need to be trusted.”

      “That’s never going to happen. Have you watched the news lately? Fearmongering has been perfected to an art form,” Alex said. “Plus, what about the experiments being carried out in the restricted area? Aren’t you curious about what’s going on there. Don’t you need to know what she’s doing before Lowndes comes out with a new weapon against you?”

      “It’s only rumors that anything—”

      “Rumors. Really? You’ve heard enough to know something’s going on.”

      “There is,” Harriet admitted. “But we don’t know enough to speculate on what it might be.”

      “Yet people do speculate. Are they discovering the secret to removing elementals from shades? Or maybe they know how to sever the link to Brimstone.”

      I looked up. Was severing the link to Brimstone possible? Was that what Lowndes was referring to earlier when she suggested I could give up my power?

      “It’s true I’d love to know what Lowndes has Doctor Kressan doing in the bowels of that prison,” Harriet said. “But we built it right. It’s nearly impossible to break in without serious manpower and planning.”

      “Doctor Kressan is at the JC? I didn’t know that,” I said. “Does she have the fire summoning crystal?”

      “Probably,” Alex said. “Since you let her just take it last year, damn fool that you were.” He focused back on Harriet. “The prison isn’t so hard to break in for those who know its secrets.”

      “Secrets.” Harriet’s eyes narrowed. “You set up a secret entrance, didn’t you? Without telling me.”

      Alex nodded. “I wasn’t sure you’d go for the idea.”

      “I was your boss.” Harriet’s voice was low but with a dangerous edge to it. “If you knew I wouldn’t go for it, then it shouldn’t have been built.”

      “You were in charge, but I was project manager. I didn’t have to burden you with every detail.” Alex shrugged. “It wasn’t a matter of hiding it from you. Just telling you at the correct time. Which would be now.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Harriet walked around the couch to stand closer to Alex. “Are you this unconcerned because you don’t realize what a betrayal this was or because you just don’t care? I’ve done nothing but help you from the first.”

      “I did nothing wrong except for showing some foresight.” Alex turned away from her toward me. “So what about you, Rune? You’re your man, right? Will you follow Harriet like her lapbear, or will you help me break in.”

      “Neither,” I said.

      “Neither?” Alex asked. Harriet didn’t react to my response; she continued to glare at Alex in silent fury.

      “It was a mistake helping today. And by being reckless, Pete could easily have died.”

      On the couch, Pete straightened out of his slumped position. “Dude, I had that. Expert driver, like me, I was never in danger.”

      “We got lucky. And I’m sick of following half-baked crazy-ass plans that put everyone in risk for no good reason.” With that, I walked out of the living room and straight out the main door. Noah and Persia, with their arms linked around their shoulders, were whispering to each other as they came up the path. Noah, seeing me, started to say something. I ignored him, skipping around both of them and continuing down the street without looking back.

      It was only when I was two blocks away from Ten-two that I figured out where I was going.
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      When I reached Danny’s house, I stood in the porch for a long moment before finally pressing the doorbell. No answer. I knocked, then tried the doorbell again. Nothing. I scowled at the door, then moved around to the side of the house, knowing that—as a trucker who often spent several days on the road—he was as likely to be in a different state as to be at home. The white-painted side gate was ajar, though, so I pushed it open and walked into the back yard. I heard a bang, hesitated, then continued forward. “Danny. Danny, you there?”

      “Who is it?” Danny emerged from a shed that leaned against the back wall of his property, rubbing his hands on a rag. Beside him, with the bonnet open, was a sky-blue pickup truck. “Rune, how did you know to come?” Danny patted the roof of the cab. “I never told you I finalized the sale.”

      “You bought this for me?” When I’d mentioned I was interested in buying something suitable for off-road, Danny had insisted on finding it. His network of friends apparently all owned pick-ups or similar. “I didn’t even give you the money.”

      “I got a good bargain so I paid already. If you don’t want it—”

      “Absolutely I want it. I’ll bring the cash when I get a chance.”

      He’d been the driver of a truck I’d been tasked to protect, and we had bonded during the journey, and remained in contact since. Knowing about my abilities never seemed to matter to Danny—I liked that I felt normal around him. He was in his fifties and overweight, though he didn’t look fat because he had a frame that held the weight well. A white handlebar mustache flopped over his mouth. His skin had the coarse rubbery look of outdoorsy men the world over.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you bought it?”

      “I wanted to fix it up before showing you,” Danny said. “But now you’re here, you might as well help. Are you any good with… no, I’m not letting you near the engine. I just have to finish replacing the timing belt and putting everything back together, and it’ll be done. One of these panels needs to be treated for rust, though. How are you with simple tasks?”

      “I’ll give anything a go.”

      “Start here.” Danny handed over a wire brush, showing me the rusted area.

      He then picked up a spanner and stuck his head under the bonnet. “I said I’d get you a good warhorse, and that’s what this truck is. I know the guy who owned it before, and he took pretty good care of it. He just didn’t take care of the little things, you know, and those build up. That’s why I want to give it a good makeover before handing it to you. Treat it right, and it’ll treat you right. Same for everything really. Marriage, for instance. My wife chided me for being unromantic, and I guess she was right; she usually was. Never once bought her flowers or chocolates. But she knew I was there for her one million percent, and she was there for me. That matters more than silly romantic gestures. What’s stronger than steel?”

      “Spiderwebs.”

      “We were tied together by bonds as strong as spiderwebs.” He laughed. “That doesn’t sound right. Doesn’t matter though. If I ever said something poetic, she’d faint in shock.”

      It was a quirk of Danny’s that he talked about his wife often, sometimes as if she was still around, even though she had passed away over a decade ago. It was his way of keeping her alive in his heart. He rarely brought her up directly; he’d just mention her when a subject touched a memory of her, which it did more often than not. It was endearing in a rather morbid way.

      I got to work on the rust spots with the wire brush. A fine copper dust began to fall, coating my shoes. “Is it okay that I’m scratching up the blue paint?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes, that’s fine,” Danny said. “Once the rust is gone, we’ll treat it, then touch up the whole panel.”

      I began to scrub in earnest, wondering if finding this here had been a sign. I had some money saved up from when I’d been working long hours on the prison, and at the time I’d asked Danny to keep an eye out for a vehicle, I hadn’t fully decided to leave Lusteer. It had merely been a way of keeping my options open. Now it seemed like the solution to my problems had fallen in my lap. Did I even need to return to Ten-two?

      “Listen to me, chatting away about myself without even asking about you,” Danny said. “You’re well, I hope.”

      “I’ve been worse.”

      “I get very chatty when I haven’t talked to anyone in a while. My wife would be amazed at how much I talk sometimes these days. When she was around, even when I was traveling for weeks at a time, each day I’d be on the phone with her for an age. Lord, I don’t know how we filled the time. Of course, it was all her talking and me listening.” He lifted his head out from under the bonnet. “Hey, what am I thinking Bringing you in here, and putting you straight to work. Where’s my manners; where’s my hospitality? My wife would have clipped me around the ear. Let’s get you inside for tea and biscuits, or, better again, beer and chips.”

      “Actually, if you don’t mind, I’d prefer to work.”

      “Fair enough. If you’re sure.”

      “I am. And I’d appreciate a place to sleep for the night if you have it.”

      “Of course.” He lowered himself back under the truck. “I must say I like to hear that. About you wanting to work. I’m sure not all young people are lazy, but sometimes it seems like that. There’s a satisfaction in a job well done that’s impossible to get from anything else. Can’t be replicated with a lifetime of video games, social media, youtubing or whatever newfangled thing kids are doing these days. My wife used to say…”

      I got into a nice rhythm, rubbing at the rust and listening to Danny reminisce over his wife, ruminate about trucking, and complain about the passage of time. I said a few words here and there, enough for Danny to know I was still listening, but not enough to hold any of the load of the conversation.

      I didn’t want to talk, I didn’t want to think—I wanted to wear myself out with good wholesome work, then sleep like the dead.
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      Flames roared skyward all around me, and my heart rose joyfully. This time, I knew where I was, and I was delighted to have returned. I’d get to meet her again. “Sash!” I shouted. “Where are you? Are you alive?” I choose a direction and paced forward at speed, no longer having to fear that the flames continued forever.

      As I walked, I continued to call for Sash, but I got no reply. When I finally emerged from the flames, I paused to look around. The Shield, Sash had called the wall of flames. The giant wall curved away from me in both directions. The air was a hazy orange, and I couldn’t see far in the distance, but I got the sense that the walls circled all the way around the area upon which I stood, the Oasis. I was on Brimstone, but I had no idea how much of what I saw was a mirror of that world, and how much was purely my imagination, pure dream.

      “Sash!” I called again. “Come out to talk to me.”

      And this time she did. One moment I was alone, the next she stood in front of me. “It’s you,” I said. “It’s really you.”

      “What an inane thing to say,” she replied. “Who else could I be but myself.”

      A smile flashed across my face, gone as soon as I re-remembered what had happened to her. “Are you really alive?”

      “Of course I’m alive. What’s this, inane question day?”

      “I saw you die.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, a confused look on her face.

      “I killed you,” I said. “I felt the blood drain from your body, and I watched the light fade from your eyes. How are you alive?”

      “I remember now. You did kill me.” She smiled softly. “Damn, I didn’t think you capable.”

      That smile sent a beam of pure agony knifing through my core. “How?” I asked.

      “Uro,” she replied, answering my one word question with a word of her own. A name, which, despite the buffeting hot winds caused by the flames around us, caused a chill to pass through my body. Uro, who I’d compared to Sauron, a being of pure evil, was somehow keeping the one I loved alive.

      “No.” I turned away from her. “This is just a dream. No, it’s a nightmare.”

      She reappeared in front of me once again. “You don’t understand. You’ve never understood.”

      “Understood what?”

      “Uro. I thought you couldn’t understand, wouldn’t understand. That’s why I didn’t try to persuade you before we fought, before you killed me. He has since told me I was wrong about you.”

      I turned and ran from her, ran as hard and fast as I could. When I slowed, though, she was standing in front of me once again. I came to a stop.

      “I loved you, you know. I never said that to you when you were alive; I didn’t even know it until after. Not directly after. It was months later that I realized. I should have been getting over you when the darkness of the world just opened up and swallowed me up. And in the pit of darkness, claws of guilt and claws of grief took turns disemboweling me.” As I said those words, I looked into her eyes and saw no emotion mirrored back.

      “You’re definitely dead,” I said. I wanted the nightmare to end.

      And then it did.

      I sat up in the bed, breathing heavily. My head jerked back and forth, trying to make sense of where I was. It took a few moments before I remembered I was in Danny’s spare room and a few moments more before my breathing recovered.

      I lay back down. Jerome, I thought. I need to talk to you.

