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      “Five minutes. No exceptions and no delays,” the magister said, showing no emotion whatsoever.

      I nodded and held out my hands for the magic dampening cuffs. No one was allowed to see prisoners with free use of their magic. It made sense, but it still rankled. A slithering thought in the back of my mind said that the cuffs couldn’t hold me.

      My mayhem magic could burn them off and tear this building to the ground. The only problem was, after that, I’d be a fugitive, and so would Bradley, my former chief at the IMIB. He had to be cleared of charges. There was still a chance, however slim, and we had to fight for it.

      The magister shifted slightly to his right and waved his hand over the lock. A red glow started in the deeply recessed lines of the runes carved into the stone of the doorway. This place was old. Dug out of stone a millennia ago and reformed over the years as its purpose and ownership changed. People jokingly referred to it as the new Tower of London because its prisoners rarely went free.

      A thick, metal door swung inward. I stepped into the narrow hall, noting the chill in the air. It was damp down here, and cold. The air stale. The metal of the cuffs took on that chill as I walked, making them impossible to ignore. I curled my hands into fists to hold back the impulse to pry them off.

      The cell doors were solid. Runes reinforced the doors themselves and the stone around them. The farther I walked, the more oppressive it all became. This was where political prisoners were held pending their trials. Guilty until proven innocent seemed to be the motto of the Mage’s Guild.

      I paused in front of cell 4824 and pressed the square block I’d been given to the door. The rune activated and the top half of the door seemingly disappeared. It was still there, however, now simply transparent.

      “Chief, can you hear me?” I asked quietly. The cell was pitch black except for a slash of light from the door.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Blackwell?” Bradley demanded.

      It warmed me to hear the fire in his voice wasn’t completely lost yet. “Just visiting an old friend before his trial.”

      There was a rustling and Bradley scoffed at me. “You have more important things to be doing. I heard there was an attack on Moira.”

      “There was,” I admitted.

      “How many dead?”

      “They don’t know yet.” The estimates grew every day. Every time I looked at them, it made me sick to my stomach. These gods, whoever they were, had stomped all over us without care. The deaths in Moira were collateral damage. They hadn’t even been the point.

      I shook my head, trying to force my thoughts back to the present. “What can we do to help prepare for your trial? Swift wanted-”

      “Nothing. You and Swift will not get involved.”

      I glared into the darkness. “Why the hell not?”

      “A trial won’t go in my favor, Blackwell. They have too much evidence, and it doesn’t matter if it is fabricated.” Bradley leaned out of the shadow. His face was drawn, eyes tired. He looked every bit of his three hundred years right now. “I did what I could. It’s your turn now. Forget about me.”

      “I can’t do that-”

      “Yes, you can. That’s an order. My final one.” Bradley stood finally, walking up to the door. He leaned close, his dark eyes still hard with determination despite the tone of his words. “Take care of my family. There are other people that can help you. Find them.”

      “You sound like a man headed to an execution. There’s still hope-”

      “No. Not for me, and don’t you try to infect me with it. I can accept my fate, but I cannot stand hope right now. I may be an old man, but I still have a lot to lose. A good life I can’t go back to. I have to let it go.” He took a step back and the shadows hung around his shoulders like a shroud. “Don’t come back here again.”

      I bit back my retort. I wanted to argue, demand he keep the very hope that would torment him if he was sent to Purgatory after all. But it was a selfish desire. The odds were stacked against us.

      “Alright. I won’t come back, and I’ll see to your family if you can’t.”

      Bradley nodded once. I held his gaze for a moment, refusing to think of this as a farewell, then pulled the runeblock away from the door. The solid wood of the door blocked him from sight once again.

      I walked back to the entrance without pausing, barely seeing what was right in front of me. The door opened, the magister removed the cuffs, and they ushered me back into the light.

      Old, fluorescent bulbs that not even prosaics used anymore lit the hallway. Their flickering hum made my eyes ache. Soft footsteps echoed mine. I paid them no attention until I rounded a corner and they followed.

      I slowed to a stop and turned back cautiously. A man stood a few paces back. His black robes almost faded into the shadows. The light directly above him was out but I still recognized him.

      He stepped into the light, but the shadows didn’t quite leave Atticus’s face. Or his eyes. I hadn’t noticed the weight of his magic the first time we met, or during the battle in Moira. The presence of Fear had overwhelmed my senses. Now, though, the darkness within him was all too apparent.

      A smile spread across his face, lighting up his eyes with sadistic glee. “Such a hard farewell for you, isn’t it?”

      He still had the same thin mustache, a slight limp, and beady eyes that gave the impression of a simpering idiot. All of that was a mask for something much worse — and more dangerous.

      “What do you want, Atticus?”

      “I only wanted to assure you that your friend will be taken care of in Purgatory. I’ll see to it personally.” He took another step toward me. Predatory. Deliberate. He wanted to startle me. “You see, I am the warden of that prison.”

      His threat was unmistakable. Horror curled in my chest, crawling up my throat with pinpricks of panic. I ground my teeth together but nothing could keep my face clear of anger. He’d gotten to me and he knew it.

      “He hasn’t been sentenced there yet.”

      Atticus’s smile grew. “Not yet.”

      “I will hold you personally responsible for his safety if he is then.”

      Atticus laughed. The sound grated on my ears. “Of course, as you should.” He nodded his head once. “Until next time, Blackwell.”

      As he walked away, the panic eased. He’d been influencing my emotions. Drawing out my fear and anger.

      That son of a bitch was enjoying this. Like it was a game and not someone’s life on the line. That made him dangerous too. He’d be watching me. Waiting for me to join him in his sadistic game. I turned and kept walking, anger building in my chest like a storm.
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      I slammed open the door to the training room in the manor and strode in. The last time I’d been down here was when Swift needed a chance to work off some anger. Today, it was my turn.

      Attacks. Conspiracies. Gods. It all had me at a loss. Normally I’d be able to throw myself into work, but even that felt empty now. I wasn’t one to sit around and whine. If I couldn’t do anything else, I could figure out what the damn voice in my head that I’d been randomly hearing since the attack on Moira was.

      I cracked my knuckles and took a deep breath. This would be just like any other training session with Sakura. Only the goal was to get the voice in my head to chat. Right. Totally the same.

      Slowly, I pulled the magic that pounded in my chest throughout my body. It grew with each inhale until it reached my hands. Trusting my instincts, I drew it out. It didn’t matter if I lost control down here. The room was made for it. The magic didn’t feel out of control though. Eager, perhaps, but not crazed.

      My hands itched for a katana. When I’d fought Fear, I’d made one. Somehow. If I did it once, I could do it again.

      Longing for your crutch? How quaint.

      My head snapped up. I hadn’t expected to hear the voice again so soon. “What the hell are you?”

      There was no answer.

      I ground my teeth together and shut my eyes. Screw the voice. Maybe I was just a little senile in my old age.

      I turned my attention inward, to the magic that pumped through me like the blood in my veins. With an inhale, I pooled it in my palms, then pushed it outward on an exhale. A deep ache spread up my arm and through my chest. Shaping the magic with my will, I focused on exactly how the new katana had felt in my hand. The roughness of the handle. The power.

      The moment it formed was less dramatic this time. No wind, no magic wrapping around me. I felt the same exhilaration though. It was like taking a hit of electricity. Exhaustion fled from my limbs and I became hyper-aware of the destructive power I held in my hand.

      I gripped the newly formed katana tightly in one hand, letting the strange blade rest in the other, and opened my eyes. It wasn’t anything like my former katana. It was twice as long and at least a hand’s breadth wide the whole way down with a blunt tip.

      The surface of the blade shifted continuously as if it were folding in on itself. The edge was sharp — as I found out when I nicked my thumb on it. It was the energy vibrating from the weapon that was truly different though. Impatience thrummed through the entire thing. It was eager to move, fight, and cut.

      I adjusted my grip and settled into the starting stance for the first form I’d ever learned. It was simple, but as I had grown more familiar with it, I had pushed myself to perform each move exactly right. Going back to the basics would give me a chance to get to know this new blade.

      The first thing I noticed was that while it was physically lighter, moving it required more mental effort. I had to maintain the shape of the weapon the entire time I held it. Perhaps in time it would become second-nature to do so. Until then, it would be taxing. Even distracting.

      Maybe the voice was right and it was still a crutch.

      I’m always right.

      I froze mid-swing. That time the voice had almost seemed to come from outside of me.

      “Are you going to just keep making snide comments, or do you ever plan on revealing yourself?”

      Something moved inside the blade of the katana. An eye blinked at me. I took a quick step back as though I could run from it.

      I see how it is. Acquiesce to your request and you recoil at the very sight of me.

      “How are you in there?”

      The eye rolled in irritation. So demanding.

      I scowled at the thing. “You’re being irritating on purpose.”

      It laughed. Just having a little fun. It’s rather boring in your head, you know.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I’m like a genie in a bottle. Trapped for eternity.

      “Am I supposed to be the bottle in this analogy?”

      The eye moved out of sight and a feral grin full of sharp teeth appeared on the flat of the blade instead. It didn’t seem quite human. Absolutely. You’re catching on finally.

      “What are you?”

      The sword wobbled as the thing sighed. I really can’t stress enough how demanding you are.

      “I can’t stress enough how much I don’t care. What are you and why are you here?”

      What I am is none of your business. Why I’m here is a very long story. But I’ll answer what you aren’t asking: where I am. I am within your magic. Part of it, in a manner of speaking.

      I curled my hand into a fist, trying to suppress my irritation. Dealing with this thing was worse than trying to have a conversation with Yui. “Have you always been in my magic? Or did you infect me somehow?”

      Always. Since the day of your birth.

      “So you’re the reason it’s always been so chaotic?”

      The feral smiled widened. Oh yes, I can certainly take credit for that.

      “Any chance I can get you to leave?”

      The eye appeared again, gazing at me curiously. No chance at all.

      Great. Haunted by my own magic, just what I needed. Despite the frustration, it did feel good to be holding a katana again. I didn’t want it to be a crutch or a liability though.

      If I was going to use this weapon, I needed to know my limits, and I needed practice. My training with Master Hiko had taught me that lesson the hard way. You had to find your limits, then learn to surpass them.

      I tightened my grip on the katana and slid my foot back, preparing to practice the form again. Sleep was for the weak. Tonight, I would train until I couldn’t anymore.
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      An artificial sunrise cast a red glare over Moira. The scale of the destruction wasn’t evident at first. It’s hard to see how much has been lost when you are focused on pulling bodies and survivors from underneath the rubble. The human mind has difficulty processing that kind of thing. It shies away from the pain to protect itself from the scale of the loss.

      I’d wanted to avoid thinking about what happened, but it had all been playing on repeat in my brain. The fight. The deaths. The voice in my mind that I knew, against all reason, was the mayhem magic.

      With a grunt, I hoisted myself up onto the last bit of wall still standing from what used to be the IMIB offices. The upper levels were completely decimated, leaving a broken shell in a mountain of debris. This was one of the hardest hit areas.

      From my perch, I could finally see everything. Twisted metal jutted up from the broken skeletons of office buildings. One demolished, while the next was virtually unscathed, as if a tornado had skipped through the city. The tallest buildings had been damaged the most, clearing the view all the way to the Edge. It made Moira feel strangely empty.

      Construction crews were already rebuilding in some areas. I knew people would have to move on, but it felt like they were trying to erase what happened. It was too soon for everything to go back to normal.

      A flash of movement caught my eye. Swift was climbing up toward me, a red spot in a sea of gray. I gave her a wave and hopped off the wall.

      She stopped a few feet away, looking out at the destruction silently. “It looks like a war zone.”

      “I suppose it is one.”

      She shook her head slowly as she stared into the distance. “They won’t keep the city evacuated. Everything that’s undamaged will reopen tomorrow and the Rune Rail will resume for all major cities.”

      I wasn’t surprised. The Mage’s Guild was moving fast to try to restore everyone’s confidence in Moira. There were a few groups speaking out against them, but no one was listening. Not enough people, at least.

      “How was he?”

      The bitter tone of the conversation with Bradley rose up in the back of my throat like bile. “He’s...given up. Told us — ordered to be precise — to stay out of it. He doesn’t think there’s any hope left for him.”

      “That bad?”

      I nodded once in confirmation. “He wants us to look after his family.”

      She turned away, hands clasped tightly together behind her. “We’ll do that, but I can’t let him rot in there, no matter what he wants.”

      “He said something else too, something that’s been bothering me since. He told me there were other people that could help us and told me to find them.”

      She looked back at me with her brows pinched together. “Any idea who he was talking about?”

      “No. We were likely being listened to, so he couldn’t speak freely. He didn’t say anything else.”

      “We’ll find them, and find a way to help Bradley.” Her hands tightened until her knuckles turned white.

      “Any news on Bradley’s trial?” I asked, without expecting a good answer.

      “Not yet.”

      With the IMIB in chaos after the death of Director Harland, information was even harder to come by than usual. No one seemed to know what the status of the charges against Bradley were, only that the Mage’s Guild hadn’t seen fit to release him on bail. Harland had been protecting him. With her gone...well, it didn’t look good.

      “I’ll give Bootstrap permission to look into it. I wanted to avoid it, but it looks like we can’t.” Dragging a hand down my face, I turned away from the view of destruction and started picking my way back down the hill of broken concrete.

      Swift followed, a heavy silence sitting between us. This was how it had been for the past week. Clipped conversation, then silences filled with worry. And guilt, perhaps. She had been unsettled after learning that her parents had killed mine. The issues with my magic only made it all worse.

      “Just ask,” I said finally, annoyed by her reticence.

      “Have you heard any more voices or...anything?”

      “Yes.” I hopped down a longer drop into the remnants of an elevator shaft.

      “Yes? Don’t say that casually like it’s normal!” she objected as she hurried to catch up.

      “I talked to it. It’s definitely not normal, and I know that.” We made it to the bottom and I paused, glancing back over my shoulder at the building I’d worked in for over a decade. Seeing it like this was still surreal. There was a lot of history beneath the rubble. A lot of memories. “I’m just trying not to overreact.”

      “Have you talked to Sakura about it yet?” Swift asked, dragging my attention back to her.

      “No.”

      “You need to take this to her. I’ve never heard of anyone’s magic talking. That’s like...my tea kettle standing up and singing. It just doesn’t happen.” She put her hand on my arm, some of the anger leaving her voice. “There’s something else going on. We need to figure it out.”

      “I will talk to her.” I brushed past her, not in the mood to be pestered. Voices in my head were the least of my concerns for once. “Tomorrow.”

      “You can’t just—” Swift stopped mid sentence and looked over her shoulder, brow creased. “What was that?”

      “What?”

      “That noise and a wave of magic. There’s a group of magisters that way.” She pointed down the street that led to the Rune Rail.

      I felt it too then. A strong wave of magic and the distant roar of shouting. “Come on.”

      We broke into a run, racing toward the growing pulse of magic. Something was wrong.
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      We rounded the corner and, for a moment, I thought there must be another attack. A splash of fire crawled over a shimmering magical shield. Angry shouts blended together until they were just noise amidst the sounds of fighting.

      Black robed magisters pushed against the crowd, marching forward inexorably. Quick flashes of light zapped into the crowd. A man fell here, a woman there. They were struck down faster and faster as the magisters advanced.

      A flag hoisted above the chaos caught my eye. The symbol on it — a stylized bird wreathed in flame — was strangely familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      Swift tensed, seemingly debating whether to charge in or stay put. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I have no idea. I thought everyone was falling in line with the Mage’s Guild.”

      A sudden, booming blast hit the crowd and knocked everyone down at once. Swift jumped in front of me, shielding us both from the shockwave with a bright flare of magic.

      With the protestors down, the magisters descended on them like carrion. Binding spells arced through the air. About half the crowd managed to get up quickly and scattered, disappearing between buildings. A small group started running toward us.

      “Do we stop them?” Swift asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Follow my lead.”

      She nodded, tensing for a fight, but I pulled her aside as they drew near and let them pass by. One of them met my eyes and a strange shiver passed down my spine. They looked at me like they knew me.

      “We’re just letting them—”

      I took off at a run, chasing after the protestors. As soon as they rounded a turn, and we were all out of sight of the magisters, I cast a spell similar to the one the magisters had used to suppress the riot. A sudden, aching twinge ran through my body. It took all my restraint to pull back the power of the spell before I flattened the person I’d aimed at instead of simply stopping them.

      One of the fleeing protestors hit the ground as golden ropes of light tangled around his legs, but the spell just missed the others. A young woman with long, red hair slid to a stop, turning back to help her friend, but he frantically waved her away.

      “Just go!”

      She tensed, clearly debating what she should do as Swift and I closed in. “I can’t leave you!”

      “The cause is more important. GO!”

      Swift made it to the downed protestor and the woman finally turned to run after the others. I let her go. We only needed one of them to get some answers.

      I released the spell and grabbed the guy by the front of this shirt and slammed him into the brick wall. He was young. Not even twenty if I had to guess. Older mages have something in their eyes that makes their age impossible to hide.

      “What were you doing here today?” My arms shook a little as my magic stayed near the surface, threatening to overwhelm me. Like flexing a muscle, I began forcing it back into my chest. Ever since the magic came out during the final attack on Moira, it fought my control more and more. The exhaustion from last night’s training session wasn’t helping either.

      “Rocking the boat,” the kid snapped back with a cheeky grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to need more details than that.”

      The kid’s eyes strayed to Swift, his cheeky grin only growing. “They say you’re a bit of a rebel. Daughter of the Lord High Chancellor gone rogue.”

      “Who says that?” Swift asked, crossing her arms.

      He shrugged as well as he could while being pressed into a brick wall. “Everyone that’s paying attention.”

      Swift cocked her head to the side, looking at him curiously. “Is that what you think you’re doing? Paying attention?”

      “Somebody has to. Most people are sheep, but we’re not.”

      “What are you then?” Swift asked, taking a couple of steps closer.

      “It’s not time for you to know that yet.”

      “Excuse me?” I moved my forearm to his throat.

      He finally tore his gaze from Swift. Madness blazed in his eyes. “Threaten me all you want. I won’t jeopardize everything we’ve worked for just to satisfy your curiosity. We’re protesting tyranny and lies. That’s all you need to know.”

      Swift huffed out a sigh. “What’s your name?”

      “Jebediah Tane,” he replied happily.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Is that your real, legal name?”

      He nodded. “I don’t lie.”

      “Alright. Let him go, Blackwell.”

      I looked back at Swift in irritation, but she simply crossed her arms and stared me down. She was serious. She wanted me to just let this asshole go without getting any answers.

      “Fine.” I stepped back and Jebediah straightened his shirt with a smug look. It was real tempting to smack it off his face.

      “Until we meet again,” he said with a salute before turning and running after his friends.

      I waited until he was out of earshot before turning to my partner. “Why did I let him go?”

      “Because he’s going to contact us.”

      “Oh? And why would he do that?”

      Swift put her hands on her hips. “To recruit me, and maybe you too. You saw the way he looked at me and talked about how I’d gone rogue. He thinks I’ll support his cause.”

      I looked down the now deserted alley. “I don’t trust him.”

      “Neither do I. But he isn’t the sort you can threaten answers out of. I think he’d delight in dying for this cause, whatever it is.”

      “What about the girl?”

      Swift pursed her lips. “She might be more easily persuaded to share information. We should have Bootstrap try to track her down too.”

      I nodded, glaring once more down the alley. This riot didn’t bode well for the future. The Mage’s Guild wasn’t what I’d call...understanding. People that spoke out too strongly got silenced. They always had.
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      In the week since the attack, we’d managed to pull together some semblance of order in Moira. Unfortunately, that order was being maintained by the Mage’s Guild.

      I passed my badge over the scanner and the door slid open with a hiss. The IMIB’s temporary headquarters was in the Mage’s Guild tower. A shining, white beacon of corruption built in the center of the highest level of Moira.

      The glare of artificial lights lit our way through the busy atrium. Black-robed magisters were everywhere, partly as guards, and partly as a show of strength. The rumor was that there were some very important visitors coming today and they needed to be reassured that Moira was safe.

      Perhaps that explained the timing of the riots. If someone wanted to undermine their authority, or make them look disorganized, that was a good way to do it. The only question was who had planned it, and why. All the people that were arrested and hurt were a high price to pay just to embarrass the Mage’s Guild.

      I picked up my pace. Walking through here made my skin crawl no matter how many times I did it.

      A group of magisters turned into the hallway ahead of us. They’d had the run of the show since the attack, growing more smug with every passing day. My mind flashed back to the confrontation we’d had with the Lord High Chancellor and his right hand man — Marshal William Atticus. The Chancellor’s influence could be felt everywhere. Atticus seemed to have taken a personal interest as well, which I liked even less.

      “This way,” Swift said, grabbing my elbow to redirect me toward our office.

      Calling it an office was generous though. All IMIB agents had been shoved wherever they could fit. Conference rooms, meeting halls, and...closets.

      Swift unlocked the door to our ‘office’ and flipped on the light. A single, rickety metal desk took up the majority of the space. A worn swivel chair sat behind the desk and a folding chair in front of it. I’d stolen the second chair from a supply closet down in the basement just to have somewhere to sit.

      I kicked the door shut behind us and plopped down in it with a sigh. This place felt like a cave. The single lightbulb above us put out a weak, yellow light that wasn’t enough to even read by.

      Swift traced out a lighting rune and sent an orb bouncing into each of the four corners of the ceiling. The extra light simply made the dust more obvious. She looked around and shook her head. “They could have at least cleaned it.”

      “No point in putting effort into people they’re planning on getting rid of,” I muttered, scuffing my heel against a piece of carpet that was peeling up.

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “With Director Harland gone, the IMIB is severely weakened. She had the bulk of the political power, and the other councils trusted her to be fair.” I shook my head. “It’s just a matter of time now before the IMIB disappears into the Mage’s Guild.”

      “Until then, we have work to do.” She pulled out her tablet and sat down, the chair creaking ominously as she leaned against the backrest. “Bradley left us a case before he was arrested. I think we should finish it.”

      I was surprised at the pain that comment brought on, but she was talking about him like he was already dead. In some ways, he might as well be. It was possible we’d never see him again.

      “Alright, let’s do it.”

      “A guard was killed at a Mage’s Guild controlled storage facility for magical artifacts in North London. After the murder, a spate of burglaries at five different storage facilities were connected to the case. Some of the stolen items weren’t even discovered missing until they went through the inventory again and turned up short. Whoever is doing this was careful to be subtle and avoid discovery — until the murder of the guard.” She sent me a few files with a quick swipe. “This is the list of the magical artifacts that were stolen. The information on most of the things in the storage facility is pretty limited. Often they only have the names, which are ridiculous at best.”

      “Ridiculous why?” I asked in confusion.

      She tapped the file open on her tablet. “Bracers of Willful Misintent. Hallowed Sacrifice. Nightmare of Tourmaline.” She looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Need I go on?”

      “No, I get what you mean. Did the storage facility even know what they did?”

      “The research division in Magical Artifacts would go through testing things with lower magical values, but it was risky. Some of them were...explosive. It was hard to justify testing anything.” She let out a sharp breath. “So much crap was made during the war that was tricky or just plain evil. You never know what you’re going to get when you find something from back then.”

      I shook my head and opened the file so I could scroll through the list. “What did our suspect take the night they killed the guard?”

      “Box 394, containing seven items, and box 705, containing five items.” She frowned. “That’s odd. These artifacts were all identified and measured.”

      I scratched my jaw as I scanned the list of items and what they did. “And they would all sell well on the black market. They’re almost all very useful.”

      “It’s like the burglar had a shopping list going in.”

      “Where could someone get that information?” I asked, setting my tablet down and resting an elbow on the edge of the desk.

      “That’s a good question.”

      “They have to have someone on the inside, or a way to access whatever system stores this information.” I pursed my lips. “I’m sure Bootstrap could get ahold of that information, so they may have a hacker themselves.”

      “We should follow up on both options. I find it a little suspicious that the theft went unnoticed for so long, but I don’t want to rule out a simple hack.” She opened a video file and flipped her tablet around so we could both see the screen. “This is the only video surveillance they have of our suspect.”

      The video showed a large warehouse full of shelves stacked all the way to the twenty foot ceiling. It was fairly dark inside with no sign of life at all. After a moment, one of the shadows seemed to move. A box slid off a shelf, then disappeared into the shadows as well, as if a cloak had been thrown over it.

      “That’s a type of shadow magic you don’t see everyday.” It was hard to follow the thief’s progress even knowing where he was. “Whoever this is, they are perfect for this kind of job.”

      Swift nodded. “Yep.”

      A guard strolled into the room, hand resting casually at his belt. The shadow moved steadily on, about to round the same corner the guard was headed toward, as if they had no idea the guard was there. Sure enough, the shadow stepped into the path of the guard and they collided.

      A figure flickered into view, then disappeared again, never solid enough to make out any distinguishable features. The guard stumbled back, arms pinwheeling as he tried to regain balance. His back foot caught on the edge of the shelf and he fell. His head hit the sharp corner of a forklift, then the ground, and his body went limp immediately. Blood spread out from the wound, but I suspected he was dead before he hit the ground. It was just bad luck that he’d fallen the way he had.

      The shadow hesitated at the edge of the room, then moved quickly away.

      I sat back and shook my head. “If that accident hadn’t happened, they could have kept doing this for ages.”

      She set her chin in her hands and looked at the screen thoughtfully. “When they ran into the guard, they freaked pretty bad. That speaks to inexperience, which is surprising given the coordinated way these burglaries were carried out. I’m thinking they aren’t working alone. Either they were hired or recruited to do the actual stealing, while someone else is the lead on this.”

      “Then we need to find our shadow so we can get to the people behind this. If we only catch this person, whoever is pulling the strings will just find another way to continue.”

      Murray and his ledger flashed through my mind. We’d failed then, only catching the naive kid the real criminals had used up, leaving them free to continue hurting people. That still got under my skin. I didn’t want it to happen again.

      A sharp rap at the door interrupted us.

      Lopez stuck her head in. “Have y’all seen Danner? He was supposed to be here this morning but never showed.”

      Swift waved her inside. “Nothing is running on time right now. Also, there were riots on this level. I wouldn’t be surprised if they temporarily halted the Rune Rail.”

      “Damn.” Lopez shut the door behind her then leaned back against the wall and crossed her arms. “It just feels wrong. The Rune Rail was supposed to be the one thing that worked exactly as intended. This place is going to hell in a hand-basket.” She shook her head as she shifted restlessly on her feet. “Did you hear who was coming today?”

      “Big council meeting, right?” Swift asked absently, scanning through something on her tablet.

      “Not just them.”

      We both looked up at that statement.

      “Who else?” I asked, worry growing in my gut.

      “Big wigs from all the businesses that have an interest in Moira.”

      “I shouldn’t be surprised. The Mage’s Guild has always spent a lot of effort wooing them. They have a lot of explaining to do about how their impenetrable security failed.”

      “Still…” Swift said, fingers tapping thoughtfully against the table. “They don’t grovel. If they’ve brought them here, it’s because they want something from them. They’re going to twist this to their advantage.”

      Lopez blew out a breath and shook her head. “No doubt about it. Speaking of, any news on Bradley’s trial?”

      “No,” Swift answered, letting her head fall back against the chair. “Absolutely nothing. No one is talking. No one even knows who is taking over for Harland as Director yet. Or for Bradley as Chief.”

      “It’s not looking good, though,” I added. “I was able to visit Bradley yesterday, and he wasn’t hopeful at all.”

      Lopez’s jaw tightened. “Sometimes I’m tempted to just go and get him out of there.”

      Mayhem magic shifted under my skin at the suggestion. A strange, foreign need to act bloomed at the back of my mind. I knew I wanted to bust him out of there, but what I was feeling was something else entirely.

      Swift gave me an odd look, as if to ask if I was okay, but I gently shook my head. Now wasn’t the time.

      “Did you find out anything else on that mage you picked up yesterday? The one with the strange weapon?” Swift asked, changing the topic quickly.

      “Oh, yes.” Lopez pulled out her phone and sent some files to both of us. “This is everything we had on that case. He’s claiming he bought it from a shifter pack that runs a bar in a rough area in London. We haven’t dug into that though, since we were just after him for a murder and have that sorted out. We did set up surveillance though and found something you might be interested in. I seem to remember you two talking about this guy.”

      Swift opened the surveillance video. A tall man with a beer belly walked toward a bar. He paused and glanced over his shoulder. I instantly recognized his smug face. It was Kevin Jacobs, the alpha we had tried — and failed — to arrest in Las Vegas.

      “What is he doing in London?” Swift exclaimed, practically coming out of her chair.

      “Bloody good question.”

      Lopez’s phone buzzed. She typed a quick reply and reached for the door. “Let me know if you need anything else. I have to run.”

      Swift nodded absently, still staring at the surveillance footage. “Thanks again.”

      Once the door shut behind her, I cast a quick muffling rune. I didn’t want the rest of this conversation to be overheard by whatever listening devices they likely had in here.

      Swift looked up as the magic rolled over her. “What?”

      “How connected do you think these cases really are?”

      She waggled her hand side to side. “It’s tenuous. I plan on talking to Jacobs first, then we can figure out how they’re connected. There is one thing. The bar Jacobs is at in this video and where the mage was picked up is owned by a subsidiary of Juno Corp.”

      Juno Corp was the same company that had employed prosaics, like Adam Johnson who had exploded all over the interrogation room, to smuggle magical drugs. Thanks to Viktor, we knew Lady Swift controlled that company, and ultimately the drug ring, but we couldn’t prove it. Yet.

      “We’re going to end up losing this murder case too if we’re not careful. They took the drug ring away from us because we got too close to something. Hell, they arrested Bradley after we argued to keep it.” I leaned back in my chair and stared up at the ceiling. “That could have been the tipping point. It could be our fault.”

      She exhaled sharply, brows pinched together in irritation. “Maybe, maybe not. I didn’t think that’d be enough to stop you though. We can do this under the radar if needed.”

      “Hiroji once told me that nothing I did for the IMIB made a difference.” I sat up straight, curling my hand into a fist to resist the urge to punch through the table. “Maybe he was right.”

      Swift leaned toward me, eyes flashing with determination. “If you’re giving up, then you need to tell me right now.”

      “I’m not.” I looked away and scratched my jaw. “There’s just a lot working against us right now. This case is starting to feel like a distraction.”

      “Stop having a pity party. I’m mad too, but I’m not giving up. We’ll find a way to bring them to their knees.” She grabbed her tablet and tucked it under her arm as she stood. “This case is another chance to find out the truth, and a chance to catch someone that got away. You with me, or not?”

      I didn’t like it, and this wouldn’t be easy, but she was right. Taking a deep breath, I stood. “Yes.”

      “According to the surveillance notes, Kevin Jacobs has been at the same bar the last two nights, and he’ll likely be there again. He might be looking for our thief too.”

      “Guess we better find him first.” I canceled the muffling rune and followed her out. “Want to grab some coffee?”

      She nodded and we veered away from our desks and headed down a different hallway. They’d stuffed the IMIB agents into a back corner. Out of sight and out of the way. And a full five minute walk to get coffee.

      Rounding the corner, we almost ran into a magister — one of three who were leading a group through the halls. We stepped to the side, hugging the wall to give them space.

      I nodded my head, half in greeting, half in apology. It wasn’t returned. Assholes. I started to move on, but my vision stuttered over a figure near the back of the group. Hiroji. I froze in place.

      As Hiroji walked past, our eyes met for less than a second. He gave no indication that he recognized me, but I had no doubt he had. It was almost enough of a distraction to miss the person next to him. Alberto Bianchi clapped a hand on Hiroji’s back as they spoke as if they were old friends.

      Anger unfurled in me, whipping around like a hurricane. Once again, he was siding with the enemy.

      Swift yanked me backward before I realized I was trying to follow them. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “One of many questions we need an answer to.”
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      Moonlight reflected off the Thames as we strolled towards the bar, looking for all the world like a couple on a date. Skyscrapers battled with sprawling brick buildings in Tower Hamlets. Everything was suffocatingly close here. Even the path that led along the river — newly built after magetech had helped clean out the sewage and pollution — felt close to tipping over into the water.

      Blaring music echoed off the concrete from an open apartment window above us. The aggressive pulse of the music served as a kind of warning: we don’t welcome people here.

      Swift glanced behind us. “I hope Jacobs shows tonight. I’m still pissed that mangy bastard got away. I won’t be underestimating him this time.”

      The last time we’d seen Kevin Jacobs, he’d been living with some roaches in an apartment in Las Vegas. Considering his distaste for Moira, London was the last place I’d expected to see him crop up since it required a trip on the Rune Rail. He had to be here for a reason.

      Connecting him to our case was a stretch. But he had been seen at the same bar as the mage Lopez picked up. The bar was a hotspot for drug dealing and the sale of other black market items — like the magical artifacts at the center of the murder. Jacobs might know something about it, and he might not. I cared more about what he knew about a certain drug ring connected to Lady Swift than I did about what he could give us on the murder, but it was a good excuse to bring him in.

      “He’s been there the last two nights. Odds are good we’ll catch him tonight.” I slung an arm around her shoulders. “Just don’t pancake him.”

      She elbowed me in the ribs. “I’m not the one having issues controlling myself lately.”

      “I have yet to kill anyone that didn’t deserve it.”

      “Neither have I,” she said with a firm shove, knocking me to the side. “That looks like our place.”

      A crowd milled around a squat warehouse, now converted into a pub. More people were going in than leaving, but the ones that left lingered on the street and sidewalk. Little clumps of people circled around each other, some of them shouting challenges across the way.

      Magic pulsed out of all of them. This wasn’t a prosaic area. It also wasn’t an area for manners. The people here wore their magical signature openly, like a gun on their hip. We’d stand out just for keeping ours under wraps.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Swift asked.

      “Maybe, just can’t let out too much or we’ll be even more obvious,” I said, surveying the area warily.