      It seemed he wanted to keep watching without saying anything, but I wasn’t going to continue to allow it. I clutched the necklace, feeling and ignoring the barbed-wire prongs digging into my hand. I know you can hear me. This time, you’ll answer me, or so help me, the next time I see Persia, I’ll get her to drive her chain mace through this necklace, damn the consequences.

      You realize you’re hurting yourself, not me, when you squeeze, Jerome thought.

      I don’t care.

      Also, the chain mace would probably behead you before it damaged me, he thought. Intelligence is still a weak point for you, isn’t it? You should work on that.

      I had no interest in bantering with him. Tell me, is Sash real or was that a dream? I didn’t doubt that Jerome was spying on my dream just like he did with everything else that happened inside my mind.

      I don’t know. I don’t like it, though. The way you couldn’t find her at all at first, then, when you tried to avoid her, she was everywhere. Creepy.

      Look who’s talking, you creepy necklace, you, I thought. Tell me what you do know.

      It’s not just your own mind speaking to yourself, Jerome thought. There’s some connection to Brimstone. Many of the details of the place were perfect.

      What do you know about the Oasis?

      It’s a section of Brimstone that Uro rules over. The concept of ownership or property doesn’t exist in Brimstone, and until Uro created the Oasis, it wasn’t considered possible to control an area. Those who stay inside the Oasis are protected by the Shield and no longer have to fight for their existence. Uro has carved a little bit of order from the chaos, but in doing so he’s changed both of our worlds.

      Bringing order from chaos sounds like something good. Is there any way that Uro is good, that he’s not evil? I asked.

      There’s no such thing as good and evil in Brimstone. There’s only winning and losing. Survival and extinction.

      Uro just had to be evil because if he wasn’t, then I’d been even more wrong to kill Sash, and already, I could barely live with what I’d done. I turned to the side and tucked my chin into the pillow. Uro had told Sash that she was wrong about me. That meant that Uro not only knew about me, but that he was actively thinking about me. Was he going to turn me into one of his followers like he did to Sash and to the fire sorcerer, Yarley?

      Is that all you have to say to me? Jerome thought. Just going to pump me for information, then go back to sleep. Not even a thank you.

      Yes. I pulled the blankets tight over my head. I was in no mood to deal with Jerome’s whining.

      It took a long time for sleep to return.
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      Having washed and showered, I descended the stairs. Despite the interruption of the dream—or whatever it was—I felt refreshed. Sleeping in past noon tended to do that.

      Hearing voices, I cautiously entered the living room. “Hey,” I said.

      Danny sprang to his feet, switching off the TV but not before I got a quick look at Caroline Black on the screen.

      “Watching the news?” I asked.

      The way his gaze skittered away from mine said that he had being watching me on the news or heard me talked about. “Do you want some food?” he asked. “I cooked sausages and some eggs earlier.”

      “Sounds good. Lead the way.” Just then, my cellphone rang. “Hold on, I’ll take this first.” I stepped back into the hall and answered.

      It was Jo. “Rune, where are you?” she asked.

      “Who wants to know?”

      “The prison handover is at six today,” she said.

      “Why are you like this, Jo? I try to get away, for everyone’s sake, and you drag me back in. First visiting Ally, then protecting Pete. I explained to you why I have to go. You’ll be sorry when your manipulations get me killed. Or worse, when I cause the death of everyone else.”

      “Rune, it’s not like that. You know I love you.”

      “I have to go.”

      “But Rune—”

      “I have to go,” I repeated, then I hung up. Immediately feeling terrible, I returned to the living room and sat down on the nearest chair. I had tried to put the dream out of my mind, but clearly it was still affecting me.

      Danny stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “The sausages?” he asked.

      “Maybe in a while. How’s the pick-up coming along?”

      Danny sat down opposite. “Pretty good. I tinkered some this morning again. I’d like to spend another day on her, but if you wanted to take her now, she wouldn’t let you down. You’re considering leaving Lusteer straight away?”

      I nodded.

      Danny gestured toward the TV. “When I wasn’t working outside on the truck, I was watchi—”

      “The JC is being handed over at six, yes, I know.”

      “I don’t normally talk about all this stuff; I get the feeling you prefer it that way,” Danny said gently. “But perhaps you’d like to talk now.”

      “I guess.” I turned to Danny. “What’s your take on all this? What do the ordinary everyday people make of the madness?”

      “There’s no such thing as an everyday ordinary person, and if there was, I wouldn’t presume to speak for him or her.”

      I glanced up at him. “Sorry. That was condescending.”

      “It’s fine. I can’t imagine what stress you are under. Most people are experiencing a primal fear that they haven’t felt since they were old enough to know monsters didn’t live under their beds. Sometimes, knowing that magic is real seems ridiculous, sometimes getting on with normal day to day life seems ridiculous after what we now know. And the confusion just adds to the general apprehension. One day, all shades are bad guys, the next, some of them are helping us. Sentinels are our protectors, except when fire sentinels are reported to be the worst of the worst.”

      “I’m a fire sentinel,” I said.

      “That I know,” Danny said. “And one thing I’m sure of is that you are one of the good ones.”

      “I wish I was sure of that.”

      Danny smiled, thinking I was joking. “I haven’t known you long, Rune, and to be honest, you’ve got the dumbest first name I’ve ever heard, but whenever I’m watching the news and struggling to make heads or tails of all stuff about magic and shifters, and I don’t know what, remembering that you are out there looking out for the everyday ordinary person calms my fears.”

      “Didn’t you hear? I’m planning to leave Lusteer.”

      “Still, wherever you are—”

      “I’m not some vigilante superhero protecting people. The power inside me is more curse than blessing. The less I do, the better off everyone is.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. You saved me at least,” Danny said. “You understand what’s going on better than most of us.”

      “I should, but too many things still don’t make sense. L-SED officers have the athletic abilities of supernaturals, yet the organization hates shades, and they can’t all be sentinels like Lowndes. Are there experiments being performed in the restricted areas of the JC and to what end? Is it possible to take away the power of fire sentinels without killing them? Is Lowndes really going to just hand over the prison, take her division and leave the city? Why did Richard Sulle give her control of the JC in the first place if he’s a shade? Who are the firedrakes, and what do they really want? Is their power related to Conor Duffy, and/or is he involved in what’s happening in the city?”

      “Take a breath,” Danny said. “That’s a lot of things to hold in your mind at once.”

      I gave a weak smile, realizing I had dumped out a stream of thoughts that I couldn’t expect Danny to understand. “And that isn’t the half of it,” I added. I hadn’t even mentioned Uro or Sash.

      “I only understood about…” He laughed. “I was about to say, one fifth of it, but, heck, only a few words registered. L-SED, JC, Lowndes, firedrakes. Listen, if you are leaving Lusteer, and you need somewhere to hide out for a while, I might be able to help you. There’s this lake cabin I own.”

      “No, you’ve already done too much for me.”

      “I haven’t gone there in years, and I don’t intend to return any time soon,” Danny said. “It was my and my wife’s favorite place. You know I don’t mind talking about her; it brings me closer to her. When I revisited the lake after she passed, I thought I would feel a similar joyous remembrance, but it’s not like that. All I feel is the sharp pain of her absence.”

      “I understand,” I said. To go to the cabin and remember Sash and feel pain. Perhaps it would be the perfect place for me.

      “You’re probably surprised that, after all these years, I can’t return to a place full of happy memories, given how much I talk about her.”

      “I’m not that surprised,” I said. In all the times he’d talked about her, Danny had never said his wife’s name. Her passing had taken a piece out of Danny’s life that would never return. “Do you ever think… I’m sure it must have been horrifically painful for you, with the cancer and everything… Do you ever…” I trailed off.

      “Would I be happier if I’d never known her?” His voice broke slightly. “I haven’t cried in years…” He swallowed. “But even to hear you suggest that.”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “I’d accept double the pain for one more day with her,” he said. “It’s worth it, it’s always worth it, and don’t let anyone tell you different. Don’t let the fear of being hurt isolate you from those around you. The worse thing is to pass through life like a ghost, not touching, not affecting those around them. It’s not a real life at all. I’m telling you, don’t give up on love. At the end, that’s all that really matters.”

      I first thought of Sash, then I thought about Jo and Alex and Pete back in Ten-two. Could I really just get in a pickup and leave them behind without saying anything? “Maybe sometimes love means letting go.”

      “I don’t claim to be an expert in any of the details of what to do and why. I don’t care what the question is, I just know love is the answer.”

      I chuckled. “And you said you aren’t a poet.”

      Danny chuckled back. “Not sure where that came from. I must have seen it written somewhere or heard it. It’s true though. Everyone needs a compass to follow, and if you don’t choose love in some form, then you are doing it wrong.”

      I nodded. “I don’t know if phrases too saccharine for Hallmark cards qualifies as advice, but you’ve actually clarified my thinking. I’ll take you up on the use of that cabin, but not right now. I have some things to take care of first.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Thursday 13:50

          

        

      

    

    
      Arriving back at Ten-two, I opened the always unlocked front door and walked into the hall. I had expected to find the house buzzing with activity, but it was silent. I almost turned around and walked straight back out again with the intention of never returning. No, I would stick to the decision I had made. I would let Pete and Jo and the others know that I had to leave and that first I would see to an end what had begun. Once the JC was back in the control of Harriet Ashley, the situation in Lusteer would surely calm down.

      The living room and kitchen were empty, and it was only when I tried the rarely opened back door that I found the others. The back garden of Ten-two was an enclosed space with high walls which was so neglected that, other than watching the nature channel, it was my closest experience of rainforest terrain. However, the vegetation wasn’t as thick as the last time I’d been out here; some of it had been recently cleared away.

      In one corner, Ally and Harriet sat on chairs facing each other, both with focused expressions on their faces as they used their magic. Ally’s hands were in front of her, fingers outstretched as she manipulated a small wall of fire between herself and Harriet. Harriet had created tendrils of smoke which pulsed against this fire.

      Two supernaturals—one an unstable child—practicing magic was alarming enough, but what was happening on the other side of the garden had me even more fearful. Pete was holding a longbow stretched out in front of him, pulling the string and arrow back to his cheek. This bow wasn’t like the flimsy one Nathan had broken. My hands instinctively went to my mouth. He wasn’t aiming at me; it was just that Pete was the kind of person who you wouldn’t put chopping vegetables for fear someone would lose a finger.

      Pete released, and the arrow sped forward and thumped into a wooden board that had been erected against the far wall. The arrow didn’t hit inside the painted circle, but it wasn’t that far away either. Nathan, who I just then noticed had been standing dangerously close, took a step forward and grabbed Pete’s forearm. “Don’t let this fall until you hear the arrow strike.” He slapped the outside of Pete’s thigh. “And hold your legs steady.”

      “Not bad, though, was it?” Pete asked.

      “For a beginner,” Nathan considered, “you’re bad, but not terrible.”