      “Nah, we’ll blend right in with you wearing that jacket,” she said, pressing her lips together to suppress a smile as she began to unfurl her magical signature.

      “Hey, a leather jacket is a classic. This one is custom.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      We took our place at the back of the line. It moved fairly quickly. This didn’t appear to be the type of place that was picky about clientele. The bouncer at the door didn’t even ask us for an ID. Once we produced the the cover charge, we were waved inside, though, it was higher for us than it had been for the prior guests. They really didn’t like strangers here.

      If the outside of this pub had been rough, the inside was an ill-conceived disaster. The floor was sticky and the whole place reeked of sour ale. I wasn’t sure how shifters stood this place, but there were a ton of them here.

      To the left of the long bar, a creaky staircase with a half-broken banister rose steeply up to the second floor. Mismatched tables with even more mismatched chairs were scattered throughout the open space.

      Swift headed straight for the bar. I trailed after her, not eager to drink anything this place had to offer. As she ordered two beers, I scanned the room. A few patrons eyed us suspiciously, but most were too wrapped up in their own business to pay two strangers any attention.

      A glass full of a pale amber beer appeared in front of me. “I splurged on their most expensive beer on tap. A Carling.”

      I gave Swift a scathing look as I accepted my drink. “On tap, my ass. They poured this out of a can, and should have poured it down the drain.”

      She laughed and clapped me on the back. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Like hell it isn’t.”

      “You are way too picky.” She rolled her eyes, then nodded toward the staircase. “Want to head up?”

      “Sure.”

      We waded back through the tables and climbed the staircase. It was even shakier than it had appeared. We made it to the top just fine though, ascending into a cloud of smoke. The scent of tobacco was tinged with something stronger — the sort of thing shifters needed to smoke in order to get stoned. Without a little magical help, the high wouldn’t last longer than a few minutes.

      I scanned the room for exits, quickly spotting two sets of doors, both of which led to a balcony that wrapped around the side and halfway round the back of the pub. It was good to know the way out of a place like this. Fighting in close quarters without my katana would likely prove disastrous. I might have gotten away with a little chaos and destruction while Bradley was my boss, but I knew the Mage’s Guild would take any excuse to fire me.

      Swift hopped up onto a stool near the wall. We were a few feet back from the banister, but still had a good view of the entrance and the pub itself.

      I set my lager on the table, uninterested in actually drinking the stuff. A breeze picked up behind us, clearing out a little of the smoke. “What time does our friend normally show up?”

      “Just after eleven.”

      I glanced at the time. He should be here any minute then.

      Swift took a long drink, then set down her glass. “I was starting to miss this.”

      “Shady pubs with bad drinks?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “No. Normal case work.” She lifted one shoulder. “The last few cases have been a bit of a pain in the ass. I much prefer robberies and normal murders.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “You know, I have to agree. Used to be the people trying to kill me were mobsters and mercenaries, not…” I pointed vaguely upward. “They were a lot easier to deal with.”

      “I think I even preferred my parents trying to kill me,” Swift said with a bemused look. “I—” she stopped abruptly and leaned forward, her attention down toward the front door.

      A man who looked vaguely familiar walked in, followed by none other than Kevin Jacobs and another werewolf. They didn’t get far before two burly men stepped into their path. The hairier of the two held out a hand toward Jacobs. The werewolf alpha sneered at him, and for a moment I thought he might snub him. Instead, he shook the man’s hand once.

      The group headed toward the back of the pub, disappearing through a back door guarded by a stout woman with bleached blonde hair. Her magical signature was easy to pick out even from up here. It was stronger than most in the pub.

      “Think they’ll let us back there?” Swift asked dryly.

      “No, but I do have an idea.” I nodded for her to follow me.

      We picked our way through the crowd and emerged onto the outside balcony. I took a deep breath of the fresh air, thankful to be outside.

      After making sure no one was watching us, I leaned over the edge, searching for any sign of a back entrance into the pub. Sure enough, there was a back way in. One door on the ground floor, and another at the top of a metal staircase.

      “I’m going to drop over the side here and go in one of the back entrances. Stay here and keep an eye out. I don’t think anyone up here is going to notice if we’re careful,” I whispered, eyeing the increasingly intoxicated crowd.

      Swift pursed her lips thoughtfully, then nodded. “Go. Be careful. We need to know why he’s here before we grab him.”

      “I’m always careful,” I said with a cheeky grin. Before she could respond, I stepped over the railing and dropped to the ground.

      My feet hit the concrete with a quiet thump. I held perfectly still for a moment, letting my eyes adjust. I’d landed by a dumpster out of sight of the street. There was no one back here that I could see or hear. I pulled my magical signature tightly back into my core. It wouldn’t do to sneak around back here while broadcasting my presence to anyone magical in a twenty foot radius.

      I crept along the side of the building as quietly as I could. A shifter would be able to hear me, but I was more concerned about magical detection than a shifter picking my footsteps out amidst the mess of noise from the bar and the street.

      The door on the ground level was almost dead center in the back of the building. I pressed my ear to it and heard laughter, the clink of glass on glass, and running water. Sounded like the kitchen. I eyed the metal staircase. If they weren’t up there, then I’d have to find a way to get through the kitchen without being stopped, which might be impossible.

      I glanced back at Swift, who was leaning casually against the banister, her back to me. It was now or never.

      The metal staircase was sturdier than I’d expected, letting me hurry up it without too much noise. I paused for a moment by the door, listening for anyone inside. Someone grunted and shuffled, then the door creaked slightly. They must be leaning against it.

      I stepped slowly back, ready to retreat and call it a loss when I heard a muffled argument. A shuttered window a few feet to the left of the staircase seemed to be the source.

      The alley behind the pub remained empty, so there really was no reason not to do this. I swung my legs over the metal railing and found an uneven brick to get a grip on, then began making my way bit by bit toward the window. The ledge that separated the first and second stories made it much easier.

      As I drew nearer to the window, the argument became more clear.

      “You aren’t getting a fucking cent until I have it in my hand.”

      A chair slid back. “Watch your tone when you’re talking to the boss, you wanker,” another man said with a fairly pronounced cockney accent.

      “You’ve had over a week to track down the brat that ran off with my shit. Where is he?” Jacobs demanded with a snarl.

      I got close enough to the window to peek in. It was covered by a half-broken wooden shutter. It drooped on the hinges, giving me a small gap to look through.

      Jacobs sat across from one of the burly men with his pack behind him. There were at least six, maybe seven, of them crammed into the tiny room. They all had their proverbial hackles up.

      “That’s a good question, innit?” one of the burly men said. “Starting to think someone crossed us both. A brat like that shouldn’t be able to disappear this good in my city. Either he got out, or he’s laying low. He’d need help for either.”

      “This job was supposed to be easy, that’s why it was trusted to small timers like you. That was my mistake.” The floor creaked as Jacobs rose to his feet, his eyes glinting red in the dim lighting of the room. “It seems you can’t fix this mess, so I will.”

      They moved in a blur. The entire pack attacked as one, their snarls and the sound of tearing flesh filled the air.

      “Hey! What are you—”

      I almost lost my grip on the brick as I turned to see who was shouting, only to find them face down in the alley. Swift stood over the man holding a chunk of concrete.

      Red eyes turned toward the window, focusing on my face through the narrow slats.

      “Shit.” I shoved off the building and dropped to the ground, landing awkwardly in a crouch. “They just attacked the other pack. And spotted me at the window.”

      “Shit,” Swift said, echoing my feelings on the matter. She dropped the chunk of concrete. “We can arrest them for murder though. That makes it simpler.”

      Before I could continue the discussion, a hulking form burst through the window and skidded to a stop in the narrow alley. Fully shifted, the werewolf stood at least eight feet high. Instead of being lanky, as was usual for his kind, solid muscle rippled under his skin.

      We’d underestimated Jacobs once before. I didn’t intend on doing so again.
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      Another werewolf dropped out of the window, casually tossing aside an arm that clearly didn’t belong to them. Someone was having a very bad day.

      Magic flared hot behind me as Swift summoned her mace. “One more behind us.”

      Jacobs took another step forward, lips curling over his teeth. “I remember the two of you. You failed to catch us once before,” he rasped, his wolfish face distorted with a mocking grin. “What makes you think this time is going to be any different?”

      I lifted my hands, letting mayhem magic leak from my fingers. The pure black magic extended out like claws. “I’m feeling a little more myself today.”

      “Your magic doesn’t scare me, mage.” He lifted his wrist, drawing my attention to a metal band clasped around it. I did not remember that from last time.

      I began shaping the katana with my mayhem magic while keeping my eyes glued to Jacobs. He had something up his nonexistent sleeve. Something that was making him overconfident. That was never a good sign.

      “It definitely should, Jacobs. It scares the hell out of me,” I said as the katana formed in my hand. Even without looking down, I knew the eye would be there, staring out of the darkness. I couldn’t let that distract me though. Maintaining the shape of it was going to be hard enough during this fight, if I even could.

      You’re learning, the mayhem magic whispered.

      Jacobs’ smile widened. “Time for dinner, boys.”

      He launched toward me almost faster than my eyes could track. I lunged forward, twisting to my left and swinging the katana in a wide arc toward his head. The blade skimmed along his shoulder — missing by less than an inch — as he slipped past the strike.

      I followed up with a blast of fire from my other hand, thinking I could catch him off guard. The flames hit him...then rolled over his skin without hurting him at all.

      There was no time to think about what I’d just seen. The other werewolf swiped at my head. I ducked just in time and thrust the katana forward. It grazed his side, drawing a line of blood. He threw his head back with an enraged howl and staggered backward.

      Moving fluidly, I twirled the blade in my hand and thrust it straight back, catching Jacobs. He roared and batted the blade away a little too slowly, tearing open his thigh. He seemed to be caught by surprise that the hit had landed.

      Just to test my theory, I sent a fireball hurtling at his face as I retreated. It blew past his snout without so much as singeing a hair.

      Interesting, the mayhem magic said, perking up inside of me.

      “That bracelet can only help so much,” I taunted, letting the mayhem magic grow within me. It wanted out, and I was tempted to let it have its way.

      “We need to capture them, not turn them to dust, Blackwell,” Swift shouted in warning. She stood between three werewolves, using the length of her mace to keep them at a distance.

      “Mine are immune to magic, so that might be hard,” I shouted back.

      “Figure something out!” She charged in, with a lightning-fast swing of the mace. It smashed through one of the wolf’s legs and snapped it like a twig.

      I was forced to turn my attention back to my own problems when Jacobs charged me. I ran forward and slid under his wide swing. With two quick steps, I slipped behind him and slashed upward. He was faster than I expected and lunged just out of reach before spinning in place and leaping at me.

      Mayhem magic surged around me, blocking his wild attack just in time. Jacobs slammed into the shield. The other werewolf swiped at my exposed side. I met the swing of his arm with my katana. The edge cut through bone and muscle like butter and his arm fell to the concrete. He stumbled back, blood rushing from the stump.

      I dropped the shield as Jacobs moved to ram it again and kicked out with my foot, catching him in the knee. There was a disturbing popping noise, but he still didn’t go down. I danced back out of his reach, then swung the katana like a baseball bat, aiming the flat of the blade at his head.

      He blocked the strike with a meaty forearm and attempted to grab the blade bare handed. Mayhem magic flared out at his touch and he howled in pain, skittering back and clutching the wounded appendage to his chest.

      Rage burned in his eyes. “What the hell is that?”

      “You got me, buddy.” I adjusted my grip on it, wondering if I could manage to reshape the katana into a blunt object and still maintain my focus.

      He didn’t give me long to consider it before he attacked again, forcing me closer and closer toward Swift. His pack had us surrounded, which wasn’t my favorite position to be in. We were outnumbered and they didn’t fight like idiots. They knew how to work together.

      “Now!” Jacobs shouted.

      A loud pop echoed through the air, followed by a blinding flash of light. Swift shouted something incoherent. I stumbled away, my back hitting the brick wall. When I could see again, I found my partner on one knee, her mace gone, along with her magical signature.

      “My magic is—” she cut off her explanation when she had to dodge the lunging strike of one of the wolves. Even without her berserker magic, she was strong and fast. She fought back with unbridled fury, her fist connecting with the werewolf’s jaw and forcing him back.

      I could feel it too. Something had shifted in me. But one thing had not. I let the mayhem magic loose and it poured out from me in a dark wave, filling the entire alley. Play time was over.

      Each person stood out as a bright point in my mind. I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel it all. They were trapped like flies in honey.

      It would be so easy to kill them. All I had to do...all I had….

      Do it.

      “No!” I began pulling the magic back into myself as I stumbled toward Swift. My feet felt heavy, as if the mayhem magic was fighting my movements.

      I finally found Swift and grabbed her by the arm. A bubble cleared out around us and she gasped in a deep breath.

      She blinked at me in shock. “What the hell did you do?”

      “Can’t. Explain. Get. Ready.” I squeezed my eyes shut and yanked the magic back into myself with a shout. It hit me like a battering ram and drove me to my knees. The world spun around me.

      I felt Swift move, but I couldn’t see straight. Ground. Sky. Wall. I gasped for air, belatedly realizing I was laying on my back.

      A werewolf sailed over me, body limp, and blood trailing from its mouth. The smack of fists hitting flesh filtered through the buzzing in my ears. Swift was fighting them, without magic, alone. I had to get up and help her, but I couldn’t risk using the mayhem magic again right now.

      I forced myself upright. A snarl from my right shocked me into action and I rolled out of the way, barely dodging an attack from Jacobs.

      Spit foamed at the corners of his mouth as he charged again. His attack was wild and unfocused, like he’d gone feral with rage. I dodged again, rolling up to my feet this time. Before he could charge again, I attacked, catching him in the back with a solid kick.

      He stumbled and swung his arm back. I blocked the strike and kicked him in the kidneys, then decked him in the jaw with a hook punch. The blow dazed him. I took the opening and showered him with strike after strike. He stumbled away, barely trying to defend himself anymore.

      There was a second pop, and all at once, the strange emptiness was filled. Whatever they’d done to our magic ended abruptly. Fire bloomed around my fist as I swung one last, devastating punch at Jacobs. It landed on his temple and he went down hard, reverting back to human form before he hit the ground.

      I looked back to check on Swift. She stood, mace in hand, over two other werewolves. The alley was littered with them. A couple looked dead, the others were simply unconscious or wounded.

      I readjusted the cuffs of my suit. “This is better than therapy.”

      Swift grinned at me, her hair wild around her face. “You’ve got that right.”

      “Can you call the locals to get all these idiots transported to lockup tonight?” I asked as I knelt next to Jacobs.

      Swift nodded and pulled out her phone.

      Jacobs twitched slightly as I checked for a pulse, making sure I hadn’t hurt him too badly. Unlucky for him, he was still alive.

      She rejoined me. “They’re on their way. Did you happen to see whatever they used to knock out our magic?”

      “Nope. It’s odd though. It didn’t affect my mayhem magic.”

      “That is strange. It’s different, but it’s still magic. It shouldn’t be immune to those sorts of things”

      “Magic dampening cuffs worked on me before when I was struggling to control it. If this isn’t something new, why would that have changed?”

      “Perhaps…” she trailed off for a moment before lifting her eyes to mine. “Perhaps it’s grown stronger somehow.”

      I rubbed my jaw with the edge of my hand. “Do you think losing my katana could have strengthened it?”

      She lifted one shoulder and pursed her lips, getting a distant look in her eyes. “Maybe.”

      “There’s something you’re not saying.”

      Sirens cut through the silence of the alley as the local police approached.

      “It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “We agree on that much.”

      I rose to my feet. A small, reddish disc lying on the asphalt caught my eye. I walked over and crouched beside it. It looked familiar.

      “Do you recognize this?”

      Swift came closer to see what I was pointing at, then nodded. “That’s one of the stolen items from…” she hesitated, pulling out her phone to flip through the case files. “The second robbery.”

      “That connects Jacobs to this case in a more concrete way.”

      “Sure does. Let’s hope it’s enough.”
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      Jacobs was waiting for us in Moira. The London agents had confirmed his transfer with me this morning. As eager as I was to go interrogate that son of a bitch, there was something we had to do first.

      “It’s just that no one will tell us what’s going on.” Alyssa, Chief Bradley’s daughter, sat across from us. She had a white-knuckled grip on the handle of her teacup and the tea inside shivered from the tension. “How can they keep us from visiting? He hasn’t even been convicted yet. I don’t understand it. I just...I don’t get it.” She clamped her mouth shut after that, eyes tight with unshed tears. There was anger there too, and fear.

      I didn’t want to say what I’d come here to say, but holding them in suspense was wrong. Bradley wanted me to take care of them, and he’d made it clear he didn’t want them to have any more hope than he did of his eventual release.

      I set my tea down and took a deep breath. “I think he may be refusing to see you.”

      She jerked back with shock, sloshing tea over the rim onto the saucer and her fingers. “Dammit— sorry, sorry.” Her eyes filled with tears then. One slipped over her bottom lashes and she brushed it away firmly. “Why?”

      “He doesn’t believe there’s any chance for an acquittal.” I glanced at Swift and she nodded once in encouragement. “This is...there is no good way to put this. The Mage’s Guild wants him gone, and they’re going to make it happen, justice be damned.”