      Pete fist pumped as if that was the greatest praise he’d ever received. Then, spotting me, he held up his bow. “I’m moving up in the world,” Pete said. “I’m no longer Samwise Gamgee. I’m now Legolas.”

      “Didn’t you tell me the hobbits were the strongest of all the heroes because they were the only ones who could resist the power of the ring.”

      “I’ve the heart of Frodo and Sam, and the elf eyes of Legolas,” Pete said.

      “And the stupidity of the stone trolls.”

      “The stone trolls were in The Hobbit, not Lord of the Rings,” Pete said. “Get it right.”

      “They still existed in…” I stopped myself. I wasn’t going to get into an argument about Middle Earth. “Fine.”

      “The prison handover is at six o’clock,” Nathan said.

      “So everyone keeps telling me.” I turned, then jumped as I realized someone was just behind me.

      It was Persia. “I seem to have an effect on you,” she said.

      “You just startled me. How long were you standing there?”

      She studied me. “It’s not just now. Whenever you notice me, this white startled look appears on your face.”

      “I guess you are just that scary.” Nothing to do with the way she reminded me of Sash.

      “I wish. I’m just too short. Even wielding a fiery chain mace, I can’t pull being terror-inducing. Except with you, the best I can usually hope for is evoking a little light concern.”

      “I seriously doubt that. I saw you fight.”

      “We should never have been out there,” Persia said. “I warned about the firedrakes. My instincts were right. First the mayor wouldn’t listen, then everyone else.”

      “I agree. We could have just gotten in contact with Lowndes and organized for the mayor to be given back, and he would have ordered the handover of the JC. Instead, we risked lives, destroyed property, and made a big spectacle on live TV. And it could have been worse. None of us fire sentinels had needed to use magic that would open a portal to Brimstone, but by engaging in the fight, that was always a possibility. All for no good reason. Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      “You still came back,” she said.

      “One last time,” I said. “Then I’m out. You and Noah are staying?”

      She nodded. “Lusteer is the battle line for us. Walker sent Lowndes here for a reason. If we hide, the Order will find us eventually. If we are going to go down, we want it to be fighting the good fight.”

      “You think the handover of the JC will go better than our attempt to bring the mayor to the news conference?”

      She tilted her head. “It better. From what I’ve heard, we don’t have enough people if something goes wrong. Though three fire sentinels makes up some for our lack of numbers.”

      “The only thing worse than too many shades is too many fire sentinels,” I said.

      “Huh?”

      It had been Lowndes who’d said that. “Are you not terrified that any decision you might make could be catastrophically the wrong one? The more power one has, the more devastating the consequences of a wrong choice.”

      “You can’t think like that,” Persia said.

      “What if Noah was in mortal danger and the only way to help him was to draw on power from Brimstone?” I asked.

      “To save Noah’s life, I’d draw from the fires of hell if I had to.”

      “What about the consequences?”

      “Damn the consequences!”

      In her expression was the fierceness that I had noticed before. I admired her love and loyalty toward Noah, but at the same time was scared by it. Perhaps Lowndes was right about fire sentinels bringing too much danger to the world.

      “I better let you through,” I said, stepping to the side. “Nathan, Pete, Harriet, and Ally are out there. Watch out for flying magic, and even more dangerous, flying arrows.”

      Leaving her behind, I went to seek out Jo. I first checked the room where she had given me a smartwatch, and there she was, hunched over her computer, working furiously. When I walked in, she looked up, then returned to her typing.

      I leaned back against a wall, waiting, giving her a chance to finish whatever she was doing.

      “What can you tell me about the firewall in the JC?” she asked when she finally paused working.

      “Excuse me?”

      “And what software do they have to track intruders? Is there an automatic shutdown protocol?”

      It sounded like she was trying to access the JC security systems. “Why would you need to hack in?”

      “You never know when it might be useful,” Jo said.

      “This is to do with Alex’s plan, isn’t it? He still intends to break in.”

      “It’s a backup plan,” Jo said.

      “And does Harriet know about this? Did she give the okay?”

      “Alex thinks it’s best to keep the idea low key for now.”

      “I think it’s best not to undermine our chances of peacefully getting the JC. Lowndes didn’t have to agree to the mayor’s demands, but she did.” Although I had implemented much of the I.T. security in the JC, I no longer had passwords, so I couldn’t be that much help to Jo. “I won’t tell Harriet what you and Alex are doing,” I said. “But I’m not going to encourage the hair-brained scheme by helping you.”

      “So you really trust Lowndes to hand over the prison?” Jo asked.

      “I trust she’ll do what’s in her own self-interest. The press will be watching closely this evening, so I don’t see what else she can do but go through with it. The L-SED is still a government agency. Perhaps we have put too much trust in Harriet Ashley, and Noah and Persia Hastings.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t know.” I gave a groan, remembering the torrent of questions I’d unloaded on Danny. “I don’t know anything anymore. Anyway, I didn’t come here talk about them. I came to tell you that I have to go.”

      Jo lowered the lid on her laptop, clicking it shut. “What do you mean, you have to go?”

      “First, I’d like to apologize for how I was on the phone to you earlier. It was unforgivable.”

      “It’s fine. I understand how much pressure you are under.”

      “Thank you. About leaving—you know how Tyler just disappeared one day, and we haven’t heard from him since. I almost did the same today. But I decided to come back to say goodbye first, then leave tomorrow instead. But my decision is final. Don’t try and change my mind.”

      “Tomorrow,” Jo said. “Does that mean you intend to see the JC transferred first?”

      “Yes. I believe that’s important enough to see through.”

      “Good. I hate to think of something you and Alex helped build being used for evil purposes,” she said. “Not to mention that it’s built on the site of our old family home.”

      “I hope once the JC is in Harriet’s control, the situation in Lusteer will calm down. For a while at least.”

      “Are you sure you have to leave?” Jo asked. “The fight won’t end today. The world needs you.”

      “No, it’s the opposite. The world needs me to disappear. Everything I do just makes things worse.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve done amazing things. For one, you saved me a number of times. You also saved Alex and Ally. I know that everything you’ve done hasn’t always turned out the way you planned, but everything you’ve done has been for the right reasons.”

      “I wish that was enough. The road to hell is paved with good intentions, and brick by brick, I’m following…” My voice caught. “I’m going to miss you. I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

      Jo stood up and opened her arms. “So do we say goodbye now?”

      I leaned forward and hugged her.

      “I’m not going to cry,” Jo said. “I’m not sure how, but things will work out.”

      I clutched her tightly. My own tears threatened to fall, but I held them back. I had to be strong. I was doing what I had to. For Jo, and for everyone else.

      Jo released me and stepped back. “So are you going to tell everyone else?”

      “I guess so.” Saying goodbye to Jo had been easier than I’d thought, so I no longer feared telling the rest.

      “How do you think it’ll go?”

      “Nathan and Harriet will probably just shrug and tell me they don’t believe I’ll stay gone.”

      “And Alex?” Jo asked.

      “I don’t think Alex will care.”

      “Go easy on him,” Jo said. “He tries to hide it, but he still hasn’t recovered from the kidnapping.”

      “What do you expect me to do?” I asked. “We barely speak anymore.”

      “And Pete?” Jo asked. “I know. He’ll say, ‘Dude.’”

      I laughed. “Of course.”

      “You’ll tell him you love him and will miss him, then try to give him a hug, right?”

      “I’m not sure about that.”

      “He’ll push you away, saying, ‘Dude, I’m not into dudes.’”

      “That part I can imagine.” We both laughed.
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      Lowndes was late. The handover was supposed to happen at six o’clock, and with every additional minute that passed beyond the deadline, the tension doubled.

      We were a sorry looking group. Nathan and Harriet had managed to collect just over a dozen shades to bring with us in addition to Persia, Noah, Pete, Ally, and myself. Jo had once again stayed away, making sure she was in contact via the phone and smartwatch. I was surprised she hadn’t objected to Ally coming along.

      The other shades all looked like they would prefer to be anywhere else—most of them would have appeared more at home in a homeless shelter than in a battle. A single eagle shifter flew overhead, giving some confidence that Lowndes couldn’t try anything without us becoming aware of it. We had a forest to our backs, so it was possible Harriet had reinforcements hidden and ready to pounce. I doubted she did, but Lowndes didn’t necessarily know that.

      We were positioned just outside the gates of the JC. No guards were in view. A tall wire fence, made of titanium of course, stretched away from us in both directions. At the far end of the road to the prison, the media scrum huddled. Vans, cameras, clicking cameras; they waited, expectant, and watching on TV screens throughout Lusteer, the rest of the city also waited. I couldn’t see Caroline Black, but I had no doubt she was prominently positioned back there. Beyond the media vans, several L-SED vans were parked on the side of the road, presumably to take Lowndes and her officers away from the prison, and hopefully away from Lusteer. I scowled through the wire fence at the prison buildings. What was keeping Lowndes and Sergeant Taylor and the rest?

      “It’s not for us to choose the power we are given,” a voice beside me said. “All that is up to us is to decide what to do with it.”

      I turned. “Pete, what nonsense are you spouting now.”

      “Not nonsense. I’m paraphrasing what Gandalf said to Frodo.”

      “What a wizard said to a hobbit. That’s the definition of nonsense.”

      “Dude, take that back.” A pained expression appeared on Pete’s face. “It’s wizardly wisdom.”

      “And you choose this moment to share it with me?”

      “It’s about what you told me earlier. About how you have to leave because you are afraid of your power.”

      “What I didn’t tell you earlier—or at least, didn’t stress enough—is that you shouldn’t be here. You should be back with Jo. It’s too dangerous. Every other person in this group is a shade or sentinel.”

      “I didn’t receive a letter to Hogwarts when I was eleven. I didn’t receive the power of a slayer at eighteen. Unlike some others.” He glared at me. “I’m not going to wait and see if Gandalf knocks on my hobbit hole when I’m fifty. This is my time.”

      “Hard to argue with that,” I said. “Not because it makes sense, rather because it’s so ridiculous.”

      Pete slapped me on the back. “Dude, I knew you’d understand. We speak the same language.”

      The strangest thing was that Pete didn’t look out of place. To go with his longbow, Nathan had given Pete a quiver of five or six titanium arrows—clearly modified L-SED bolts. His unkempt facial hair could pass as warrior-man beard rather than homeless-person beard. There was a small chance that this was the direction in Pete’s life that he had always needed.

      With a creak, the prison gate opened, and I refocused on the JC. The thump-thump of marching feet preceded the appearance of the L-SED officers, who were in two abreast-drill formation, around fifty of them, in clean well-pressed tan uniforms. Sergeant Taylor—who sported the ultimate warrior-man beard—marched to one side, glowering at the marching officers as if daring them to put a foot out of place.

      My smartwatch vibrated, and I looked down to see a text message on it. “Do you see the wooded area behind you?”

      “Ok Google. Talk. Of course. What about it? EndTalk.” I whispered into the watch.