      Helpless rage shone in Alyssa’s eyes. “We have to stop them. Right? You can...you can save him.”

      “He doesn’t think so. He ordered me not to try.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “And you’re going to listen to him?”

      Swift leaned in and reached across the table, pressing her hand to Alyssa’s arm. “The Mage’s Guild is going to convict him. That would leave one option. We could break into wherever he’s being held and help him escape.”

      “Then do it!” Alyssa snapped. “He’s innocent!”

      “Your father would be a fugitive after that, and so would you. And Matilda. You’d have to go into hiding or the two of you would be used as leverage against him, if not killed outright to punish his defiance.” Swift sat back. “That is why Bradley is ordering us to stand down. He’s trying to protect his family.”

      Alyssa buried her face in her hands, harsh breaths cutting through the silence. “So I have to sacrifice my father to keep my daughter safe? To save myself?” She shook her head once, as if she could deny it. “That’s a miserable choice.”

      She was right. It was miserable. It wasn’t even a choice. It was yet another defeat in a war we already seemed to have lost. I thought back to the ledger — now lost in the rubble of the old IMIB building in Moira — that had sat in the bottom drawer of my desk. This corruption within the Mage’s Guild, within everything, was slowly eating away at the world. Would there be anyone good left when it was done?

      A door cracked open and a pig-tailed head poked out. “Mommy?”

      Alyssa stood and turned to face her daughter, the emotions wiped from her face and replaced with a smile. “Yes, baby?”

      “I’m hungry.” Matilda looked nervous. She could tell something was wrong, but wasn’t old enough to understand what.

      “I’ll make you lunch. Run to the kitchen, okay?”

      Matilda nodded, slipping out of her room and sprinting to the kitchen like we were the boogeyman.

      Alyssa smoothed her hands down her blouse. “If you can’t...if that’s all then, I need to get her lunch.”

      Swift nodded. “If anything changes, you’ll be the first to know, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      We let ourselves out, closing the front door quietly behind us. It was sunny today. Just a few puffs of clouds in the sky and a gentle breeze. Despite the chill lingering in the air, it was as good as the weather got in London this time of year. I’d rather it was raining. The sunshine felt out of place.

      “We have to do something, Lexi. I can’t stand this. I can’t let them do this—” I cut off my words and shook my head, unable to look at her.

      “We’ll fight them. Bradley said there were others that could help us, maybe they can help free him too. Either stop the trial, or get him out if he’s convicted.”

      “He’ll never forgive us if Alyssa and Matilda get hurt trying to save him.”

      She glanced back at the little house. “We’ll find a way. We have to.”
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      “How do you want to play this?” I asked, leaning against the two way mirror as we watched Jacobs in the interrogation room.

      Swift tapped her fingers against her crossed arms. Her mouth was set in a tight frown. “He thinks he’s smarter than us. Or that he knows something we don’t.”

      “Well, that’s true enough. He might know who our murder suspect is.”

      “More than that, though.” She jerked her chin at him. “He’s relaxed. Lounging in the chair. Looks well-rested. We literally have four dead bodies from yesterday, all murdered without provocation, and he’s not worried. There’s something wrong with this whole thing.”

      She was right. He was way too confident considering the circumstances of his arrest.

      “Then we should get whatever information we can out of him as soon as we can.”

      She lifted one shoulder noncommittally. “I’m not optimistic.”

      “Now who’s having a pity party?” I punched her arm lightly. “Come on, we can crack this guy.”

      We walked slowly around to the door of the interrogation room. This was our one shot to find something on this guy. Swift had been more bothered by Jacobs getting away that first time, but I certainly wasn’t a fan either. I didn’t like to lose.

      She put her hand on mine, stopping me from turning the handle. “Don’t insult him.”

      “What?”

      “I think our only chance is to treat him like he’s some big, bad criminal. If he brags, we might get something, but we’re not going to intimidate him.”

      I held her gaze for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. I’m much better at bad cop though.”

      Her lips quirked up into a smile. “No doubt about that.”

      I pushed the door open and strode in, keeping my eyes glued to Jacobs like I was worried about what he might do. He didn’t even twitch. His posture stayed relaxed and his breathing even.

      When Swift shut the door, he finally acknowledged us, glancing back over his shoulder to wave at her.

      “No coffee?” he asked, with an exaggerated pout.

      “Coffee machine is broken. My apologies,” Swift said with so much sincerity I almost believed her. She walked behind him to his left side and leaned against the wall, putting him between us. “You sleep well, Jacobs?”

      He leaned back in his chair a bit and nodded. “Of course. The IMIB is always so hospitable when I come for a visit.”

      “Then I’m glad we could convince you to visit this time,” she said with a bright smile.

      He snorted and sat up straight. His amused expression turned calculating as his eyes fixed on me. “You two have me in this box. What do you want?”

      “We’re looking for a murderer,” I said, watching to see how he reacted.

      He rolled his eyes. “Not it.”

      “Oh, we know,” Swift said, regaining his attention. “Actually, it looks like this murderer might have run off with something that belonged to you.”

      He didn’t seem to like that. His hand twitched slightly as he curled it into a fist.

      “Oh? And why do you think that?” he asked nonchalantly.

      “I know it’s rude, but I was eavesdropping on your little meeting yesterday. The one where you killed that other shifter pack.” I crossed my arms, tapping my fingers restlessly against the sleeve of my jacket as if I were nervous.

      He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “So you saw how they attacked me then? Terrible business, but everyone has a right to defend themselves.”

      “Strange, I must have missed that part. Maybe you can jog my memory.”

      He scoffed at that.

      Swift walked slowly behind him. “What were they supposed to be selling you, Jacobs?”

      Jacobs tilted his head back so far the chair began tipping back. He looked up at Swift with a grin. “Do you even care about the murder? Or are you just pissed I got away once before, girlie?”

      She leaned toward him, expression still perfectly blank. “It haunts me every night. I even cried about it. How can I sleep while the big, bad wolf is prowling around...selling drugs. So scary.”

      So much for not insulting him.

      He let the chair fall forward with a loud clank, the chains wrapped around his legs rattling against it. “Thought so.”

      “Look, we can get you back to your little friends sooner, or later.” I walked over to the table, stopping just out of his reach. “Who—”

      The door flew open and two magisters swooped in. One went straight to Jacobs, leaning down to undo his cuffs. Between the two of them, I could clearly see the cocky grin that spread across Jacob’s face. He’d known they were coming for him somehow. He’d been waiting for this.

      “Guess it’s sooner, Blackwell,” Jacobs said with a chuckle.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I demanded, moving to stop the magister only to find an arm blocking my way.

      “Agent Blackwell, we’ll discuss the matter in a moment,” the magister said firmly, pressing me farther back with his arm.

      Jacobs stood and shook out his wrists pointedly. “Until next time.”

      They exited the room, letting the door swing shut with a jarring slam. The magister holding me back wasn’t anyone I recognized, but he seemed to know who I was.

      Swift stepped up beside me and crossed her arms, anger crackling out of her. “What the hell was that about?”

      “Kevin Jacobs is a confidential informant for the Mage’s Guild. Your ill-advised arrest has threatened years of planning,” the magister said stiffly.

      “I bet it has,” I muttered, stepping back and shoving his arm away.

      He straightened, looking down his nose at us. “You’ll be sent under review—”

      “He killed four people last night,” Swift interrupted, stepping into the magister’s personal space. “Attempted to kill us, completely unprovoked. You do not have the authority to release him.”

      The magister pulled out a warrant and attempted to hand it to her.

      Pink smoke trailed from her eyes, blending with her hair. “Get that out of my face.”

      I stepped up and tugged her back, taking the warrant from the magister myself. “You should go.”

      The magister turned, shaking his head and muttering insults under his breath on his way out. He paused at the door and glanced back at us. “They’ve got the right idea getting rid of you people. The Mage’s Guild has always been more professional.”

      He jerked the door open and walked out, letting it slam behind him.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Swift demanded.

      I glanced at the warrant, finding the usual bullshit written inside. Crumpling it, I threw it on the ground. “Means we’re screwed.”
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      “Are you sure this is where we are supposed to meet Danner?” I asked, wincing as another kid shrieked with happiness before diving into a germ-infested ball pit.

      A half hour after the disastrous interrogation, Lopez had texted us to come with her to meet Danner here. I wasn’t sure which was worse, having Jacobs spirited away by the Mage’s Guild, or being surrounded by noisy children.

      “Yep. Get some pizza, Blackwell. You look creepy glaring at the kids like that.” Lopez clapped me on the shoulder before grabbing a plate and inspecting the pizza buffet.

      I grimaced as I looked over the options. There was more grease than pizza.

      Swift jogged up behind me and got her own plate. “What’s wrong? Not hungry?”

      “Seriously? Look at this crap. New York City has some of the best pizza places in the country, and this is what I’m forced to eat? This can’t be real food.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Suck it up and eat, you high-maintenance, overly picky…” she continued muttering as she stalked off after Lopez, slapping pizza on her plate without care.

      I tucked a stack of napkins into my pocket, then sought out the least offensive slice I could find. I’d have to pat off the grease, but it would suffice. Since it had to.

      Lopez and Swift had already claimed a table by the time I joined them. Swift pulled out the chair next to her for me.

      “So, Danner was helping Viktor with something today?” Swift prompted as I sat down.

      Lopez nodded. “That’s what he said. Viktor is still insisting he wants me to stay out of it so I can help in different ways.”

      “I think he means it. Viktor doesn’t strike me as all that...gentlemanly.”

      “I know,” Lopez said, prodding at her pizza unhappily. “Still pisses me off. I hate skulking around like we’re somehow the ones in the wrong.”

      “Amen to that,” I muttered as I picked up a slice, eyeing it suspiciously. It drooped forlornly, the crust incapable of holding up against the weight of cheese and a single pepperoni. Grease dripped from the tip and splattered against my plate.

      Danner sat down abruptly, startling everyone but Lopez, who must have smelled him coming.

      “Well?” Lopez asked, fingers tapping anxiously against the table.

      “Went good.” Danner shoved a big bite of Hawaiian pizza in his mouth. At least I thought it was pineapple on there, it could have been anything.

      “What went good? Why did you ask us to meet you here?” She glared at her partner. “Chew faster, old man.”

      Danner rolled his eyes, but dutifully swallowed. “Viktor needed me to get in touch with some of his old buddies. Feel out if they were still working for Lady Swift or not. Most were, but a couple weren’t. Viktor said he’s going to see them soon.” He licked his fingers clean. “And don’t worry, I gave him your message, Lopez.”

      “What message?” Swift asked, confused.

      “That if he snuck out in the middle of the night again without saying good-bye I’d break off his fun stick.”

      A smile crossed my face as I chewed. Sounded like true love.

      “He seemed to take your threat seriously,” Danner said, rolling his eyes. “Said he’s coming back sometime late tonight and not to wait up.”

      Swift snorted and shook her head. “Telling someone not to wait up never works.”

      Danner leaned back, draping his arm over the back of his chair. “Anyhow, none of that was why we needed to talk.”

      “What is it then?” Lopez asked.

      “That riot in Moira, well, it’s just the beginning.”

      I looked up sharply. “Of what?”

      A group of children rushed past the table, shrieking at the top of their lungs. A harried looking group of adults followed close behind.

      Danner waited until they were once again out of earshot before speaking again. “We aren’t the only ones pissed off at the Mage’s Guild. There’s a few groups that are fed up, but one in particular is going to be pretty vocal about it.”

      “Do you know what they’re calling themselves?” Swift asked quietly, twisting a napkin between her fingers.

      Danner nodded. “The Awakened. It’s pretentious as hell, if you ask me.”

      “We snagged one who was running away from the riots and had a little chat. Not much came of it other than finding out they have an interest in Swift,” I said, nodding my head toward her. “One of them looked like she might be persuaded to talk, but we haven’t tracked her down yet.”

      “They seem organized, but I don’t know much else either.” Danner picked up another piece of pizza and folded it in half. “Rumors are flying around that they have big plans. They’re gonna be trouble.”

      That was the understatement of the year. I didn’t have anything against protesting — freedom of speech and all that — but these guys were throwing a match on a tinder pile. Soaked in gasoline. On a case of dynamite.

      “How’d you find out about them?” Swift asked, leaning forward onto her elbows.

      “One of my informants called me while I was out helping Viktor. Blabbered a lot of bullshit, but that little gem was in there. Seemed to think it was real important.” Danner snorted and shook his head. “Not that we can do anything about it.”

      “We might be able to if we can get in touch with whoever is in charge,” Swift said, worrying her napkin again. A little pile of torn pieces sat next to her plate.

      A toothpick appeared in Danner’s mouth. “They don’t seem like the types to listen to reason.”

      I didn’t have any argument for that. Danner was right. Jebediah Tane, the protestor we’d caught, had been fanatical. No one was ever more dedicated to a cause than a zealot. Someone had to be leading these people, and doing it well, to inspire that kind of devotion.

      Everything was a disaster lately. Now it looked like some kind of cult might be taking on the Mage’s Guild. It all felt like some big, cosmic joke.

      I do think it’s pretty funny, a familiar and entirely unwelcome voice purred in my mind.

      I picked up the greasy piece of pizza currently defiling my plate and shoved it in my mouth. Shut up.

      A sticky hand appeared on my arm. I looked down at the germ-covered creature currently assaulting me with a frown.

      “What do you want?”

      It sneezed in my face.
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      I pulled the Oreos out of the cabinet and was surprised to feel that the package was full. Suspicious, I inspected it. It hadn’t been opened. That never happened. I peeled back the top, but, sure enough, it was filled with fresh Oreos and not some replacement as a trick.

      Yui had said she might not be around for a while, but I hadn’t expected her to completely disappear. The timing made me worry.

      Bootstrap jogged into the kitchen, then braced his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. “Glad...you’re...finally...home.”

      “Why are you out of breath?” I pulled out an Oreo and ate it, but it just wasn’t as satisfying as it should have been.

      “Ran..all the way...down here.” Bootstrap straightened, taking a deep breath. “My room is really far from the kitchen. Who knew mansions had a downside?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You need to exercise more.”

      He made a terrible face. “No thanks. I’m going to enjoy my metabolism without suffering through that torture for as long as I can.”

      I shook my head. There was no reasoning with the kid, and I didn’t care enough about his cardio fitness to try. “What did you want?”

      “What? Oh. Yeah. Here’s that redhead you were looking for, the one from the first protest. Ashley Carman.” He pulled out his phone and tapped out a quick message.

      My phone pinged with her details. She was staying in London, lucky for us. I forwarded it on to Swift. We’d go talk to Ashley tomorrow morning and get some answers — one way or another.

      “So, I’ve been looking for Yamashita ever since she slipped out under my watch,” Bootstrap said bitterly. I’d never given him a hard time about it, but he apparently considered letting her get away with Patterson’s head his greatest failure. “Nothing too helpful on that front yet, except for the sheer lack of her appearing anywhere with cameras. Which means she has to have help. No doubt about it.”

      “Any idea who is helping her?” I grabbed some milk from the refrigerator, and after double-checking it wasn’t expired, poured myself a glass.

      “Not yet. But I’m getting close. I can feel it. My spidey senses are tingling.” He wiggled his fingers dramatically.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Barely. “Swift hasn’t been able to find out what the status on Bradley’s trial is. You get anything on that yet?”

      “Nope. It’s like there is no record. And I think he’s been moved. Sooo, I’d really like to—”

      “No.”

      “Oh come one, just hear me out.”

      “I don’t know Zardoz. We can’t bring in someone we can’t trust for a task this important. It was risky enough letting him help last time.”

      Bootstrap dragged his hands down his face with a frustrated groan. “You trust me, though, right? And I trust him. So it’s like trust by proxy.”

      I swished my cookie in the milk absentmindedly, not realizing it was half dissolved. “If this guy were to betray us, you realize it wouldn’t just be me that got in trouble right? It’d be Swift. Lopez and Danner. Viktor. You.”

      “I’m not actually an idiot. I get the stakes, man. You and Swift are literally fighting world-ending monsters. There are vast conspiracies at work here.” He crossed his arms and stuck out his jaw. “I’m willing to do what it takes to protect people. I don’t want to be a sheep, I want to be a—”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “The sheep thing. Someone else said that to me recently.” I dropped the cookies on the counter and walked up into his space. “Where did you hear it?”

      He raised his hands and took a step back. “It’s been a thing for a while. I guess I’ve seen it in some of the conspiracy theory forums I’m part of. The ones that talk about the origins of Moira.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, not sure if I should believe anything he was saying. Was it possible he was part of that weird cult? Or did he just spend too much time on forums? “Do you know anything about the Awakened?”

      “I’ve heard that name in whispers, but nobody really knows much or if they do they don’t talk about it.  It’s like fight club. You’re either recruited or you aren’t.” He snorted, his posture relaxing a little. “Believe me, I’ve looked.”

      I stepped back and dug another Oreo out of the package. “You said they moved Bradley?”

      “Well…” he scratched the back of his head. “More than that. He has kind of...disappeared. His trial date was canceled too. The files just say ‘pending reassignment’.”

      “What?” I asked, the pit of my stomach falling out.

      “That’s why I want Zardoz’s help! Something funky is going on and I can’t get any information. It should be easy to find out where he’s being held.” Bootstrap flung his arms up like I was the one being difficult.

      I pushed my hands through my hair and began pacing the length of the kitchen. “Fine, bring Zardoz in on this. Find Bradley. You tell me as soon as you do. I don’t like that his trial date has been changed, much less that he’s missing.”

      Bootstrap nodded, looking triumphant.

      “Keep looking for the Awakened too. There were riots in Moira yesterday and they were behind it. It doesn’t look like it’ll be the last either.”

      “I’ll add it to the list,” he confirmed with a nod.

      “Has Yui been back to the manor at all?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s not really into socializing even when she is here. If she is showing up, she isn’t stealing my snacks.”

      I nodded, shoving down the worry. The kitsune could take care of herself. I should just enjoy my cookies while I could.
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      The hallway was mostly quiet. Canned laughter from a tv show drifted under the door behind us and I could hear someone walking overhead. I tugged the hat down a little farther before knocking on the door. When Ashley checked through the peephole, all she would see is a delivery man with a package.

      We just needed her to open the door. That would give us enough time to grab her for a friendly chat. I didn’t want to have to chase her down the street and cause a scene — especially since we couldn’t claim this was in the line of duty.

      Swift pressed a little closer to the wall next to the door, waiting tensely for the moment to strike.

      I knocked again, then heard the deadbolt slide back. The door opened a crack, and the freckled face of Ashley Carman peered out.

      “Who are—” Her eyes widened and she tried to slam the door shut, but Swift was faster.

      She got her arm in the crack and pushed both it and the woman back. I charged in after her, kicking the door shut behind us and tossing the box to the side.

      The redhead’s hands came forward, fire blooming in her palms.

      “Wait.” Swift stepped back and raised her arms in surrender. “We’re not here to hurt you or try to take you anywhere. You’ll burn the whole apartment complex down if you use that spell here.”

      The fire stuttered out and the woman’s eyes flicked to the side. That’s when I saw them. Two people, both younger-looking than her, laying side by side on the floor next to an air mattress. They were grievously wounded, and poorly bandaged.

      One of them, a young woman with a brown bob, looked up at us, but couldn’t keep her eyes open for longer than a moment. Burns on her arms peeked through the grimy cotton gauze wrapped around them. Someone had really done a number on them.

      The studio apartment was almost empty except for the trash littering the floor. No furniture, no television. A pile of instant noodle packets on the cracked formica by the sink was the only sign of food in the place. Ashley’s hair was greasy — like she hadn’t been bothering to shower.

      “Just leave. Please,” she begged, shuffling to the side to block our view of her wounded friends.

      “What happened to them?” I asked.

      She wrapped her arms around herself, nervously picking at a thread on her sleeve. “Mage’s Guild raided one of our meeting spots after the first protest. They got hurt, but we got away. Not everyone did.”

      I relaxed my posture, trying to look less threatening — a hard ask after bursting through her door uninvited. “Do they need a healer? Or a prosaic doctor?”

      “Probably, I don’t know. One of them...the burns looks infected.” She brushed her hair back from her face in a harsh motion. “Look, what do you people want? You’re the ones that got Jebediah, right? Then just let him go or whatever.”

      “Yeah, that was us,” Swift said with a nod. “We just need to know who you’re working with. I think we might be on the same side, might be able to help each other, but you’re a hard group to track down.”

      The woman scoffed, an angry flush coloring her pale cheeks. “The Mage’s Guild found us easy enough.”

      Swift glanced at me, uncertainty clear in her expression.

      “The Mage’s Guild is screwing with us too. We’re close to finding proof of some wild conspiracies. Conspiracies connected to her parents,” I said, nodding my head toward Swift. “But we’re going to need the Awakened’s help.”

      The girl pursed her lips. “If they wanted to help, they’d have found you already and offered it. I’m not in charge or anything, you know. Just a grunt.” She glanced back at her friends again. “Expendable.”

      “Can you point us in the right direction at least?”

      Her jaw went hard and she shook her head. “No. You want ‘em so bad, you can find them yourselves. Get out. Get out of my apartment.”

      “We just—”

      “No!” She jerked back, as if startled by her own shout. “Just leave me alone. I can’t help you. Anyplace I know of, they’d have blacklisted after that raid. Too many people got taken. Odds are someone talked, and the Awakened aren’t stupid enough to wait around and get burned.”

      I ground my teeth together, sure I was going to regret my next offer. “I might be able to get a healer over here — someone I know and trust — to help your friends.”

      Her shoulders curled in, tense with the need for what I was offering, and fear of the strings attached. “But?”

      “Just tell us everything you do know. We’ll get your friends healed, then never bother you again.”

      For a moment, I thought she might refuse, then her shoulders drooped.

      “Fine. But you’re getting that healer here first. I’ll tell you while they’re helping my friends, and not a minute before.” She crossed her arms, defeated, but unmoveable on this last point.

      I nodded. “Okay, let me make a phone call.”

      Swift and I stepped outside, leaving the door cracked so we could hear in case she tried to run.

      “You sure about this?” Swift asked in a whisper.

      “No,” I said, glancing uncomfortably at the sliver of the apartment I could see through the crack “But I don’t like the idea of leaving those people without help, and we need to find out what we can.”

      Swift sighed, but nodded. “Alright. Make it quick.”

      I pulled out my phone and dialed Billy’s number. I was going to have to start paying him a retainer fee.
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      I leaned against the brick wall of the apartment and scanned the cars as they passed. Heavy clouds hung low over the city threatening rain. Yet another thing I never missed about London. The weather here was as miserable as the memories.

      A small, black sedan parked across the street and Billy stepped out of the car...followed by Sarah, that girl he’d met during the unicorn attack. I’d told him to come alone, but apparently he’d decided not to listen.

      Shoving off the wall, I jogged over to that side of the street.

      Billy lifted a hand in greeting. “Blackwe--”

      I grabbed his arm and motioned at him to be quiet. “Don’t shout my name.” Glancing at the girl who was getting something out of the trunk, I leaned in to whisper. “Why did you bring her? This isn’t a sight-seeing trip, it’s dangerous.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’re getting married, dude. I trust her. Besides, she can help.”

      “Oh? How exactly?”

      “She’s good with people and she knows first aid. She might be able to get some information from them while you’re talking to that woman you mentioned.” He clapped me on the shoulder, then nodded for his fiancee to join us. “Lead the way.”

      Sarah stepped up beside him with an enthusiastic smile. “I got your kit.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, then turned and led them back to the entrance. We half-jogged up the stairs — the elevator was busted — and made our way to the apartment. I rapped my knuckles twice against the door and Swift opened it.

      “Billy and his girlfriend are here,” I said dryly as I stepped past her into the apartment.

      “What? Why?” she asked, looking at Sarah in confusion. “No offense.”

      “Fiancee, and she can help,” Billy said firmly, shouldering his way past us both to get inside. Sarah followed close behind.

      He made his way straight to Ashley, who was warily standing guard over her friends, and held out a hand. “My name is Billy, this is Sarah. I can heal them if you’ll let me.”

      She looked at his hand like he might hit her, then just stepped aside and nodded. “He’s got an infection I think.” She pointed at the man on the right. “It was a bad burn.”

      Billy knelt by the man’s head and pressed a palm to the side of his face. “Sarah get an IV started on her first. See if she’ll wake up.”

      I pointed my head toward the bathroom, the only semi-private place to talk. Ashley waited until the golden streams of healing magic were flowing from Billy’s palms before heading toward the place I’d indicated.

      Swift stayed with Billy and Sarah, standing guard over them and the door.

      Ashley walked in and leaned against the wall by the sink, eyes still glued to her friends. The woman had a protective streak. She’d been the only one to stop when we’d caught Jebediah, and she’d taken it upon herself to try to care for these people too. Hopefully that would let me get through to her more easily.

      I rested my shoulder against the door jamb. “Do you know the names of anyone in charge? Anyone you saw while with the Awakened?”

      She scratched at her cheek with dirty nails. “Jebediah, but you already know him. Everyone else had these names that weren’t real, you know? Greek stuff, I think, like Achilles and shit, if they were important.”

      “Did anyone have anything distinctive about them? Something that we might be able to use to figure out who they are?”

      “Not really.” She shifted on her feet, trying to see around me. “Look, I don’t know what you’re hoping for here. I don’t know much, I already told you that.”

      “Will there be another protest?”

      “What do you think?” she asked, rolling her eyes. “They’re just getting started. I—” she shook her head. “I don’t want to do it anymore, neither do Jake and Lisa. That’s why we’re here laying low.”

      “Do you know what they’re planning on protesting next? Will it be in Moira?”

      She shook her head, wrapping her arms tight around her middle. “Why can’t you just track down Jebediah? I can’t help you.”

      “You know something,” I accused, blocking her view of her friends and forcing her to look at me. “If you don’t help us, how many more of your friends are going to get hurt? Killed?”

      She cringed away, her eyes darting down to her shoes like she was ashamed. “It’s not my fault.”

      “It is if you know something and don’t tell anyone that can stop it.”

      A tear slipped out of her eye and she brushed it away angrily. “It’s too late, okay? It’s too late.”

      “What is?”

      She looked up, face pale with fear. “The next protest has already started.”

      I whipped around. Swift was already at the front door, having overheard the conversation.

      “Billy, we have to go now. Leave as soon as you can and head straight home. Got it?”

      Billy nodded and Swift and I ran out the door.
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      The back tires skidded across the wet pavement as I took the turn. Rain obscured the windshield and thunder rumbled overhead. It was pouring hard outside which only made it harder to drive.

      “Go faster, Blackwell,” Swift urged with a death grip on the arm rest.

      “Normally you’re telling me to slow down.”

      “Normally we aren’t racing to the scene of a protest to try and stop hundreds of people from dying or getting arrested.”

      “As you wish.” I slammed the accelerator down, safety be damned. We were flung back into our seats. I wove through the traffic recklessly, laying on my horn to get people to move.

      As we closed in, a booming chant became clear.

      Freedom! Freedom!

      “My god, there’s at least a thousand people here,” Swift said in disbelief.

      I slammed on the brakes as we reached a wall of traffic. The protestors were blocking the street, forcing people to either turn around, or stay stuck in the street. I pulled up onto the sidewalk, threw the car in park, then leap out. Swift was already racing ahead of me.

      The mass of people were standing, in place, signs and pickets just visible through the downpour. Some had the symbol I’d been seeing — the stylized bird wreathed in flame. Others had catchy slogans putting down the Mage’s Guild.

      At the front of the crowd, all draped in black, stood at least two hundred magisters. The most I’d ever seen in one place. Rain splashed off the shields that walled them off from the protestors and magic pulsed out of them like war drums. If this went south, people were going to die.

      Swift and I ran past the protestors, but a magister stepped out of the line to stop us from going farther.

      “Back up!” he shouted, face impassive as he lifted his hand toward us, magic already gathering in his palm.

      Swift pulled out her IMIB badge. “We need to talk to whoever is in charge. Now.”

      The magister scoffed. “This isn’t your jurisdiction.”

      “Tell them Alexis Swift has important information,” she snapped, looking for all the world as haughty as her breeding would imply.

      The magister hesitated, eyes flicking between her badge and her face. “Fine. Stay here until I return.”

      Behind us, the crowd shifted and the chants grew louder. Something was happening, and I doubted that was a good sign.

      Slowly, they began to part and I realized someone was walking to the front. A tall, good-looking man with ice-blond hair passed through, followed by shouts of Talos. That sounded Greek, and if I remembered correctly, was a name. The rain wasn’t touching him. He must have prepared ahead of time.

      When he reached the front of the crowd, he stopped just a few feet from the magisters and lifted a strange tube up to head level.

      Abruptly, the crowd went still and quiet. The sudden absence of sound was almost disorienting. With everyone’s attention on him, Talos pulled a string and a scroll unfurled with dramatic flair. It stretched all the way down to his waist.

      “These are our demands!” he shouted, his voice was loud and clear without a hint of uncertainty. “Will the Mage’s Guild give the people the respect they deserve? Will they hear us out?”

      He looked at the line of magisters, but no one moved. A quiet murmur began as the wait dragged on, growing tenser by the moment.

      “Should we do something?” I whispered.

      “Like what?” Swift whispered back, her voice barely audible over the growing unrest. “We couldn’t even get the magisters to talk to us, and we sure as hell won’t be able to convince these people to leave.”

      “I have no idea, but I don’t like just standing by and watching it happen.”

      She ground her teeth together, then nodded. “Okay, let’s—”

      A magister with red trimmed robes stepped out of the line. He looked Talos up and down with an unhappy expression. “Protests require a permit.”

      “Strangely, all applications for a permit were denied,” Talos responded, still talking loudly enough to ensure everyone could hear him, unlike the magister. “It’s almost as if the Mage’s Guild won’t permit anyone to protest against them.”

      Someone in the crowd shouted in agreement, earning an irritated glare from the magister.

      “Tell these people to disperse.”

      Talos held the scroll toward the magisters. “After you hear our demands.”

      The magister gestured toward the man behind him. “Arrest him.”

      I wasn’t sure who attacked first. Magic flew from both sides so quickly that we were knocked back before I could even get a shield up.

      Swift rolled to her feet in front of me and summoned her mace in one fluid motion. “You hurt?”

      “No, you?”

      She shook her head. “We have to make room for these people to flee.”

      I pushed up to my feet and mayhem magic surged to the surface, nearly breaking my control. “If we fight the magisters, we’ll end up in a holding cell next to Bradley.”

      “Be creative then!” She ran into the crowd, blocking a blast of magic right before it hit a protestor in the back.

      Fighting without hurting anyone wasn’t exactly one of my best skills, but I couldn’t stand around and do nothing. I ran into the fray.

      A fireball arced over the crowd, then plummeted straight downward. I threw my hand forward and let the mayhem magic loose with a frantic shout of warning. It darted toward the fireball, colliding with it in a shower of sparks. People directly below still shrieked in pain, but at least they were still alive to feel it. A fireball of that size could have incinerated five or six people. The Mage’s Guild was insane using those kind of spells to put down a protest.

      What a treat, the mayhem magic whispered. I could feel its glee at the situation in the back of my mind. It felt a little bit too much like my own emotion, as if I couldn’t quite separate myself from what my magic wanted.

      “Shut up,” I muttered, blocking another blast of magic from hitting myself and two men with a shaky shield.

      “Thanks, man!” the taller one called before grabbing his friend’s arm and running in the opposite direction.

      In the midst of the chaos, I spotted Talos. He seemed untouched by the fighting as he strode through the crowd. A group of five fought around him, blocking some of the worst attacks from the magisters. Talos glanced my way and met my eyes with a smile as if he knew me. Or had expected I’d be here.

      I shoved through the current of people to follow him. The bastard looked smug, like he’d known this would happen all along.

      Lightning cracked overhead, illuminating the crowd for a split second. So many people were hurt. Too many to even help.

      Talos and his group of guards pulled ahead of me. Even with all this chaos, people were parting to let him through. He must be their leader, or close to it.

      Mayhem magic rushed through me, flaring out into a broad shield just in time to block an attack I hadn’t seen. It hit hard enough to send me to my knees, but I surged back up to my feet immediately. I couldn’t lose Talos. He was just as responsible as the Mage’s Guild for this massacre.

      A woman went down at my feet. Green fire crawled over her skin as she shrieked in pain. I whipped my jacket off and smothered the flames, then scooped her up. Her head lolled back, eyes fluttering with shock at the pain she must be in. Talos was gaining even more distance from me, but I couldn’t leave the woman to be trampled to death.

      “Hey!” I shouted, trying to get the attention of the man ahead of me.

      He looked back with wild eyes. Blood mixed with rain as it trailed down his face from a cut above his brow.

      I shoved her into his arms. “Take her and run. I have to help Talos!”

      He nodded frantically and held the woman to his chest as he continued on with the crowd. Talos’s name was like magic here. They would all do anything if they thought it was for him.

      Talos had slipped out of sight in the moment that had taken. I pushed forward and spotted a car trapped in the crush. I hurried toward them and climbed onto the roof, using the mayhem magic as a shield on my left. A few dozen yards away, I saw Talos. He looked back at me as if to urge me to pursue him.

      “Any chance we can fly again?” I asked my magic.

      Try and find out, it purred.

      I crouched slightly, then threw myself off the car. My magic went wild behind me and I was thrown directly at the building in front of me. It reached out like a giant black hand and gouged into the wall. That changed my momentum and swung me around in a wide arc. Straight at the side of the building.

      I braced just in time, hitting the brick with my feet first. The magic released without warning and I slid to the ground, landing in a heap in front of a store. People raced past me down the side street, everyone taking a different route in an attempt to scatter.

      I jumped back up and searched frantically for Talos. His blond hair was visible just ahead, then disappeared as he and his guards turned right between two buildings.