      After a moment, another text message appeared.

      “In the northwestern corner of that wood, fifty paces from the JC fence, you’ll find a small pump house. Alex is waiting there.” She didn’t have to specify why.

      I glanced back toward the media vans where cameramen had spread out to capture the scene. I was almost certain I could pick out Caroline Black in front of one of those cameras, though she wasn’t going to be able to report on as much excitement as the last time. Apart from the slight delay, everything was unfolding as Lowndes had promised. The L-SED officers were unarmed. I wasn’t sure where Lowndes was, and I would feel happier if—there. I spotted her strolling out the gate fifty yards behind her men.

      I lifted the smartwatch to my mouth. “Ok Google. Talk. Tell Alex to stand down. We won’t need any backup plan. EndTalk.”

      For the first time, I felt really good about my decision to leave Lusteer. Nathan could train Pete to get better with the longbow while keeping him out of trouble. Jo wouldn’t back down from doing what she thought right, but she was clever enough to know that she was more useful far from direct danger. With the JC handed over, the firedrakes would have less reason to continue terrorizing the city. And Lowndes could leave to set up the Chicago Shade Enforcement Division as she had threatened. Then it would be a relatively calm Lusteer that I drove away from when I went to Danny’s cabin by the lake. On my own, maybe I would figure out what my dreams about Sash meant, maybe I wouldn’t, but at least I wouldn’t be able to bring harm down upon anyone else.

      Beware, came a thought.

      Is that you, Jerome? I thought back.

      I didn’t wait for a reply. The L-SED officers were closer now, almost alongside us on the road, the thump thump of their marching feet beginning to sound ominous. Whether the thought came from Jerome or my own subconscious, I couldn’t ignore the warning. I grabbed the two closest arms, Nathan’s and Noah’s. “Be ready,” I told them. “Something’s not right.”

      “What isn’t?” Noah asked.

      Nathan looked around rapidly. “I don’t see anything. Sentinel, unless you see something definite, under no circumstances summon your multani. Provoking a reaction is the last thing we want.” Nevertheless, he moved to speak to Harriet in a low whisper, then began to move through the shades, warning them to be ready.

      Harriet approached me. “What have you seen?”

      “It’s just a feeling.”

      She gave me a hard look, then nodded. She looked upward toward the eagle shifter. It continued in lazy circles, giving no indication of having seen anything untoward.

      Despite not having the faintest idea what Lowndes could have planned, my unease deepened. I looked from the officers to Sergeant Taylor to Lowndes, then back to the officers before I figured out what had me so worried. It was the attitude of the men. They didn’t look disappointed or cowed. They marched with a triumphant step.

      Sergeant Taylor came to a sudden stop. “About right!” he shouted. The L-SED officers turned as one. The first row of them stretched out their arms toward us.

      I glanced behind me, and seeing Pete nearby, I threw myself in front of him, simultaneously summoning my fireswords.

      “Fire!” Sergeant Taylor ordered.

      The hand of each of the outstretched L-SED officers’ hands flared with flame. The flame joined together along the line, creating a thick beam.

      The beam of fire came for us, swallowing us up into a world of red and yellow and orange.
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      Despite the protection of my fireswords, the blast of fire threw me backward several paces. I crashed against the ground, and stunned, my world changed from orange to black.

      “Reverse positions!” Sergeant Taylor roared.

      By the time I’d refocused my vision, the line of officers who’d fired at us had stepped back, replaced by a fresh row. These now stretched out their arms toward us.

      “Fire!” Sergeant Taylor shouted.

      Lying on the ground, half-stunned, I didn’t have time to react. I could only stare in horror as a second giant beam of fire shot toward me.

      But instead of striking and tearing through me, the fire flared upward into a bowl-like shape that surrounded the whole group.

      “Get up!” Harriet shouted. “Everyone who still can, get up. Seek out any wounded. We have to get out of here. Ally can’t hold on forever.”

      I stumbled to my feet, looking around. Ally had done it, I realized; she had saved us. The beam of fire hadn’t formed into a bowl-like shape—Ally’s massive fire shield had deflected it. And still she stood, sweat pouring down her face, a ten year old kid holding off the combined force of over twenty men.

      Bodies lay strewn all around us, and Noah and Persia moved quickly through them. “They’re dead,” Noah said. “There’re all dead.”

      Harriet bent down and touched her palm to Nathan’s forehead, whispering something. All the shifters had died in that first blast, I realized. The only ones who could protect themselves were sentinels who could summon a multani, and sorcerers like Harriet and Ally who formed shields.

      “Pete!” I shouted out suddenly, looking around. He was at my feet, eyes open, though his face was pale. I crouched down by his side. “Are you okay?”

      His arm and the left side of his body was badly burned. “Dude,” he breathed. When he attempted a smile, I felt something inside me break.

      “You’ll be okay,” I told him.

      The orange light that had surrounded us disappeared as both Ally’s shield and the beam of fire disappeared. Ally slumped to the ground.

      “We have to get out of here.” Harriet thrust her arms outward, and spikes of black smoke shot toward Sergeant Taylor and the L-SED officers who ducked, forming shields of fire to protect themselves. Harriet then ran over to Ally, lifted the girl into her arms, and raced for the woods. Noah and Persia took off after her.

      I tucked my arms under Pete, hugged him close to my body and ran after the others. I held him as gently as I could, but I knew I couldn’t afford to move slowly. With every bounce, a reedy squeak of pain leaked from Pete’s mouth.

      All four of us used our supernatural speed so we reached the first line of trees within seconds. Harriet came to a stop and lowered Ally down, leaning her against the far side of one tree, and Noah and Persia sought shelter behind a wide trunk. I laid Pete on the ground.

      It hurt to look at his injuries. All along his left arm, pieces of clothing melted against flesh. The sickening smell of burning flesh clung to him. I’d only protected his right side when I’d stood in front of him. He had to be in agony, but other than the squeaks of pain on the run, he wasn’t complaining. “How are you bearing this?” I asked.

      He swallowed. “I don’t see…” He swallowed again. “Any other option.”

      I took his right hand and held it tightly. “I’m sorry. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have let you come. I should have protected you better.”

      He shut his eyes, seeming to need to gather some internal strength before reopening his eyes and replying. “I made my choice, and I don’t regret it. Even the smallest can make a difference.”

      Even now, he was still thinking about hobbits and fantasy stories. Anger flashed inside me. “But you didn’t do anything. You made no difference.”

      A painful grin spasmed across his face. “Thanks, dude.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” I gripped his hand tighter, then looked to the others. “What can we do?”

      Noah’s cheek rested against bark as he looked back toward the prison gates. “We can’t stay here. The officers have broken into small groups, and they are spreading out.”

      “No more,” Pete said in breathy gasps. “When you carried me before, it hurt. No more.”

      Persia came to stand beside me, a look of pained sympathy on her face. “Can I use magic to heal him?” I gripped Persia by the sleeve. “Damn the consequences, remember.”

      “Our magic cannot heal others.”

      “What use is it then?” I shouted at her, dragging her downward by her sleeve. “What use? All it does is cause damage, loss, and hurt to those around us.”

      Noah came over and grabbed my hand, wrenching it away from Persia. “You have to get a hold of yourself. Don’t let your friend’s death be for nothing.”

      “He’s not dead. I’m not going to let that happen.”

      Noah fingers dug into my shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. He’s gone.”

      I looked down and realized he was right. Pete’s eyes stared blankly upward, forever sightless. The pain gone, his features had softened.

      Harriet came over to stand with Noah and Persia. “This has been a terrible day, but we must carry on. We must fight on. For the sake of those fallen as well as those of us still standing.” She looked upward. “Any sign of Frederick?”

      “The eagle shifter? I saw streaks of fire in the sky,” Noah said. “He already got away or he was brought down. Either way, he’s no use to us now.”

      Harriet nodded. “If we keep to the edge of these woods and head south, we’ll come out close to a main road. That’s the best way out of here. Ally?” She looked at where the girl rested against the trunk.

      Ally pushed against the tree and struggled to her feet. “I’m ready,” she said.

      Harriet and Ally began to head south, navigating.

      Noah leaned down beside me. He lowered Pete’s lids, then took my hand and gently disentangled my fingers from Pete’s. “Are you ready?”

      The lump in my throat was so big I couldn’t speak. I managed a nod.

      “Let’s go then.” He guided me to my feet, then he started after Harriet.

      Instead of following him, however, I headed in a different direction, going deeper into the woods.

      “Not that way,” Persia said.

      I ignored her, dodging around a tree and beginning to speed up.

      “Where are you going?” she shouted after me.

      “I won’t let it be for nothing!” I shouted back as I broke into a sprint.
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      I dodged around trees, trying to go as fast as possible. Branches slashed across my body and face, but I ignored the pain. No, I welcomed the pain.

      After a short time, I broke through the tree line. Twenty paces of mowed grass led to the wire fence that encircled the JC. That wasn’t what I sought, at least not directly. I continued alongside the trees, heading for the northwest corner of the woods, scanning desperately for any sign of a building.

      Noah and Persia caught up with me. “What did you do to yourself?” Persia asked. “Your face is bleeding badly.”

      “It’ll heal. Help me search,” I said. “We need to find a small pump-house. It should be around… There.” I spotted a patch of gray brick between two trees, and I sprinted back into the forest. I quickly located the door and charged inside.

      Inside a small room, Alex sat on a chair in a corner. He wasn’t surprised to see me. “Lowndes attacked, I know.” Alex held up his mobile. “I just saw a clip.” He sounded excited. “What happened to your face?”

      “Pete’s dead,” I said simply.

      The excitement drained from him. His eyes shut tight, and his face blanched. “I never thought… That’s awful.”

      I suddenly stepped forward, knelt down in front of where Alex sat, and held out my arms. He didn’t hesitate, leaning forward and giving me a strong hug. We’d had our differences, but we could share in the grief of a friend lost.

      “Who’s this?” Noah asked as he and Persia entered behind me.

      I rose to my feet and stepped back away from Alex, who was still seated on the chair.

      “You were in the house on Fenster Street yesterday, right?” Persia asked, shutting the door of the pump-house.

      “Alex Collier,” I said. “He’s Jo’s sister.”

      “Collier, as in the John Collier prison?” Noah asked.

      I nodded. “The prison was built on lands belonging to his parents. He helped build it, and I believe he can get us in.”

      “There’s a tunnel,” Alex said. He stood up, then moved the chair upon which he’d sat. He dragged a rug across the floor, revealing a trapdoor in the floorboards below.

      I stepped forward, grabbed the metal ring and wrenched the trapdoor open.

      Alex moved to a small counter and picked up a flashlight. “The first hundred yards have no lights.” He started down a steep ladder.

      “Wait,” Persia said. “What’s the plan? I presume that tunnel gets us into the prison, but what then?”

      I hadn’t thought that far ahead; I’d known I had to do something. “It’s better than just running away.”

      “Are we going to release all the shades that have been locked up?” Noah asked. “I doubt the four of us can keep control of the prison.”

      “I’m not sure.” Harriet had argued that some of the prisoners should not be released. “But Lowndes and Taylor and the rest of them are outside the grounds looking for us,” I said. “We’ll at least get a chance to find out what’s going on in there. Then we’ll be able to decide.”

      “Does anyone understand what we just saw?” Noah asked. “It’s not possible, but it appears that every single one of those officers was a fire sorcerer.”

      “I can’t see how they can be just normal shades. Fire sorcerers are not that common,” Persia said. “That doesn’t make sense. The firedrakes start to make more sense though. Lowndes wanted the city to turn against the shades, so she dressed her pet fire sorcerers in costumes and sent them to terrorize the city.”

      I blinked. That was so obviously true that it shouldn’t have had to be pointed out to me. “The answers to what the hell is going on is down there. Alex, lead the way. I’m going. You two can follow or not.”

      Noah and Persia glanced at each other. “Fine, let’s go,” Persia said.

      Alex climbed down to the bottom and started forward, switching on the flashlight. I followed, with Noah and Persia close behind. We continued in silence down a long makeshift tunnel. In places, dirt rained down upon us. The air was thick; the smell was that of decay. It was easy to imagine the place becoming our tomb. Not that I was worried. If I was to die today, then it was no more than my due for being responsible for Pete’s death.

      A metal door blocked the end of the tunnel, and Alex maneuvered the light of the flashlight across it until he found a handle. He yanked on it and found it locked. He tried again with more force to no effect.

      “Let me try.”

      “No, it’s locked,” Alex said. “Jo must not have managed to get it open yet.”

      I lifted my smartwatch to my mouth. “Jo, we need… Ok Google. Talk. Jo, we need you to unlock a door for us. EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. Thank heavens you’re alive, Rune. I’ve been watching on the news. Fire magic flying everywhere but I can’t tell exactly what’s going on except that Harriet and Ally are being pursued. How’s everyone else?”

      She didn’t know about Pete. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, then forced myself to refocus on the job in hand. “Ok Google. Talk. We don’t have time to go into any details now. I’m with Alex, trying to get into the JC. I presume he told you which door we need opened. Did you manage to hack into the system? EndTalk.”

      “Talk message. I was in earlier but got distracted. Give me a few moments.”

      “Would you not have made sure it was open before bringing us down here, Alex?” Persia said from behind us.

      “I have full confidence in Jo,” Alex said.

      “And he’s right to,” I said. “She’ll get us in.” I had set up the firewall and installed many of the defenses against hackers, and though I knew I hadn’t done a bad job, Jo was much smarter than me.

      “Talk message. I unlocked a door. Not a hundred percent that it’s the right one.”

      Alex tried again, and this time the handle creaked downward.

      “Ok Google. Talk. Jo, you’re a lifesaver. EndTalk. Let’s go.”

      Alex switched off his flashlight and left it on the ground by his side, then cautiously pushed the door open. Beyond was a well lit corridor with a tiled floor and white walls. No sign of any guards. Alex led the way. “The restricted area is down this way,” he whispered.

      To either side of the corridor were prison cells, mostly empty. Lowndes had captured much of the shade population, and still the JC wasn’t close to capacity. In the cells that weren’t empty, most of the prisoners didn’t venture forward to investigate our passage. One did, though. A boy I remembered well.

      “Come here,” he said to me.

      I shook my head. “I have to keep going.”

      “Now.” The voice was sharp, compelling.

      I paused.

      “You know who I am,” he said.

      I nodded. It was Dennis.

      “You heard what I did.”

      I nodded.

      He licked his lips. “I can taste your fear, and it’s a delicious tang. And you are right to be afraid. Everyone has an element of pure darkness inside them, though most deny its existence. I am that darkness brought to life. Pure. The evil inside an eleven-year-old child.”

      Persia came back down the corridor to stand beside me. “Grandiose speech. I’d be impressed if he wasn’t from a pale skinny kid with an overactive imagination.”

      Dennis’s lips curled upward, but he didn’t turn toward her, his eyes continuing to stare intensely at me, through me.

      “Come away.” Persia caught hold of my shoulder and dragged me onward.

      I followed her.

      Dennis shouted out, “After, people will say it was the shade inside me that made me evil!” He laughed. “But that was a nothing, easily tamed. Useful, though, for I now wield its power. I won’t be in here forever.”

      I breathed freer when we turned a corner and Dennis was no longer watching me.

      “Who was that?” Persia asked.

      “A problem for later.” I remembered how powerful Ally was and wondered if Dennis was similar. I gave a shudder. “If we’re unlucky.”

      “We’re here.” Alex stopped in front of a door with the words ‘RESTRICTED AREA’ written over it in red letters.

      “Wait.” I reached out a hand to summon a firesword. It came to life, and I immediately let it disappear again. “Just checking.” Titanium lined the cells, but not the corridors. “I’m ready.”

      Alex pressed the down on the bar to open the door, then stepped into a darkened room. He moved to his left, fumbling along the wall. “There should be a light switch,” he said.

      Persia, Noah, and I crowded into the room after him.

      I peered into the darkness, trying to get my bearings. The room was large, and I could just about make out the outline of two large… I wasn’t sure what they were. I took another step forward.

      The door crashed shut behind us, and something heavy fell down on top of me. Realizing I was caught in a titanium net once again, I attempted to immediately throw it off.

      The lights came on, showing Lowndes standing before us. “What a picture,” she said. “Three fire sentinels wriggling about on the floor like beached fish.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          

      

    

    







            Thursday 19:15

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped struggling, realizing it was hopeless. Over a dozen men stood with Lowndes, all wearing the tan uniform of L-SED officers, including Sergeant Taylor. At a nod from Taylor, six of his men ran to secure the sides of the nets, holding them down. Noah and Persia took a few punches and kicks before they also calmed, saving their energy.

      “Drag them out of the way,” Lowndes ordered.

      The men shifted the net so it no longer blocked the door.

      Lowndes smiled down at me. “We’ll talk later, but first I have to do a quick interview.” Lowndes swiveled around. “Kressan, hurry. Whatever you are doing can wait.”

      I hadn’t noticed before, but once Lowndes’s gaze fell on her, I saw Doctor Kressan fiddling with machinery on the other side of the room. Wearing a white lab coat and over-sized glasses, she hurried over, obeying Lowndes’s call. She stopped by me. “Will he do what we need him to?” she asked.

      “Focus on one thing at a time,” Lowndes told her, gesturing her out the door. “Sergeant, turn on the TV, so they can see what we are going to say.”

      “There’s no TV in the room,” Sergeant Taylor said.

      “Find one, use a laptop, something,” Lowndes said, following Doctor Kressan out.

      While Taylor sought to do as his boss had ordered, I turned my head to look at Persia and Noah held down by the same net. Persia’s head rested on Noah’s arm. “Wait for the right moment,” Noah mouthed at me.

      I nodded, glad that at least one of us had a hope we might escape, then I turned my head to look the other way toward where Alex, who hadn’t said anything since we’d entered, stood by the wall. Lowndes hadn’t noted his presence, and Sergeant Taylor hadn’t tried to take him into custody.

      They’d been expecting us. Alex had led us in here, and Lowndes and her men had been waiting. I stared at him, willing Alex to be able to explain the situation, defend himself. He moved farther away, unable to meet my gaze.

      Taylor rolled forward a small desk with a laptop on it. He scratched his head, hesitating, then turned to his men. “Any of you good with computers?”

      He was met with only blank stares.

      “I just need someone to find a live stream of the Lusteer News Network and play it. Surely one of you numbnuts can do that?”

      Finally, an L-SED officer stepped forward, knelt in front of the computer, opened a browser, and started some searches. As that was happening, my gaze fell on my smartwatch. Jo had already hacked in to the prison; perhaps she could help. I curled up my body slightly, not disturbing the net above me so as not to draw attention, then moved my arm so my wrist hairs were touching my lips. “Ok Google. Talk,” I whispered.

      Sergeant Taylor glanced my way.

      “Now that you’ve captured us,” I said loudly, “what’s going to happen?”

      “As long as you cooperate, there’s a good chance you’ll all go free,” Sergeant Taylor said.

      “What do you mean exactly? Cooperate how?” Why did both Kressan and Taylor seem to expect something from me in particular as opposed to the other two fire sentinels?

      “You’ll see,” he said, then turned toward his man at the computer. “Where’s the news stream?”

      “Coming.”

      I glanced at the smartwatch and saw a text message. It said simply, “Listening.” I swallowed down a smile. It made me feel a lot better even though I couldn’t think of how Jo could help.

      “Turn it up,” Sergeant Taylor said, and I turned my attention to the laptop.

      “To explain what we’ve seen today, as much as it can be explained,” Caroline Black, on the laptop screen, said, “we are joined via a video link by Colonel Lowndes and Doctor Kressan. Welcome, ladies.”

      The screen flickered to showing Lowndes and Kressan sitting side by side, Lowndes looking stoic, and Kressan, nervous.

      “As you know, today, we were expecting to see control of the JC handed back to Harriet Ashley, who was originally in charge of building the prison. That’s not exactly what happened.” Caroline Black tried on a smile, then let it fall away.

      “No,” Lowndes agreed. “The JC is too important for the protection of this city. We couldn’t allow it to fall back into shade hands. It would undo all that the L-SED has achieved.”

      “But Mayor Maxwell—” Caroline Black begun.

      “Mayor Maxwell was still being influenced by the shades when he made his previous decision. He’ll confirm this in a later interview, I’m sure.” She looked at the camera, almost as if she was directing her statement at Mayor Maxwell directly. He’ll confirm it if he knows what’s good for him.

      The camera switched back to Caroline Black. “I’m confused. You’re talking about keeping the JC out of the hands of shades. But the whole city saw that L-SED officers are in fact fire shades. Can you explain that?”

      “They absolutely are not,” Lowndes said. “I refuse to work with shades. But that question does bring me to the announcement I want to make. To explain the situation, let me introduce Doctor Kressan beside me. She is… I’ll let her explain her area of expertise.”

      Doctor Kressan licked her lips, then spoke. “I’m a scientist who has dedicated the last year of my life to understanding the power of Brimstone—how it works, how it affects this world, and most importantly, how we can manipulate it.”

      “Due to her dedication and hard work, the doctor has become a vital component in the fight against the evil supernatural forces that unfortunately continue to grow in strength,” Lowndes said. “And I’d like to take this opportunity to announce that Doctor Kressan has invented a device that allows humans to gain powers similar to shades.”

      “They have powers similar to shades?” Caroline asked. “Excuse me if I seem dense. Wouldn’t that make them shades.”