      Shaking off the jarring landing, I sprinted after them. The crowd had thinned out here thankfully, but Talos was out of sight. I pushed myself to my limits. My shoes threatened to slip as I splashed through puddles and the overflow of water into the street.

      I skidded around the corner Talos and his guards had turned down and spotted them near the end of the narrow street. They were keeping just far enough ahead that I couldn’t even bother trying to cast a spell. Grinding my teeth in frustration, I took off again.

      We wound through the shops into increasingly narrow streets. The high rises gave way to older buildings. Up ahead, Talos stopped abruptly and looked back at me, then turned right into an alley.

      I sprinted across the street and followed after, but when I turned down the alley, I found myself at a dead end. No doors or windows in sight. Just the back of a building going straight up.

      But there was no one here. Talos and his guards were gone.

      That wasn’t possible. They couldn’t have vanished into thin air unless they could fly — which wasn’t possible. I sent a quick flash of fire out into the alley, but it hit no one. They weren’t hiding. They really were gone.

      “Shit.” I turned and punched the wall as all the frustration of the past two days bubbled out of me. Dust and bits of brick shot off from the impact. I shook out my aching hand, but no real damage had been done.

      Had it been an illusion I’d been following somehow? Out of all the options, that was the most likely. It had seemed like he wanted me to follow him at times, but he obviously hadn’t wanted to be caught. Or to talk.

      I almost turned to walk away when I noticed something lying on the ground. Unlike the rest of the alley, it looked clean.

      I walked over and crouched down beside it. Rain spattered all around it, but didn’t touch the envelope, as if it was shielded. Taking a risk, I prodded it. Elegant script appeared on the front one stroke at a time and spelled out my name. It was clearly meant for me.

      I had no idea how Talos had managed to leave it here and still escape without a trace. I picked up the envelope and turned it over. The back was sealed with wax that had been stamped with the same symbol I’d been seeing everywhere — the flame-wreathed bird. This close up, I was pretty sure it was an eagle.

      I tucked the envelope into my pocket. I’d deal with it later at the manor with Swift. For now, I needed to find her and get the hell out of here before we ended up arrested too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I adjusted the icepack on my knuckles and propped my feet up on the other chair in the kitchen. We’d retreated to the manor after the protest-turned-riot. Bootstrap was upstairs glued to the news, updating us with casualty estimates every few minutes.

      The envelope sat on the table next to my hand, taunting me. We hadn’t broken the seal yet. Swift was concerned it was bobby trapped, or that it had some kind of ability to track us. I wasn’t too concerned about Talos being able to track me back to the manor though. It’d actually be excellent if he did show up here. I wanted to wring some answers out of him.

      The smell of Chinese food drifted toward me as Swift walked into the kitchen. My stomach growled eagerly.

      “About time, I’m starving,” I said as I eagerly sat up, dropping my feet to the floor so she could sit. “Are the others almost here?”

      “Yeah. They should be here any minute now.” She pulled out a container and handed it to me.

      “Chicken lo mein?”

      “Of course. I got three for you so you can eat something other than Oreos.” She arched an eyebrow in disapproval.

      “Oreos are full of vitamins.”

      She snorted and began unloading the rest of the takeout containers. There was enough to feed an army. Or a few hungry mages and a shifter.

      I opened mine and the tantalizing smell of noodles and chicken greeted me. This was the best sort of food for late night work. I dug in with a pair of chopsticks and shoveled a huge bite into my mouth, groaning in happiness. That crappy pizza we’d had yesterday had been too unappetizing to eat much of and I hadn’t had a proper meal since. Swift was right about the Oreos, not that I’d ever admit it.

      The doorbell rang, echoing through the house like a gong. I flinched and glared in the general direction of the door. It was better than wailing, but Bootstrap really needed to stop messing with everything. All I wanted was a normal doorbell and a basic security system.

      “I’ll get it,” Swift said, already hurrying toward the front door without waiting for me to respond.

      “Make yourself at home,” I said with a long-suffering sigh.

      She just laughed at me and kept walking.

      I didn’t actually care that she’d let herself in or that she’d invited the others here tonight though. The manor felt empty most days. This was a big change from my days of being a loner. Perhaps a change for the better.

      “Are you eating all the chicken lo mein?” Viktor asked from behind me.

      I almost fell out of my chair as I whipped around. “How the hell did you sneak in here like that?”

      There was a door that led in from the other side, but it normally squeaked.

      “I walk quietly.” Viktor snatched up one of the open containers and sniffed it, then shrugged. “This will do.”

      “Did you see the latest protest on the news?” I asked between bites. “They’re saying at least five dead, dozens injured, and twenty-six people arrested so far.”

      Viktor gave a curt nod. “I saw them. They were very well organized.”

      “All that organization went to shit when the magisters tried to arrest their leader, Talos,” I said with a shake of my head.

      He lifted one shoulder then let it drop. “That seemed intentional as well.”

      Lopez came in through the kitchen door ahead of Swift and marched straight up to Viktor, punching him in the arm almost hard enough to spill his rice.

      Her glare softened slightly. “Glad you’re back.”

      He smiled at her — something I’d never seen before and hoped to never see again. “Calm down, kotyonak, I was never in danger today.”

      Lopez muttered something in Spanish and grabbed a carton.

      I hadn’t noticed Danner had arrived with them, what with all the punching, until he pulled out the chair across from me.

      “Now that we’re all here, we can get to work and figure out a plan,” Swift announced, grabbing the orange chicken.

      “To deal with the protestors and Mage’s Guild or Bradley’s upcoming trial?” Lopez asked.

      “Both. They’re the same problem, really.” Swift jabbed her chopsticks into her container. “Bradley is suffering from the same corruption that is screwing with everything else.”

      Swift jerked her chin toward the envelope. “Blackwell followed their leader, Talos, during the riot. They vanished in a dead end alley and left that for him.”

      Lopez leaned forward and inspected it as she chewed a large bite of food. “Wha’ innit?” she asked around the mouthful.

      “Don’t know yet.” I flipped it over. “We were a little hesitant to open it. Not sure if it’s meant as something friendly, or as a threat.”

      Lopez held her hand out for it, so I gave it to her and sat back. She lifted it to her face and sniffed carefully around the edges and seal.

      With a shrug, she dropped it back on the table. “No active magic left in that. Sixty percent chance it’s safe to open.”

      “Guess the odds are in our favor,” I said dryly.

      Swift rolled her eyes and grabbed it, breaking the seal before I could object. Nothing happened. She opened and carefully shook out the letter inside. It wasn’t normal paper though. It was old-fashioned papyrus. These people had a serious and unnecessary flair for the dramatic. From what I’d seen of Talos, it suited him though.

      I picked up the letter and unfolded it.

      

      
        
        “A tyrant's trust dishonors those who earn it.”

        

        We both want the same thing. Let us see how we can help each other.

        

        Come to Bound at midnight tomorrow.

        - Talos

        

        Ps...Are you awake yet?

        

      

      

      I looked up at Swift in confusion. “What does that mean? It sounds like a quote from something.”

      She frowned and held her hand out for the letter. “It does. Perhaps something from Greek mythology but I can’t place it.”

      “Sounds ridiculous to me. I don’t trust ‘em,” Danner said with a decisive shake of his head. “We need to be worried about the old chief’s trial, not some loony bin reject.”

      “About that,” I said with a wince. “His trial date has been canceled and they haven’t updated it, and he’s been moved.”

      “To where?” Lopez demanded, sitting up straight.

      “No clue,” I said with a sigh. “Bootstrap is bringing in someone to help though.”

      “Someone we can trust?” Swift asked.

      “I certainly hope so. Bootstrap trusts him. I’ve worked with the kid for a while and he’s never let me down.”

      “Man, do you only compliment me behind my back?” Bootstrap asked as he walked into the kitchen. “You could show a little appreciation to my face every now and then boss man.”

      “Shut up and get some food,” I muttered, shoving the last carton across the table toward him.

      He grabbed it and climbed into the chair next to Danner, smiling at the mage with a mouth full of food. His smile was not returned.

      Viktor set his food down and leaned back in his chair, surveying the group with a hard gaze. “Helping Bradley is the priority, but until we find out where he is, we have other problems.”

      “The Awakened?” Swift asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. As well as the Mage’s Guild and your parents.”

      Swift stiffened uncomfortably.

      There was a thump and Viktor looked at Lopez with a frown. “Why did you kick me?

      “Maybe we should invite them over for tea again and just ask them what they’re doing,” I said, trying to ease the tension.

      Swift snorted. “It might just work. Last time you got a house out of it.”

      “I still can’t believe he just handed you the deed like that,” Lopez said, shaking her head. “You’re sure there’s no listening devices or surveillance runes?”

      “I’m sure,” Bootstrap butted in, waving his chopsticks around. “I checked every crevice of this house so thoroughly I might as well have had sex with the place.” He laughed. No one else did. He slouched down into his chair and dug out a piece of broccoli with his chopsticks. “Anyhow, I’m sure.”

      “My father was likely just trying to show Blackwell how...little of a threat he is. It took everything Blackwell had to keep me from being arrested, and my father can hand it all back to him without it mattering.” She tucked her hair behind her ears and shook her head. “He thinks he’s invincible, and with the Mage’s Guild behind him, perhaps he is.”

      Lopez set her now empty carton of food down on the table. “We know the Mage’s Guild is corrupt and we know who the enemy is there. The Awakened worry me more because they’re a wild card. Are they on our side? Or are they just troublemakers?”

      Viktor nodded in agreement. “These are important questions.”

      “They seem fairly fanatical. I don’t think we’ll be able to get answers just from asking,” Swift said, twirling her chopsticks idly between her fingers. “Even Ashley, one of the Awakened we ran into at the first protest, was hesitant to tell us much, and she didn’t seem to be all that fond of the organization. We might need to send someone in undercover. See if they could get recruited and get some information that way.”

      “If we could find them, who could go undercover? It’d be easy enough to find out we’re all IMIB agents.” I asked.

      “I can,” Viktor said with a shrug. “I have openly cut ties with the Mage’s Guild. It wouldn’t even be a lie to say that I was interested in taking them down. Based on the riots, I suspect the Awakened are interested in that.”

      Lopez didn’t look pleased, but nodded. “Viktor has the best chance of getting recruited probably.”

      “What about me? They’d totally trust me too. I’m a hacker,” Bootstrap said, leaning forward excitedly.

      “Can you get in touch with them online?” Swift asked.

      “Maybe. I’ve never really tried, so not sure how hard it’d be.”

      Swift glanced at me and I sat back with a sigh.

      “Alright, but—” I said, cutting off Bootstrap’s excited response with a sharp gesture. “You do it cautiously. They’re probably going to test you to see if you’re really into whatever they have going on. It’s not worth doing something stupid just to get a man on the inside.”

      “Why are you lecturing me on this, but not him?” Bootstrap asked, gesturing at Viktor.

      “Because he knows what he’s doing and you don’t.”

      “Rude.” Bootstrap shoved a big bite in his mouth, accidentally smearing sauce on his cheek, and chewed sullenly.

      “They seemed interested in Swift and they left me this letter. There’s a chance they are willing to trust us, or that they want to talk,” I said, tapping my chopsticks against the side of the carton as I thought through the possibilities.

      “Pretty good odds one of you will be successful,” Lopez said with a shrug.

      Swift nodded. “Maybe we can get information on where the next riot will be and stop it before it starts. I don’t think they realized how hard the Mage’s Guild could come down on them, but now they know. The mage we grabbed was young. They didn’t live through the war. They don’t know how ugly it can get.”

      “That’s for damn sure,” Danner muttered.

      Something beeped and Bootstrap pulled a small tablet out of his bathrobe. “Aw, hell.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He held up the tablet, showing another riot. This wasn’t just mages though. The vampires and werewolves had gotten involved.

      “So much for having time to sort this shit out,” Danner muttered, shaking his head like he’d known all along it’d never work.

      Viktor got up and threw his carton away, then tapped on Lopez’s shoulder and nodded toward the door. They disappeared to talk and Danner took that as an opportunity to leave as well. I sent Bootstrap up to get to work on his part in all this which left Swift and I alone in the kitchen.

      She picked at the leftovers, looking as tired as I felt.

      “So, before you can accuse me of not sharing, I should tell you I heard the voice again. The mayhem magic sort of helped me during the riot, though I couldn’t completely control it—”

      She accidentally snapped the chopsticks in her hand. With a frown she tossed the pieces into an empty container. “You lost control?”

      “No, not really. I asked it to do something, and it did it.” I pushed my hands through my hair. It was getting too long, but I hadn’t had a chance to go to the barber recently.

      “Do you think you should...encourage it?” She picked a shrimp out of the last carton of fried rice with her fingers and chewed it with a worried frown.

      “I don’t think I have a choice. It...is the mayhem magic. I’d told Sakura it felt sentient and it looks like I was right. It’s not normal magic.” I twisted the family ring on my finger as I remembered the hungry look in the eye as it had stared at me from within the blade. “I formed the katana I fought Fear with and I saw this...creature...in the blade. Its eye and its mouth.”

      “Well, that’s creepy,” Swift muttered.

      I snorted. “What’s creepy is that it’s in my head.”

      She leaned back in her chair and propped her feet up. “Maybe we need to arrange an exorcism.”

      “Ha. Ha.”
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      I approached the Rune Rentals desk, needing to kill some time while waiting on Swift who was running behind.

      “Hey, Billy,” I greeted with a nod. It was a relief to see him back at work, safe and sound. We’d run out of there pretty fast after the riot, and I hadn’t been able to follow up with anything more than a text.

      Billy’s head popped up. “Hey, man. Anymore life or death emergencies today?”

      I shook my head with a chuckle. “Not yet.”

      “Oh, Sarah wanted me to give you this. She talked with them before we left, and they told her a little more about the people they work for. Not sure if it’ll be helpful though.” He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it over. “They made a list of every place they remembered even though Ashley said it was useless.”

      I opened the note and found a list of five addresses and various Greek names and the roles of those people within the organization. Talos was written at the bottom with a question mark, and ‘important’ in all caps.

      “This is helpful. Tell her thank you.” I tucked the note in my jacket pocket. It could be a good starting point. We could fill in the blanks.

      “Did you just come by to say hello, or did you need a car?”

      “Both. Swift and I are headed to Seattle today.”

      “Awesome. I can get you something decent there.” He typed out a few things, then grabbed a pair of keys. “They lifted your restrictions after the attack.”

      “Really? That’s the last thing I expected to hear.”

      “Surprised me too,” Billy said with a shrug. “I guess saving the day has its perks.”

      Swift emerged from the crowd and headed over, holding a bag of what looked like donuts. “Good morning, Billy.” She pulled out a smaller bag and handed it to him. “Got you a glazed and chocolate.”

      His face lit up with excitement. “Thanks! I’m starving. Didn’t have time to eat before I left home.”

      I reached for the bigger bag, eager for a treat, but she pulled it out of reach.

      “Stop it. That’s for our meeting with Gresham.”

      I sighed, eyeing the bag plaintively. “Then we should hurry there. I ran out of Oreos last night.”

      The Rune Rail for Seattle arrived at the terminal.

      “Gotta run. See you next time, Billy,” I said with a wave.

      Swift and I jogged over, having to hurry a little bit to get on before the train left again.

      We took our seats and lapsed into silence as the doors closed and the Rune Rail took off. Everyone on board was tense, eyes darting around like the thing might explode any minute. My fingers itched for the katana I no longer carried. Crutch or not, I missed it hanging at my hip.

      “I hope Gresham will have some insight into that letter.”

      “If anyone can help, it’s him,” Swift agreed with a decisive nod. “I’d like to look into the gods as well, which means we’ll have to tell Gresham about all that. There have to be records throughout history of them acting, or influencing things in some way.”

      “I think it’s time he knew.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Growing up, he was always going on about mythology and history. I think he’ll be very excited to learn they exist.”

      “Maybe less excited when he finds out they aren’t all that friendly.”

      She shook her head and laughed. “That won’t dampen his enthusiasm in the slightest.”

      The Rune Rail arrived at its destination and everyone crowded around the doors, eager to escape it.

      We were carried out in a wave of people, finally making it off the platform. I tracked down the car. It was nothing special, but at least it wasn’t a taxi.
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      It was raining by the time we made it. The steady downpour soaked us straight through on the run to the front door. I pulled my jacket off as we stepped inside, draping the sopping wet thing over my arm.

      It was comfortably warm inside. The old woman — who I still suspected might have been dead — wasn’t at the front desk. It sat empty. I shook out my hair like a wet dog, earning a glare from Swift.

      “Seriously?” Her own pink hair hung in wet tendrils around her face.

      “What? It’s annoying when it drips everywhere.”

      The employee entrance door burst open, startling both of us, and Gresham stuck his head out. His fluffy white hair was crazier than ever and he looked like he hadn’t gotten much sleep.

      “Oh, Lexi, so lovely to see you,” he said, hurrying over to wrap her in a hug. “And you too, Logan.” He grabbed me before I could dodge him, squeezing me tight like we were old friends.

      I patted his back awkwardly. “Uh, thanks.”