      Doctor Kressan gave a thin smile. “Not dense at all; I’m sure many of your viewers are having a similar reaction. Let me try to explain better.” She paused to adjust her glasses. “Shades come into being when an elemental from Brimstone, an alien being, takes control of a human host. We have invented a method of giving similar power to humans, but no alien consciousness is involved. The person receiving the power remains wholly him- or herself.”

      “We call them shadiers,” Lowndes said. “I select the bravest and most able men, those I am confidence are loyal to our great nation and our government. In return for receiving this power, my men, my fire soldiers promise to fight the shade scourge with every breath.”

      “What about the crossbows, the titanium netguns?” Caroline Black asked. “I thought those weapons were the way you were going to defeat the shades.”

      “They still have their place,” Lowndes said. “But supernatural abilities level the playing field between us and them even more, making our eventual victory certain. Now, as you can imagine, given what’s happened, I still have plenty of work to do today. We scored a great victory for humankind, but it’s only the beginning.”

      “Of course,” Caroline said. “Thank you for taking time out of your day. Now, for those just joining us, let us review what happened today.” The screen changed to show outside of the prison. “At just after six today, L-SED officers marched out of the JC prison…” I could see the group of us huddled together, idiots all. That had been when Pete was still alive.

      “Turn it off,” I said.

      Taylor smirked, but he did as I asked, lowering the lid on the laptop.

      “How come Caroline Black didn’t point out the obvious question by noting the similarities between those men who ambushed and murdered my friends and the terrorists known as the firedrakes?” I asked.

      Sergeant Taylor narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps because it’s a respected news agency and not a channel for airing ridiculous accusations.”

      “Even when they are true?”

      The door opened, and Lowndes and Kressan returned, circling around the net.

      “Elizabeth.” Alex stepped forward. “I did everything you asked. I brought not one but three fire sentinels to you.”

      “And you want your reward?”

      Alex nodded.

      “Of course,” Lowndes said. “Everything is prepared. Step into the chamber.”

      My stomach twisted. From the moment we had been captured I had known, but to hear it confirmed was still horrible. Having Alex talk so calmly and matter-of-fact made it all the worse. “You absolute shagging bastard!” I shouted at him. “I hope the reward is worth it. How much was Pete’s life worth? How many pieces of silver?”

      Alex paused. “I never meant for… I couldn’t have known. What was he even doing there?”

      “You knew innocents would die!” I shouted. “Nathan’s dead too, along with a dozen others. All murdered in a cowardly ambush. You worked with Harriet; you likely knew many of the victims.”

      “I had no choice. It was the only way she would agree. I had to, you see. After what happened.”

      “Alex, hurry.” Lowndes gestured him forward. “Sergeant, bring Rune as well. Use a smaller net to secure him.”

      “Yes, bring me. Bring me to Alex. Give me one decent shot at him.” I threw myself upward, flailing against the net.

      Taylor grabbed some metal netting from one corner and approached like a matador eyeing a bull. He nodded toward two of his men, and they rolled back the net, releasing me. I surged upward but didn’t get far before Taylor threw the netting over me and wrapped his arms around me. I fought against him but—with my power contained by the titanium—to little effect. I recalled how strong Sergeant Taylor been when he’d held me in the elevator after we’d first met. He’d surely been one of Lowndes first shadiers. “Let go of me, you bastard!” My arms were pinned to my side, so I threw my head back to try and headbutt him. I hit only air. “What did you have to do to gain your power, Taylor? Who did you have to betray?”

      He lifted me and carried me toward Lowndes. I leaned my chin forward, preparing to throw another backward headbutt, then my head snapped to the side.

      “Get it together,” Lowndes said. “Be an adult, not a three-year-old with a tantrum.”

      She had hit me, I realized. My cheek smarted, and I could taste blood on the inside of my mouth. I was glad that she had done it, though. She was right. I had to be smart. I had to think.

      “This is where the magic happens,” Lowndes said to Alex, holding the door of the glass chamber open. “Brave soldiers enter, and powerful shadiers emerge.”

      Alex stepped inside, and Lowndes closed the glass door behind him.

      Closer, I was able to examine the machinery in more detail. Two glass chambers, both of a size to fit a single person, stood on either side of a counter with dials and levers. A square container was attached to the outside front of each chamber and a tube connected the two small containers. And inside the container of Alex’s chamber was a small yellow crystal that I recognized well—the fire summoning crystal.

      Director Wells had used the crystal to have Dennis, Ally, and Katie possessed in Gorlam’s Orphanage the previous year, and I had killed Sash to keep her from getting the crystal. Doctor Kressan had run off with it, and now I discovered that she had used it to give Lowndes an army of fire soldiers. Or if not an army, a battalion. Another mistake I’d made that was proving to have devastating consequences.

      Kressan pulled on a lever, and the little yellow crystal shot from the chamber which held Alex, appearing a moment later in the container attached to the second chamber.

      Alex’s expression darkened. “Wait, what are you doing? Why remove the summoning crystal. You need that to give me my power.”

      “I’m not in the habit of allowing just anyone to become one of my shadiers,” Lowndes said. “Those I choose very carefully.”

      “I proved myself by bringing a fire sentinel to you.”

      “Gaining the powers of Brimstone is a great responsibility,” Lowndes said. “We’ve already seen the chaos caused by too many shades. Only those who have demonstrated the necessary qualities will be allowed to become a shadier.”

      “I’m strong enough to handle it,” Alex protested. “I guarantee it.”

      “I was more referring to loyalty and obedience. You just betrayed your friends and family. You are the last person who I would trust.”

      Alex threw himself at the glass of the chamber that had now become his prison. “We had a deal.”

      “I appreciate that. And I assure you I don’t break my word lightly,” Lowndes said. “But I have to weigh the responsibility of not putting dangerous power in the wrong hands against the worth of my word. In the end, not a close decision, I have to say.

      Alex pushed his face against the glass and beat his fist against in. “You can’t do this to me!”

      “I didn’t think you’d agree. However, that doesn’t matter. It takes two to make a deal, but only one to break it,” Lowndes said. “Now, shut up, and be quiet. Sergeant, put Rune in the other chamber.”

      “Me? I already have power, why would you put me into this machine?”

      “The second chamber isn’t for creating shadiers,” Lowndes said. “You are going to help us with something else Doctor Kressan has been working on. Something even more important. Something we are calling the Searing.”
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      “Whatever they want,” Noah roared, still on the floor under the net, “don’t give it to them!”

      “If you want to stay alive, you should be cheering for Rune to do as I tell him,” Lowndes said.

      “Ever since the Order turned against fire sentinels, we’ve known that we are on borrowed time,” Persia said. “We are prepared to die; we aren’t prepared to be a part, or a cause of, whatever evil Lowndes has in mind. Don’t let her manipulate you.”

      “How noble! And lying there hand in hand. How cute! How Romeo and Juliet!” Lowndes smiled. “You know what I like best about death wishes—seeing them fulfilled.”

      Sergeant Taylor pushed me into the chamber, yanking the metal netting away, then quickly shut the glass door. I slammed against the far wall, swiveled and tried to summon a firesword. Nothing. The metal part of the chambers were obviously titanium.

      Lowndes looked around the room. “Sergeant, where’s my laptop gone to?”

      “It’s on that desk.” Taylor pointed it out. “I used it to show your interview with Black.”

      “I need you to make a video call to Walker in London on it.”

      The sergeant saluted. “Yes, sir.” He sought out the man who’d found the news stream and set him to work.

      “While we are waiting, let me tell you what the Searing is,” Lowndes said.

      “The two chambers might look similar, but they are very different,” Kressan said with a smile of professional pride. She patted the one that held me. “This is a device that can truly save the world.”

      “It does what I know you want it to, Rune,” Lowndes said. “It takes away the cursed power inside you.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not possible.”

      “Ever since Uro tainted sentinel power, the Order has sought a solution. The last resort was the extermination of all fire sentinels. That is a horror that we all want to avoid. Now the combination of Kressan’s ingenious machine, the fire summoning crystal, and a fire sentinel willing to sacrifice his power for the greater good creates the opportunity for a solution in which no else has to die. The Searing will strip fire sentinels throughout the world of all their power, thus ending their curse on the world.”

      Sergeant Taylor rolled the desk forward so we could see the screen of the laptop. It showed a tall man walking down a dim corridor. “The call went through, but I didn’t get Walker. Instead, I got this.”

      “Perfect,” Lowndes said, casting a glance my way. “Meet a fire sentinel by the name of Mo Allen.”

      “Why did you let me out of my cell?” Mo Allen asked. “I know this is a trick.”

      A pulse of smoke shot out of the darkness, heading straight for him. He summoned his multani—a firestaff with two flattened pieces in the shape of wings on its head—and blocked the attack.

      “I won’t use fire magic,” Allen said. “Whatever it takes. You know me, Walker. You know I’m honorable.”

      “Too honorable,” said a voice I recognized as Walker’s. “Honor can’t be trusted, for it’s never ruthless.”

      “How can I make you trust me?”

      “You can’t. Not so long as you wield that treacherous power.”

      Allen blocked another pulse of smoke, then banished his multani. “We were friends once, Walker. Good friends. Does that mean nothing to you?”

      “If you knew me at all, you wouldn’t have to ask that question. Enough talk. Elizabeth, this better work. If this has just been a waste of my time—”

      “It won’t be,” Lowndes said, then she strode toward the machine. “Rune, are you ready?”

      “Don’t listen to them!” Noah shouted. “Walker and Lowndes are about as cold-blooded as any two people who ever walked this Earth. They’ll kill us whatever happens. Resist to the last.”

      We couldn’t resist very effectively. Noah and Persia were still trapped, and I was locked in a chamber. Then I remembered Jo. She was still logged into the prison system, and she was listening on the other end of my smartwatch.

      “Elizabeth!” I called out loudly. “I will give you this one chance. Release me, Noah and Persia right now, or we will free every prisoner in the JC. This very moment.”

      Lowndes looked at me like I’d just gone crazy.

      “You require a demonstration that I’m not bluffing? Very well then.” I raised my forefinger into the air. Damnit Jo, I thought, don’t let me down. I tried again. “You’ll have it now.” I chopped my hand downward. And this time, something did happen. A bell went off.

      “What’s that?” Lowndes asked Taylor.

      “Sounds like a fire escape left open.”

      Lowndes frown quickly turned to realization. “His watch, you idiot.” She pointed at me. “He’s communicating. Didn’t you confiscate his phone?”

      “I’ll get it off him,” Taylor ran for the chamber and me.

      I hesitated. Releasing the prisoners would mean letting people like Dennis out. What other choice was there, though? We needed the distraction. “Do it, Jo. Release them!” I shouted into the watch. “Release them all.”

      Sirens blared, and red lights flashed throughout the room. Sergeant Taylor began to open the chamber.

      “Wait, Sergeant, stop. Leave that closed.”

      Taylor froze.