      “Here, let me take those wet things. I’ve got a nice fire going in the back. The best sort of thing for rainy days.” He took my jacket before I could protest.

      Swift shook her head in amusement at my grumpy expression. “Calm down, he’s not going to do anything to it.”

      We followed Gresham through the bookstore. The rain was a muted thunder above us. For a moment, it took me back to the night of my parent’s death, though the storm had been much worse then. I shook off the memories which had been cropping up more than I was comfortable with lately. For nearly fifty years, I thought I’d moved on. Apparently I hadn’t.

      “Quite a fight you two had in Moira if the papers are to be believed,” Gresham commented as he led us through another door to a cozy sitting room that looked well-lived in. A fire crackled merrily on the far wall, warming the room. A small table, just big enough for four, was nestled in the corner. A single dirty dish sat on it with the remains of what looked like breakfast.

      “I don’t know what the papers said, but it was a hell of a fight,” Swift said tiredly.

      Gresham hung my jacket up to the side of the fire and puttered around, clearing up the dirty dishes and other clutter. “Sit down. I’ll make us tea and we can discuss why you came here today.”

      “That’ll go perfect with the donuts I brought,” Swift said, holding up the bag.

      He set a kettle on the stove and started pulling out biscuits — the British word for cookies. I sat down in the chair nearest the fire with a sigh of relief. The heat at my back felt good.

      A newspaper laying on the table caught my eye. TERRORISTS ATTACK MAGISTERS. I tugged the paper closer with a frown.

      The Mage’s Guild has declared a state of emergency after the most recent attack. Over a hundred people were arrested after the attack and are being charged with unlawful protesting and assaulting magisters, along with a dozen other charges.

      Talos face was displayed in full color below the article, bold letters beneath it naming him MOST WANTED.

      “Did you see this?” I asked Swift, tilting the paper toward her.

      “No.” She took the paper and scanned the article. “This is insane. It was a peaceful protest until they tried to arrest Talos.”

      Gresham’s bushy eyebrows shot up in surprise as he read it over her shoulder. “My goodness, that’s a surprising move. Rather harsh of them.”

      “With Director Harland dead, there’s no one with enough power to contest it.” I rested my elbows on the table as a sense of exhaustion came over me. The Mage’s Guild wanted power, above all else. Even above peace. Anyone that threatened that would be treated like the enemy.

      The tea kettle whistled shrilly. Gresham grabbed it immediately and brought everything to the table. We poured our drinks in companionable silence. This was going to be a long conversation, no point in rushing it.

      I took a bite of a ginger biscuit. It was a little stale, so it didn’t have the snap it should, but I’d always thought that made them better. I didn’t understand the British obsession with hard cookies. Swift nudged a chocolate-covered donut toward me, which I happily accepted.

      Swift washed down a bite with her tea, then set down her cup decisively. “So, this is going to sound crazy.”

      Gresham perked up immediately. “All the best things do, at first.”

      She smiled, and the expression softened her face as some of the tension dropped away. “To put it bluntly: gods are real. We’re not sure if these beings are what they say they are, but there are powerful, possibly immortal beings who claim to be gods. Blackwell and I have spoken to one of them several times.”

      “Oh my.” Gresham leaned back in his chair, staring blankly into his tea. He was quiet long enough that I began to worry.

      “Do you have any questions?” Swift prompted gently.

      “A million and a half,” Gresham said, pulling himself out of whatever trance he’d fallen into. “Which of these gods did you speak to? Does this mean that the warlock was, in fact, making sacrifices to a deity?”

      “The god we spoke to called himself Fate. And yes, the warlock was making a sacrifice to something. We have not dealt with that one though.”

      Gresham sprung up from his chair and dug through a pile of paper, returning to his seat with a pen and notepad. “Are you worshipping Fate now?”

      I looked up sharply. “No. Definitely not.”

      He scratched down my response with a nod, underlining it three times. “Do you believe this entity is evil in some way? Do you distrust it?”

      “I don’t trust its intentions at all. Though, it claims a war is coming, and I have no reason to doubt that. The attacks on Moira are likely just the beginning.” I swirled the dregs of tea left in my cup as a sense of doom settled over me.

      I needed Fate to be wrong or a liar. I glanced at Swift and she shook her head slightly. She didn’t want to tell Gresham everything it appeared. I couldn’t blame her. Having a bunch of people fretting over your alleged impending death would get irritating.

      “What we need your help with, is discovering how many of these gods there might be, and who they are. There has to be some evidence of them in history. Now that we know they’re real, we can look at the material we’ve studied from a different perspective. Perhaps find signs we’ve previously dismissed,” Swift said.

      Gresham nodded eagerly. “Of course. Perfectly logical. I’ll get to work at once.”

      “There is something else.” Swift grabbed another biscuit and dipped it in her tea. “What do you know about Pandora’s Box?”

      Gresham shrugged. “Greek mythology. Opened by Pandora, releasing evils into the world. Is that real too?”

      “We’re not sure. There’s something in the heart of Moira kept hidden by…” she paused and sighed deeply, “my father. The person that told us about it nicknamed it Pandora’s Box, though a valkyrie stated that it was something else entirely. It seems to be some kind of magical battery. They’re using it to power Moira and the Rune Rails.”

      “Fascinating. That doesn’t quite fit with the usual mythos of Pandora’s Box, but perhaps some older texts will have more information.” He added that to his growing list of notes. “Anything else you need me to look into?”

      I pulled out the letter Talos had left me in the alley and set it on the table in front of Gresham. “There’s this as well. One of those rioters — their leader we think — left it for me. The first line sounds like a quote from something, but we’re not sure what.”

      He picked up the letter and adjusted his glasses on his nose to read it. “Hmmm, having no context at all will make it difficult.”

      I grabbed the newspaper again and unfolded it, searching for any pictures of the protestors. There was one near the bottom of the article that showed the Awakened’s flag. “There’s this as well. I’ve been seeing this symbol everywhere. An eagle wreathed in fire. Whatever he’s quoting might be connected to the imagery. We also talked to a woman that had been part of the organization, and she mentioned that everyone important had a code name, and they were all Greek.”

      “That narrows things down somewhat.” Gresham turned the letter over in his hands, sniffing it, then holding it up to the light. “Did you find anything hidden in the letter? Runes? Code?”

      Swift shook her head. “No, but you’re welcome to keep it and see what you can find. I made copies of it already.”

      “I’ll give it a thorough looking at.” Gresham continued fiddling with the letter, making notes as he muttered under his breath.

      Swift straightened abruptly. “Oh, did you ever figure out the runes on the Valkyrie armor?”

      “In fact, I did! One of them at least. The others seem to be entirely new, or rather, very, very old and never before seen. Let me fetch it.” Gresham hopped up and hurried out of the room.

      “You gave him the armor?” I asked in surprise.

      She nodded. “To help study it. It’s enchanted in some way and I’d like to know how.”

      The professor reappeared, grunting with effort as he hauled the armor into the room. He set it on the floor with a loud clank.

      “Heavy stuff,” he said, wiping his brow. “Couldn’t figure out the metal used to craft it either. Those valkyries certainly know a bit more about armor crafting than we do though. I couldn’t damage it at all.”

      The armor had been polished well. It gleamed brightly from the light of the fireplace. The scratches and holes had disappeared.

      “How did you fix the holes in it?” I asked, leaning forward to inspect it more closely.

      “It fixed itself,” Swift said, crouching next to it and running her fingers over the pauldrons. “When I finally got home after the battle and went to sleep, the whole armor set and sword disappeared. I panicked immediately, but had this instinct to reach for it, and…” She held out her hand and a bright flash of light blazed through the room.

      I blinked as spots danced before my eyes. When I regained my vision, I saw the valkyrie’s sword in her hand. “I did not expect that.”

      “I can summon the entire set of armor. When I do, any damage that’s been inflicted on it is repaired, just like with my mace.”

      “So, what, are you a valkyrie now?” I asked with a laugh.

      Neither of them laughed along with me. Swift’s expression only grew more serious.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” She stood and the armor and sword disappeared with a low pop.

      A truly obnoxious ringtone blared out of my phone. I pulled it out and answered it. “Bootstrap, if you change my ringtone again—”

      “I found him,” he interrupted breathlessly. “I found Bradley.”

      My fingers tightened on the phone. “Where is he?”

      “Purgatory.”

      My hand dropped to my side and I hung up the call without saying anything else. I’d suspected he might have been sent there, but it was the worst case scenario. Beyond worst case, actually.

      Bradley was as good as dead.
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      “Are you sure?” I demanded, pacing the length of Bootstrap’s room. We’d rushed back here immediately, research and gods forgotten.

      “Yes, I’m positive. Zardoz found this backdoor into...well, the details don’t matter. The point is, we’re sure. One hundred percent certain. I never tell you things until I’m sure and I’m never wrong, dude,” Bootstrap said, crossing his arms and gnawing on his bottom lip. “He was taken there recently. Harland was trying to get the charges against him dropped, arguing that his right to due process had been violated, but all that disappeared when she died— and I don’t mean got denied. Files were deleted. Documents were shredded. We could only find bits and pieces of what Harland was doing right before she died. Or...was killed.”

      “You think Harland was assassinated?” Swift asked. Her voice was tight and angry.

      Bootstrap nodded and started swiveling back and forth in his chair. “Absolutely. The attack was the perfect time to cover up the assassination. I’ve heard some chatter about it on the forums the Awakened like to frequent too.”

      Swift and I met each other’s eyes, neither of us saying what we were both thinking. If the attack was used to cover up Harland’s assassination, then whoever killed her had to know the attack was coming. It had been done too well, too neatly, for it to be a spur of the moment decision. If this was planned, then it had been planned by the Mage’s Guild. By the Lord High Chancellor himself.

      I forced myself to stop pacing. “Are they the ones starting that rumor?”

      “Maybe. Could be someone else.”

      “Who worked closest with Harland? Did she have an assistant or anyone she might have confided in?” Swift asked.

      “Uh, not sure off-hand, but I can get a list.” Bootstrap whirled around and started typing.

      A window popped up with the IMIB’s personnel records. Normally I’d fuss at him for hacking into the IMIB’s systems, but it no longer mattered.

      “She had an assistant, and a few people that worked in management right under her. Want all their names?”

      “Yes. I think we might need to have a chat with them.”

      “Oh, crap. Two of them died with her.” My phone dinged and Bootstrap turned back around. “Sent the list to both of you. I’m going to dig around and look for video of the area they died in. See if anything looks off.”

      “Alright, thanks Bootstrap,” Swift said with a soft sigh.

      He gave her a thumbs up.

      “Find out everything you can about Purgatory too,” I said quietly. “I want to know where it is.”

      Bootstrap laughed and shook his head, but stopped when he saw my expression. “Oh, wait, you’re serious? You want me to find a prison that no one can find?”

      “Yeah, I do. You’re the best aren’t you?” I raised an eyebrow.

      He snorted and stretched out his arms before turning back to his computer. “Hell yeah, I’m the best. No one is ever going to be able to top this shiz.”

      I nodded toward the door and Swift followed me out of his room. We were silent, both lost in thought. I knew the rumors about Purgatory. It was supposedly the result of a warlock’s spell gone wrong that the Mage’s Guild had turned into a prison. It fed off your magic, never taking enough to kill you, but enough to keep you weak.

      It was a place of no return. Even those that were eventually released were never right again. It stole your sanity.

      Swift stopped, her hands curling into fists. “We have to get him out.”

      “I know.”

      “Breaking out of Purgatory is supposed to be impossible. No one even knows where it is. I know Bootstrap is good, but..” She shook her head angrily.

      “A lot of impossible things have been happening lately.” I clapped my hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find a way.”
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      The last time we were here, we’d been chasing a mangy, drug-dealing werewolf. The lights of the Strip paled behind us as we followed the sloping tunnel down into Infierno. People hurried past us, clinging to the walls like skittering rats.

      At night, most of the vendors and tourists had cleared out of this area. They fled back to the safety of prosaic Las Vegas along with the sun. I couldn’t blame them. The pulsing, red glow in the distance wasn’t exactly welcoming. You felt watched here, too. The awareness of being followed tickling along the back of your neck.

      “This is feeling more and more like a trap,” Swift muttered.

      I glanced behind us and saw that one of the people we’d passed going in the opposite direction was now trailing after us. “Yeah, it really is.”

      The tunnel curved sharply, leading us back toward the Strip. This time, however, we were below it. Infierno grew beneath the Strip, which seemed fitting considering it meant Hell in English.

      This was the most active magical community outside of Moira, but it was wildly different. It had a well-deserved reputation for being a hotbed of illegal activity. Gambling, fight rings, and a black market for drugs and magical weapons — both of which could kill you.

      The Awakened having a place down here didn’t exactly fill me with trust. The kinds of people that thrived in Infierno weren’t petty thieves. They were the kind of scum I’d spent my career chasing down, and even worse, the gang bosses I’d never been able to arrest.

      The red glow I’d seen in the distance was all around us now. I wasn’t sure when we’d passed into it, it had been so gradual. Runes carved into the ceiling and floor of the tunnel seemed to be the source. Wavering red light pulsed from them in regular intervals.

      The tunnel floor steepened to the point that it felt like the slightest misstep would send you tumbling. At the bottom of the slope stood the first bars. The twisted buildings seemed to defy logic and physics as they twisted up to towering heights. Brick and metal and wood were mashed together to create structures that looked like they might get up and walk away at any moment. The ceiling of this man-made cave wasn’t visible through the walkways that criss-crossed overhead.

      A man leaned over the edge of the lowest-hanging walkway and poured his drink out on the head of an unsuspecting pedestrian. His friends shrieked with laughter as he rained down insults as well. The victim of the attack looked up with a stony face, then with a flick of his arm almost too fast to follow, sent a crackling ball of electricity zooming upward. It caught the instigator in the chest and flung him back into the railing on the other side of the walkway.

      “Pleasant place,” Swift said drily.

      “They seem very welcoming,” I agreed.

      We stuck close to the building as we plunged into the crowd. Music blared out of the open door of a bar. The thumping bass reverberated in my chest. I’d come into Infierno once before years ago, but it had been a long time. It seemed to have experienced a population boom since then.

      Someone’s shoulder brushed against mine. The man turned and flipped me off, but kept walking. Swift pushed her way up to walk side by side with me, glaring down a group headed toward us until they stepped aside.

      “The ground is still sloping downward. How deep does this place go?” she asked, having to shout to be heard as we passed by another bar competing for attention with the previous one.

      “No clue. I’ve never gone this far in. We didn’t bother trying to make arrests down here.”

      The tunnel widened. Smaller pathways branched off to either side while the main tunnel continued, opening up into a sprawling cavern. Rising up from the midst of the jagged architecture was something unmistakeable. The white building reflected the harsh red lights, making it look as if it were on fire.

      Jutting from the top was a flag that proudly displayed the symbol of the Awakened. It must have been ten feet long. The flag waved proudly over the building, glowing like a beacon in the darkness.

      I paused, looking up at it with a mixture of awe and disbelief.

      “They aren’t even trying to hide,” Swift said in shock.

      “That is more brazen than I expected.” I exhaled sharply and shook my head. “Guess that’s why Talos was so vague with his directions. There is no missing this place.”

      The line to get in wrapped around the block. Mages, shifters, and vampires were all waiting to get in. Whatever the Awakened were selling appealed to everyone.

      “Well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like waiting in that line.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “What are you suggesting?”

      “There’s gotta be a back door. We can sneak in.” She surveyed the area, then nodded. “Alright, follow me. We’ll find it.”

      “Lead the way. Happy to see how your bad idea turns out for once,” I said, waving her ahead of me.

      She looked over her shoulder, glare in full force. “I don’t have bad ideas.”

      Heading to the opposite side of the street, we ducked under a drooping overhang and made our way toward the Awakened’s stronghold. The crowd grew more dense, rowdy excitement pulsing out of everyone we passed.

      The Awakened weren’t the only draw down here. Two other clubs boasted long lines packed with well-dressed and impatient people.

      We made our way around to the side of the building. The endless noise was muffled as we entered an alleyway, skirting between Bound and another club. The buildings were packed in close here. Infierno had its own set of rules, but construction permits were apparently not part of it.

      “I’m not seeing any doors,” I said quietly as we reached the halfway point.

      “They probably hid it. Otherwise everyone would be in the alley trying to get in like this.” Swift stopped abruptly and drew an unfamiliar rune on the wall.

      “What rune is that?”

      “Something Bootstrap came up with. He says it should help uncover hidden—” The rune flared abruptly, lighting the alley up with a flash of light that sent spots dancing across my vision.

      I stepped back with a grimace and rubbed at my eyes. “Nothing he does ever works exactly as intended.”

      Swift snorted. “You’ve got that right, but it did find us a way in.”

      Looking in the direction she pointed, the blurry outline of a door was visible in the wall. It began to fade immediately.

      I shrugged. “That’s a start. Waltzing in through the back door might raise some questions though.”

      “Using Talos’ name worked for you before. Let’s try it again. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      I opened my mouth to object, but realized it was ridiculous for me to attempt to be the voice of reason. “Alright, let’s do it.”