      “We’ll deal with the prisoners after. This is too important. Kressan, start the machine.”

      “That’s a lot of bedlam over there, Elizabeth.” Walker’s voice came through the laptop’s speakers. “I thought you were more capable.”

      “I have it under control,” Lowndes snapped back.

      Doctor Kressan stepped beside Lowndes and flicked a switch. Lights went on in the roof of the chamber. Kressan then gently turned a dial. The yellow crystal in front of me flared brighter.

      “Do you feel anything, Rune?” Lowndes asked.

      I shook my head. Over the clamor of the sirens, I could barely make out her words.

      “Come on, Kressan, let’s do this,” Lowndes said. “This is no time to dawdle. Prisoners are escaping.”

      “It’s a delicate operation,” Kressan said. “I have to run just the right amount of electromagnetism through the crystal.” She turned the dial up higher.

      My head snapped upward, for suddenly I did feel something. I saw something too. Floating above my head was a massive globe of black and red, fire and smoke. Brimstone.

      “It was never meant to be this way, Rune,” Lowndes said. “Sentinels were never meant to be able to create portals to Brimstone; they were meant to fight on our side, on the side of right, not summon elementals who cause untold chaos.”

      She was right about that, at least. Before I’d known anything about magic, I’d inadvertently summoned a fire elemental, causing the death of Jo and Alex’s parents. If only I’d been a sentinel in a different era. An era before Uro.

      “I know you aren’t power hungry. I know you want to do the right thing. This is your chance,” Lowndes said.

      Why did it have to be me? I just knew I was going to make the wrong decision. If it was a bad idea to cause the Searing, then I would do that. If bringing about the Searing was necessary to save the world, then I’d turn away from it. “Put Persia in the chamber,” I said. “Or Noah. Not me.”

      “It’s all down to you, Rune,” Lowndes said. “I have friends who are fire sentinels, as does Walker. We’ve both fought alongside men like Mo Allen. Neither of us wants to kill our ex-allies. But we have to do our duty, no matter the cost. We can’t allow the evil of Uro to spread further. This is the best way. Be the hero, Rune. Save the fire sentinels. Save us all.”

      The desire to rid myself of the power was strong; it had done so much harm. But was I being selfish? Ally had struggled with what was inside her, but she hadn’t given up, and she ended up learning to use her power well enough that she was able to protect us from the shadiers outside the prison. Her power wasn’t as dangerous as mine, though.

      Throughout the room, the lights flashed red. The blaring siren was almost too loud to bear. It was difficult to think. The image of the globe of smoke and fire continued to increase in size, and it now surrounded me. From a single point, a thousand trails of fire dangled—the connections that provided fire sentinels their power.

      “Remember, the alternative for the Order is to kill all fire sentinels. Is that what you want?” Lowndes shouted. “Not just you. Your friends, Persia and Noah Hastings. Mo Allen in London. Fire sentinels throughout the world.”

      It’s not for us to choose the power we are given. All that is up to us is to decide what to do with it. Pete had said that to me; I didn’t understand why at the time, but the moment to decide had arrived. I choose… I choose to give back the power. “I’ll do it!” I shouted out.

      “I knew you’d do the right thing,” Lowndes said, giving Kressan a nudge. “Do you know how?”

      “I think so.” I focused on the point in the globe from which the thousand threads of fire originated. Focused on trying to pinch through that point. It had no effect. “It’s not working though.”

      “No! Don’t!” A roar came from Noah. I turned my head and watched as he yanked on the net and sent the officers who’d been holding it toppling. He rose to his feet and charged across the room.

      “Turn up that dial!” Lowndes ordered. “No. Get out of the way, I’ll do it.” Lowndes pushed Kressan aside.

      Kressan stumbled back, then threw herself forward again, pulling Lowndes’s hand off the dial. “You’ll destroy it if you increase it too much. Leave it to—”

      Lowndes didn’t wait for Kressan to finish. She shoved her so hard that the other woman careened across the room and crashed into the far wall. Lowndes then twisted the dial to the maximum. “Rune, do it! Do it now.”

      Noah had made his way across to my chamber. “No!” he shouted as he grabbed the container which held the fire summoning crystal, trying to pull it off.

      Thick threads of fire surrounded me. I had to cut them off. I could see where they came from, and I concentrated all my will on it.

      The globe of smoke and fire exploded.
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      Everything else exploded along with it.

      Glass shattered. Noah’s body spiraled across my vision as we were both thrown backward. I hit the ground hard, my forehead smashing against the floor. My brain felt as though a grenade had gone off inside it.

      Screams of agony gradually reduced in volume until they were whimpers. Persia’s screams, I realized. What had happened? I couldn’t think. I barely knew where I was.

      Lowndes was the first to raise herself from the floor.

      “What happened?” asked a voice. “Allen is on the ground. Did it work?” Walker’s voice. Was that laptop bombproof? Virtually everything in the room was flattened, and it still worked.

      The damn sirens hadn’t stopped blaring. Various pieces of the scene before me were coming into focus. The flashing red lights had stopped, probably because the bulbs were broken by the explosion. Dim white lighting lit the room.

      Lowndes held her hand to her head as she staggered across to the laptop. “I think it worked.” She swallowed. “Can you test it?”

      “Not while Allen is writhing on the ground,” Walker said.

      “Sergeant, sergeant, where are you?” Lowndes asked.

      Taylor, his face blotched with blood, began to stand, then fell back down again.

      The glass coverings of both chambers were shattered to pieces. Both… That meant. “Alex.” I crawled forward and found him lying on the ground, curled over, his feet still inside the chamber. I grabbed his shoulder and pulled him over onto his back. His eyes blinked open.

      “You’re injured,” I said. His left side was a bloody mess. When I reached for his shirt, Alex flinched away, covering the wound with his hand.

      I wanted to help, but staring down into his eyes, all I could think about was what he had done. “How could you, Alex?”

      “You don’t understand what it was like,” Alex said. “You have strength. You have power.”

      “Believe me, you don’t want what I have.” I looked around the destroyed room. A few L-SED officers were beginning to stagger to their feet. I hoped no one had been killed.

      “I was captured and held, totally helpless, by a young girl,” Alex said. “The strength in her little finger, was more than I had in my whole body.”

      “That girl was crazy, Alex, but she’s dead now. You know that.”

      “But it’s not just her, is it?” A tear leaked down the side of Alex’s face. I couldn’t remember ever seeing him cry before. “Thousands of them fill the city, each one of them with the strength of a dozen men. I could spend a hundred years working on strength and martial arts, and one of them could beat me up with a hand tied behind his back. I could spend a lifetime building myself into someone important only for a stray bolt of magic to end me in an instant.”

      “That’s just the way life is, Alex. Nothing to do with supernatural power. Nothing to do with your kidnapping.”

      “Being captured. Being helpless. It happened once.” Tears streaked down both sides of his face. “And it happened a thousand times. There hasn’t been one night since that I haven’t woken up screaming. The girl is rotting in her grave, and still she holds me powerlessness each night. I’ll never be free unless I gain the power that would make me her equal.”

      “Just nightmares, Alex. You could have gotten help. Jo didn’t know about what you intended … No, of course she didn’t. The betrayal. The deaths you’ve caused. If you thought it bad before, how will you live with yourself now?”

      “Not by being strong, that’s for sure.” His gaze was bleak and harrowing, his eyes red-rimmed. “I didn’t know about the ambush,” he said. “Elizabeth just told me she needed a captured fire sentinel, preferably you, and that you wouldn’t be harmed.”

      I leaned away from him, noticing something. “Alex, you’re glowing.” A faint but distinct orange shimmer surrounded him.

      He looked down at himself. “What’s going on? I feel strange.” He lifted his shirt. The wound was no longer bloody—it had already closed over, leaving only a scar.

      The glow and the healed wound both meant something magical had to be involved. “The summoning crystal,” I said. “It has to be.” I looked over my shoulder at the two chambers, now just skeletons of metal. “A tube connected the two containers. The blast from the explosion must have forced the crystal back down the tube and into your container where it shot…” I looked back down at Alex’s side.

      Alex pulled his shirt back down to cover the scar, then rose to his feet.

      “Wait. Where are you going?” I called out to him.

      He didn’t answer, just ran for the door. Taylor, who’d gotten back to his feet, tried to grab Alex as he brushed past, but the boy avoided his grasp, and a moment later had left the room. Taylor hesitated, unsure whether to give chase.

      “Leave him,” Lowndes said. “What’s wrong with your face?”

      Taylor reached for his cheek, grabbed a long shard of glass and pulled it free. Fresh blood trickled from the wound, which he wiped away with his palm. “I’m fine.”

      It’s looking promising,” Walker announced. “One of my men cut Allen, and he didn’t heal.”

      Lowndes held up the laptop. She was the first one in the room to have lost the dazed expression. “If he’s lost his power all the way back in London, then the Searing has happened. The fire sentinels have lost their power.” She smiled. “Just as I promised.”

      Relief washed over me. It was over. My power was gone.

      “Allen, do you hear me?” Walker called out.

      I stood up so I could see the laptop. Despite a vertical crack in the screen, Mo Allen was clearly visible. He, too, looked dazed. He touched his earlobe, and his fingers came away bloody. “Walker, what have you done to me?”

      “Not me. One of your own,” Walker said. “Summon your weapon.”

      A pulse of smoke shot out of the darkness, and struck him on the arm. Allen spun to the side with a scream, grabbing hold of his injured arm.

      “Summon your weapon,” Walker repeated.

      “I can’t. Is this a test? You want me to prove that I won’t use magic even with my life at stake.”

      “No test. If you can’t summon a weapon, you certainly can’t use magic.” Another pulse of smoke shot forward, striking Allen in the chest. He slumped to the ground.

      I charged forward. “What are you doing?” Taylor stretched out an arm to hold me back.

      “Congratulations, Elizabeth,” Walker said. “Tie up any loose ends on your side, and we’ll talk tomorrow.” The call cut off.

      “Was he killed?” I asked. “I was promised he’d be spared.”

      Lowndes put her hands to her ears. “This bloody alarm. Sergeant, take the men and recapture as many prisoners as you can, and get this place back in order. But first, shut off the alarm.”

      “Of course,” Taylor said. “But what about the fire sentinels?”

      “Don’t worry about them. They are toothless now.”

      Taylor went around to each of his men, directing them to the door. The L-SED officers, still dazed, began to shamble out, one by one.

      I was still trying to come to terms with what I’d just seen on the laptop screen. It was so senseless. “You promised not to hurt him if I helped you.”

      “You were promised they’d be killed if you didn’t do as we required,” Lowndes said. “Nothing was said about sparing them if you did.”

      “You said you didn’t want to have to kill him. That Allen and men like him were your friends.”

      She ignored me. “Kressan, where are you, you beautiful genius, you? We did it.” She swiveled in a circle, finally spotting the woman slumped against a wall. Lowndes hurried over to her. “Kressan. Kressan.”

      Kressan’s glasses had been thrown clear, and her face looked very different without them on. Or perhaps it was the glassy look in her eye and the unnatural tilt of her neck that made her look so different. Lowndes bent down to check her pulse. “That’s unfortunate,” she said.

      “Noah, Noah.”

      I turned around to see Persia crawling toward her husband. She took his head in her lap and let her head fall to his chest. I felt sick.

      Lowndes looked triumphant. “Time to finish this,” she said, summoning her weapon.
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      Her multani was a spinning black disk of smoke on the end of a chain.

      I had my hands raised, about to summon my fireswords in response, when I remembered that my power was gone. I let my hands fall back down again. “Why would you kill me now that I no longer have any power?”

      “I have my orders.” She swung the disk over her head.

      Walker’s final instructions were, I remembered, to tie up any loose ends. “He may just have meant recapturing the prisoners,” I said.

      Her answer was to fire the spinning disk at me.

      Instinctively, I raised my fireswords, crossing them in front of me. Shocking both of us, the fireswords came alive in my hands and blocked her attack.

      “Impossible!” Lowndes said.

      I swung the fireswords back and forth in front of me. “It seems not.” I stood straighter, checking myself for injuries, and quickly realized I didn’t have any. Whatever damage the explosion had done to me was already healed.

      “You,” Lowndes looked down at Persia. “You want to kill me, don’t you? Summon your chain mace and smash my head in.”

      Persia raised her head. Her eyes were bleary, but they had a spark of anger. She curled one hand into an open fist, and began to climb to her feet. She fell back down again, her weapon unsummoned.

      “I understand now,” Lowndes said. “You caused the Searing. You were in the chamber at the center of it. Only you were protected from its effect. You are the only true fire sentinel left in the world.”

      “I shouldn’t have done it, should I?” I asked no one in particular. “I made the wrong choice yet again.”

      “He warned you again and again,” Persia said, retaking Noah’s pale unmoving head back into her lap. “Why didn’t you listen?”

      “I thought that even if I was wrong, it’d be the last bad decision I could make,” I said. “Once my power was gone, I would no longer… Seeing death and disaster is one thing, always being at fault for it…” I stopped talking, realizing my excuses sounded as hollow as Alex’s had. Had my actions been for selfish reasons? Were they my way of dodging the responsibility that power brought? I had known Lowndes’s and Walker’s motives to be evil. I hadn’t needed Noah to tell me that. And yet I had followed Lowndes’s orders.

      “You made the right choice, Rune.” Lowndes spun her disk over her head and began to circle me. “You just have one more choice to make, then it’s over.”

      I didn’t reply. My feet shifted to keep Lowndes in front of me and to keep her away from Persia. I felt bone weary.

      “Sentinels are born with a purpose, Rune, I know you understand that,” Lowndes said. “A purpose more important than any other. To defend our world from Brimstone.”

      “You’ve shown how much you appreciate sentinels.”

      “For us sentinels, hard decisions, sometimes brutal decisions, have to be made. Protecting our world from Brimstone, especially from the overreaching power of creatures like Uro, is all important. You have now become the key to Uro’s power. The last fire sentinel. The only one who can allow Brimstone’s full power to be unleashed on this world. Your purpose to protect the world is at odds with your existence.”

      “You expect me to kill myself?” The way I was feeling, it didn’t sound like the worse idea in the world.

      “Sometimes saving the world means fighting to the last drop of blood. Sometimes saving the world means laying down your life.” She jerked her hand and the disk flew for my legs. I lowered the firesword and blocked. Lowndes pulled the disk back to her and resumed spinning it over her head. “You don’t have to do anything difficult. Just don’t react quite so quick, and it’ll all be over. No more tough decisions. No more pain.” She fired her disk out behind her, then yanked her hand forward. The disk went flying forward and upward heading for the ceiling, then it whipped downward, so fast it turned into a blur.

      I threw myself to the side. The disk crashed against the floor, then rebounded, only barely missing me on the upswing. She pulled the disk back to her, and resumed spinning over her head.

      Taking the offensive, I charged toward her. She lowered the disk so it blocked my advance, spinning it in fast circles that kept me out of range.

      “Why are you fighting so hard? Do you not understand sacrifice, Rune? When you are gone, the power of Uro on this world will be neutered forever. You will have fulfilled your purpose, saved your fellow man.”

      I didn’t answer back. I didn’t care how convincing her arguments were. She had manipulated me from the start, just as she had manipulated the entire city by disguising her own men as shade terrorists. She was evil and needed to be stopped. That was all that mattered.

      I struck out with my sword, blocking the disk, then stepped closer. She then sent the chain end of her weapon whipping forward. It hit me in the arm, and I fell backward with a scream of pain. My left firesword disappeared.

      She struck out at me again. I turned my left side away from her and used my right firesword to block.

      “Dual fireswords don’t work as well if there is only one,” she said.

      I curled my fist, reforming my left firesword, but agony lanced up my hand, and the sword disappeared again.

      Lowndes snickered. From the way she looked at me, I knew she wasn’t worried; she had never been worried. I was a punk kid who didn’t have it in him to defeat her. Her talk, trying to persuade me to give up, was just to add some spice to the battle for her. She was seeing if she could win against the idiot kid just by messing with his mind.

      Those thoughts sparked an anger in me, then the memory of Pete’s death filled me, stoking that anger until I was overflowing with rage. “I have killed before, but never hungered to kill before,” I told Lowndes.

      “You? I don’t think you know real hunger.”

      “I’ve known real pain.” I began to walk forward, determined that I wasn’t going to take another backward step. If Pete had made a difference, it was in supplying me the spirit I needed to win this fight. She fired out again with her disk. I blocked and kept coming. “You pretend to be a warrior and a soldier,” I told her. “You aren’t. You’re a manipulator and a coward.”

      She attacked again, and I re-summoned my left firesword and blocked. I took the pain that coursed through my left arm and added it to the rest of it. The pain inside me would not defeat me—though it might defeat her.

      Lowndes snarled. I could see she had only just realized that she could lose.

      “You’re a schemer who waits until the enemy is weak, and only then do you attack,” I said. She had a long-ranged weapon, mine were for close in. She was the strategist; I just fought to see my friend avenged. I wasn’t going to give her a chance to retreat and reevaluate. “No more pretense, no more cowardly attacks,” I said. “We fight and one of us dies.”

      I kept going forward relentlessly, uncaring of whether or not I got hurt. I struck out from the left and the right, my fireswords blurring as they struck her chain, then the disk, then the chain again. She retreated, her movements getting faster but also more frantic. Again and again I struck, until it wasn’t just her weapon I was hitting; it was her flesh.

      With my firesword raised for another blow, I forced myself to stop. She was dead. Hacking her body might sate my anger, but it wouldn’t take away any of my sins; if anything, it would only add to them. I backed away from her and turned. “Persia,” I said, approaching her.

      “Get away from me,” she said. “You did this. You and the stupid Searing. We told you not to. Noah begged you to stop.”

      “We have to get out of here.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters now. My world is at an end.”

      “Are you sure he’s dead?” I knelt down beside them, ignoring her attempt to push me away.

      “Of course he’s dead. Look at him.”

      His features were lifeless but he looked different than how Pete had looked after he’d died. Different than how Doctor Kressan had looked. I pushed my fingers against his neck. “A pulse,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Persia put her head against his chest. “I can hear his heartbeat!”

      “Give him to me.” I lifted him into my arms and stood up.

      “What are you doing with him?” Persia demanded to know.

      “Go to the hospital. Lusteer General. You’ll find him there if I have to carry him the whole way myself.” I pulled him close to my chest, and I started to run.
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      An empty highway stretched out in front of me. I was keeping well below the speed limit both because I had nowhere in particular to go and because my attention kept drifting off as I thought back to what had happened.

      After I’d dropped Noah off at Lusteer General, I’d returned to Ten-two. I hadn’t met anyone there, nor had I wanted to. I’d gone up to the attic bedroom, levered off some floorboards and retrieved all my cash. Enough to pay Danny for the pickup, and enough to live the simple life for a long time.

      I’d thrown away my phone, and driven from the city. That night I’d slept inside the pickup at a motel carpark, or more accurately, stared into the darkness while I waited for dawn to arrive. It was a long night. Too many thoughts, too much emotion swirled inside me to allow for sleep. At times, I thought the night would never end; but of course eventually dawn chased away the darkness as it always does.

      The external darkness, at least. Some scars are permanent. Though others deserved more responsibility for Pete’s death, notably Lowndes and Alex, I couldn’t help but blame myself. If he’d never met me, he’d still be sitting on the couch in Ten-two, watching his TV shows and movies, imbibing herbal relaxants, and regaling any who would listen about the latest conspiracy theory to take his fancy. I had asked Alex how he could live with himself, and I had to ask myself the same question.

      So far, I wasn’t even heading toward Danny’s lake cabin; I had just driven to get away. When I needed a destination, though, I’d figure out how to get to the cabin. A place far from people. A place Walker and the Order might not be able to find me.

      I’d bought a throwaway phone earlier in the morning, but I hadn’t picked up the courage to use it yet. I dreaded finding out that Noah, too, was dead. He’d been so full of energy and humor. I wanted him to be still alive, because he deserved to be, and Persia deserved to have him by her side. But also, because I didn’t want another death on my door, another mountain of guilt on top of the other ones.

      Finally, I pulled in to the side of the road, picked up the phone and dialed. “Jo, it’s me,” I said when she answered.

      She immediately began to cry.

      Which made me want to cry. But I didn’t. “Jo, how’s Noah? Is he still alive?”

      With an effort, she controlled her sobs. “Noah hasn’t come out of the coma yet. Persia is with him.”

      “They weren’t arrested?”

      “No. Mayor Maxwell rang the hospital and told them to make sure he has the best care. Rune, where are you?”

      “I’m gone. If you are lucky, you’ll never see me again.”

      “It’s terrible about Pete, but you can’t blame yourself,” Jo said. “He made his own choices. He knew the danger.”

      “It’s okay.” My voice was cold and hard. “It was my fault, and I’ve come to terms with that and decided to move on.”

      “Just like that?”

      “It’s necessary,” I told her.

      “About what Alex did, you have to kn—”

      “I don’t want to talk about him.”

      “You can’t just disappear forever, Rune. You must know that. Persia told me you’re now the last fire sentinel. Everyone will be looking for you.”

      “All the more reason to disappear.” What Jo said was true, though. The Order would be doing everything in their power to find and kill me. And, as the last fire sentinel, the dreams I’d been having about Brimstone had become more significant. I shivered.

      “Okay, I understand,” Jo said. “I love you and I’ll miss you.”

      “I…” I stopped myself from answering, and instead hung up. I wound down the window and tossed the phone out, then I started the engine.

      It was time to move on.
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