      A chuckle echoed down the alleyway behind us, coupled with the unfurling of a magical signature. I stopped and turned to face the eavesdropper.

      “Not everyone is a fan of Talos ‘round these parts.” A man wearing worn, black jeans and a red shirt stood behind us. A cigarette dangled from his fingertips. “And no one is a fan of IMIB agents. Maybe you two should find your way out of here.”

      Fire slipped out of his fingertips, burning the cigarette to ash in an instant. He was more powerful than your average mage, but he didn’t realize who he was up against. This guy was just a big fish in a small pond.

      I stepped forward and let a grin spread across my face. “Who says we’re IMIB agents?”

      His eyes trailed over me, then Swift. “It’s pretty obvious.”

      Holding my grin in place, I lifted my shoulders and let them drop, unconcerned. “Guess we have a problem then, unless you decide to walk away and mind your own business.”

      He shifted his stance, muscles tightening as he gathered magic in his palms. “I’ve decided this is my business. You can either leave, or you can find out how flammable your fancy clothes are.”

      “That sounded an awful lot like a threat. Are you sure you want to start that kind of trouble with us?”

      “You don’t scare—” The guy’s eyes flicked to someone behind me and he stopped abruptly, all the color fleeing from his face. He took a step back. “Maybe you’re right, man. No need for trouble. I’m just going to…” He let the sentence trail off as he scurried away.

      I turned around slowly and found Swift standing next to a familiar person. Jebediah Tane. He wore a devilish grin, seemingly pleased by the retreat of the man that had been harassing us.

      “Jebediah,” she said in lieu of a greeting. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Strange coincidence, indeed,” Jebediah agreed with a nod.

      “Do people normally run when they see you?” she asked, crossing her arms.

      “Only the guilty.” His eyes moved slowly to me. “The righteous are drawn here.”

      My eyebrows lifted slightly. “Did Talos invite us here because he thinks we’re...righteous?”

      Jebediah laughed. “That is yet to be determined. You were invited because you are useful.” He nodded back toward the front door of the club. “Come with me. I’ll walk you inside. No need to sneak in the back.”
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      We fell into step behind Jebediah as he led us back around to the front of the building. A woman spotted Jebediah and her eyes went wide. She leaned over to tell her friend, and by the time they looked up, dozens of others were pointing at him and whispering among themselves.

      Jebediah ignored them all, seemingly unaware of the attention. A mix of envious and hateful stares prickled along the back of my neck as we approached the velvet rope barring entry. A man stepped up and unhooked it, allowing us past.

      The club’s security personnel didn’t wear what I’d call a uniform, but they all stood out nonetheless. The faint glimmer of a shield hovered around their bodies from head to toe. The uniformity of the shields was strange. They must have something on them projecting the shield or it would be impossible to maintain for hours on end.

      We passed through the twenty foot high white walls that protected the front courtyard. Light and sound faded as we walked in, both growing dimmer the closer we got to the entrance.

      The courtyard itself was strange and full of shifting shadows. A few people milled around, but it seemed that most went straight into the club on entry, and I couldn’t blame them. This place gave me the creeps.

      Jebediah stopped right in front of the main door. “I have some other things to do, so I will leave you here. I’m sure you can manage to find your way inside from this point.”

      “Of course,” Swift said with a nod. “Thanks for the help.”

      Jebediah winked at us, then stepped back into the shadows and vanished.

      I glanced over my shoulder, unease growing in my gut. “These people are strange.”

      “They’re probably listening in as well.”

      “I hope they’re taking notes.”

      Swift shook her head in exasperation, but a smirk was playing at her lips. “You’re terrible at diplomacy.”

      “I’ll leave that to the daughter of politicians,” I said as I placed a hand on the door to the club. “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      I pushed the door inward. It swung open silently, revealing a long staircase that led down steeply.

      A flickering red glow beckoned us to descend. Shadows stretched up the wooden steps like skeletal fingers. A breeze flowed up from the depths, carrying a strange, dry heat with it that prickled along the skin of my face.

      Swift looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure this isn’t a trap?”

      “Nope.” I stepped through the doorway onto the first step. Another wave of heat washed over me, more intense now that I’d stepped into the jaws of the beast.

      “This is such a bad idea,” Swift muttered as she followed. As soon as we were both over the threshold, the door slammed shut behind us.

      She gave me an accusing look, but I just shrugged. There was no way we were going to turn around and leave without investigating this place.

      We took the stairs slowly and the sweltering heat grew with every step. Sweat rolled between my shoulder blades. I regretted the leather jacket already, but there had been no way of knowing I’d be wandering into an oven tonight.

      “It smells strange down here,” Swift said with a grimace. “Like sweat and dust mixed with something older.”

      “You might just be smelling us.”

      She snorted. “Trust me, you smell much worse when you get sweaty.”

      I threw her a weak glare but she just smirked in return. It was strange, in moments like this, to think back on how little I’d trusted her when I’d met her. She’d been a strange woman in a red duster sent to ruin my peace. And she had ruined it, though not on purpose.

      The stairs ended in a small landing in front of a simple door. It had no handle, but there was a burnished gold knocker in the shape of an eagle. The thump of bass from some loud music filtered through the door.

      “No snarling beast waiting for us. I’m going to take that as a good sign,” she said lightly.

      “You hear that thumping too, right?” I asked cautiously.

      “Yes. It sounds like music.” She leaned in to inspect the knocker. “There’s no magic on this. You want to do the honors?”

      Pushing aside my hesitation, I grabbed the knocker and banged it firmly against the metal plate behind it. The door opened immediately, startling both of us.

      A young woman greeted us with a huge smile. She was wearing a tight party dress covered in sequins. “You don’t have to knock! Just push, the door isn’t locked.”

      She pulled the door wide and waved us inside, letting it go as she twirled away. I caught it with the flat of my hand before it could close on us and we slipped inside, taking in the chaos.

      The club consisted of one long room packed with people. Most were dancing, some were just chatting or waiting in line for drinks. We’d come in the only visible entrance, and I couldn’t see a separate exit.

      A fire burned in a long line through the center of the room. The flames, streaked with blue and green, stretched almost to the ceiling, undulating like snakes. It cast an orange glare over the whole room and provided just enough light to move around. The shadows were impenetrable in the dim lighting.

      I let the door swing shut as we walked farther in. Heat from the fire pressed against my skin. It was almost unbearably hot down here, which was a strange choice for an underground club. Most tried to make guests comfortable, but this place seemed designed to drive people out.

      A group danced near the fire. Sweat glistened on their skin as they writhed together, moving in rhythm with the sinuous flames. A shudder of magic rose up from the group. For a second, I could have sworn it took the shape of an eagle, but then I blinked and it was gone.

      I shook my head. The heat was already making me see things.

      Swift looked around, brows pinched together. “Well, an underground rave was not what I expected.”

      “Me neither.” I turned in a slow circle. “I’d say it was a good cover, but they aren’t trying to hide their involvement with the club.”

      “Want to split up and look around? Talk to some of the, uh, partiers?” Swift asked, eyeing a couple that seemed to be attempting a tonsillectomy by kissing right in front of us.

      I hesitated, then decided to go with my instincts. “I think we should stay together actually. I’m getting a weird vibe from this place.”

      Swift looked surprised, but didn’t argue. “All right. If you’re that concerned.”

      The fire twisted, taking on a strange shape for an instant once again. A chill went through me despite the heat. There was something wrong here. Something we were missing.

      I glanced at my watch and the time ticked over from 11:59, to midnight. A whistle cut through the noise and the music abruptly stopped. Everyone turned toward the back of the room. A palpable sense of excitement spread throughout the club as we waited.

      Swift scooted a little closer, looking around with suspicion. Her magical signature was barely suppressed as she prepared for a possible fight. I put my hand on her arm and shook my head. Whatever this was, it didn’t feel like a threat. More like a celebration. These people weren’t afraid at all.

      From the shadows, a man emerged. A black hood covered his forehead, casting the rest of his face in darkness. He walked forward slowly as every eye turned to him. The room went still.

      He stopped at the front of the fire on a low platform that lifted him just high enough to be visible to the whole club. With both hands, he pushed the hood back. Talos’s blond hair stood out against the black cloth. He looked over the gathered crowd, his expression serious. The congenial smile he’d displayed while negotiating with the Mage’s Guild was gone. All the trappings of a politician were replaced by the cold resolve of a man prepared to lead people to war.

      “For the gifts we have been provided, we must give thanks. We must give fealty. We must give all.” His voice was deep, echoing throughout the room in a way that must have been enhanced with magic. He lifted his arms and clenched his fists. “Ierí fotiá!”

      The crowd echoed his cry, their fists pumping in the air.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, he stuck his left hand in the fire. Swift stiffened in shock next to me and I tightened my grip on her arm, shaking my head to emphasize that she shouldn’t interfere.

      The man’s skin began to blister immediately and the sickening smell of burning flesh filled the space. However, he didn’t flinch and he didn’t pull away. He watched his hand burn almost impassively. I’d have thought he didn’t even feel it except for the slight trembling that made the sleeve of his robes sway.

      The crowd began to chant, saying ierí fotiá over and over like a prayer. It was Greek, but I wasn’t sure what it meant. It was one of the languages I was rusty in, at best. The fire grew, and the undulating rhythm collapsed into a strange vibration. It curled around his hand, burning brighter and hotter. The man’s hand began to shake in earnest as his skin blackened. Pieces of it curled back and fell away. He must be in agony, but he didn’t pull away.

      “What the hell is this?” Swift hissed under her breath.

      “Whatever it is, it’s sick,” I whispered back, looking around to make sure no one had heard us, but nobody was paying attention to our conversation. They were transfixed by the spectacle in front of them. “Do you know what they’re chanting?”

      “Yes. It means sacred fire.”

      The man tilted his head back, and with a hoarse voice, cried out, “Eímai katharós!”

      Everything shifted, as if being sucked in toward the fire, then it exploded outward. The flames reached us in less than a second. I reached for my magic to shield us, but I was too slow.

      Heat and pain washed over me and through me. It burned but I somehow knew it wasn’t hurting my physical body. This was something different entirely — something I’d felt before. This was after my magic.

      With a snarl, mayhem magic exploded from my chest, wrapping Swift and I in a cocoon of darkness. The heat vanished and I groped blindly for Swift, yanking her closer to me. She grasped my arm as well, as if worried we’d be separated.

      A crack formed in the shield I’d placed around us and the bright light of the white-hot flames shone through. As quickly as the crack had formed, it re-closed. My magic was stronger than whatever this spell was. It could not reach us in here.

      Well, isn’t this interesting.

      Of course the voice was showing up now.

      “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “No, why would—you’re not talking to me, are you?” Swift asked.

      “No, the voice is back,” I confirmed.

      “Is it explaining anything?”

      I frowned, mentally glaring at it. “No, it isn’t.”

      Without warning, my magic rushed back into me. For a brief moment, we were exposed to the fire again, but it was sucked back into the fireplace less than a second later.

      The floor of the club was littered with bodies. The people looked uninjured, but no one was moving. Swift and I broke apart, checking on the couple that were closest to us.

      “This one has a heartbeat and she’s breathing,” Swift said, relief obvious in her voice. “Whatever that was, it didn’t kill them.”

      “I think it took their magic. Not all of it, but enough for them to collapse.”

      Footsteps echoed off the concrete floor and I looked up as Talos approached. His hand was completely unscathed. The burns had been healed like they’d never existed.

      I rose slowly. “Who the hell are you?”

      He grinned at us. He looked even younger up close, with a handsome face and friendly smile. He reminded me of Billy in a way — if Billy was a cult leader. “Talos.”

      “That’s a name you picked for your position, not who you are,” I said, annoyance growing in me. “Enough with the mind games.”

      “What did you do to these people?” Swift demanded, pink smoke leaking from her eyes as her anger rose.

      Talos spread his hands magnanimously. “I took nothing that wasn’t freely given. We are not seeking to harm anyone. The Mage’s Guild does enough of that. I promise they will wake up within the hour and return to their celebrations.”

      Swift looked back at the woman at her feet, suspicion still clear on her face. “We’ll see.”

      “So you are part of the Awakened,” I confirmed.

      Talos nodded. “We are.”

      “And this was meant to be a way to recruit us? Because trying to steal my magic before even saying hello isn’t exactly the best start.” I crossed my arms and stared him down. We deserved an explanation.

      “You had no problems shielding yourself from the spell, as I expected.” He turned and waved for us to follow. “Let’s go somewhere more comfortable and talk.”

      Swift and I exchanged a look and she nodded, but she didn’t look happy about it. Keeping my magic close to the surface, we followed Talos deeper into this strange place.
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      We stepped around the fallen clubbers as Talos led us toward the back. One guard, seemingly unaffected by what had happened, stood in front of crimson velvet drapes at the back of the VIP section.

      The guard pulled the drapes aside without comment and let us pass. There was nothing more behind them than a door that led to a narrow stairwell. As we ascended toward the surface, the dark and mysterious trappings of the club fell away. The walls here were white, and everything was well lit and clean.

      We emerged into a simple living room that could have been in any house in Las Vegas. It looked lived in, but it was clean and uncluttered. The walls were bare of art or family pictures, leaving it a bit sterile.

      A couch separated the living room from the kitchen. A hallway led toward what looked like two bedrooms and a single bathroom. Neatly folded blankets topped with a pillow were stacked at one end of the couch, as if someone had been sleeping on it. Perhaps this was a halfway house for cultists.

      “Is this where you live?” Swift asked, poking around the room shamelessly. She opened a box on a small table near the door but it seemed to be empty.

      Talos nodded. “It is, though I travel often.”

      She dug through the pockets of a jacket hanging on a hook. “Doing what?”

      “Whatever I need to.” Talos sat down on the couch and folded his hands in his lap. “The Mage’s Guild is busy hunting us down, and we’re busy helping everyone they trample in the process.”

      Swift stopped her snooping for a moment and crossed her arms. “Hating the Mage’s Guild isn’t going to make me trust you more. What are you after?”

      Talos pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I cannot tell you everything tonight, but I can tell you this, we are after the same thing: freedom. From the Mage’s Guild, from tyranny, and from...destiny.”

      He let the words settle between us. I was almost sure he was talking about Fate, but I wasn’t going to acknowledge that just yet. Everything that had happened tonight felt similar to the sacrifice the warlock had taken. If this group was fighting Fate somehow and if they were the people Chief Bradley had referenced, we might end up allies, but the end doesn’t always justify the means. I wanted to win, but I wasn’t willing to hurt innocent people to do it.

      I had no idea what the Awakened were willing to do for their cause. And I didn’t believe for a second they were only after freedom. No one was that pure, not even me. I was in this as much for revenge as for the ideals of freedom and justice.

      “If you can’t tell us everything tonight, why the invitation?” I asked.

      “Tonight is an introduction. It’s impossible to trust shadows and rumors, but now you have a face and a name, and more questions I’m sure.” He pulled off the hooded cape and draped it over the back of the couch, as if to signal that he was putting aside all the mystery. “I needed to look you both in the eye and judge your intentions for myself as well. Just because you appear opposed to the Mage’s Guild doesn’t mean you are. Anyone can lie.”

      “You implied you knew that we could shield ourselves from whatever that spell was,” I said, crossing my arms. “What made you assume that?”

      Talos smiled and nodded, as if expecting that question. He didn’t answer immediately though. Instead, he opened a slim laptop on the coffee table and turned the screen toward us. A video was up on the screen showing what appeared to be a deserted warehouse. The recording was still for a few seconds, then the warehouse exploded.

      A black sphere shot out of the warehouse along with other debris, and it clicked. That was me and Swift. The warehouse was the one I inadvertently destroyed when fighting that shadow mage.

      The video continued, showing footage of our fight against the warlock, and then, the fight in Moira. The last part was shaky, as if filmed by someone running. They’d only gotten a glimpse of me using my mayhem magic, but it was enough to see that it was strange and powerful.

      He tapped a key to pause it. “We have been watching and waiting for the right time to act. The Mage’s Guild put an end to that waiting when they killed peaceful protestors. They’ll be taking more power soon. All with the excuse that the world is under threat.”

      “Perhaps the world is under threat,” Swift said quietly. Her eyes were glued to the video still paused on the laptop.

      “Oh, of course it is. But it is under threat from them. They brought this calamity on Moira, and the war will not end there.”

      Swift’s gaze moved to his face. “What war?”

      Talos smiled. “You know what war. We don’t need to hold pretense among peers. All three of us are aware of the gods. All three of us are soldiers. The only question is, who do you serve?”

      “No one,” I said sharply. “I serve myself. No self-proclaimed god gets to claim my life or my fealty.”

      “And you?” Talos asked, looking past me at Swift.

      “Same as Blackwell, I’m not bowing to anyone. I don’t trust them.”

      Talos nodded, looking thoughtful. “I can respect that choice, and I hope you can respect mine.”

      “Who do you serve?” Swift asked, walking up to stand shoulder to shoulder with me.

      “Someone not quite a god, perhaps, but powerful all the same. When he deems you trustworthy, I will share everything I know, but until then, all I can do to assure you is tell you that it is not Fate.”

      I held his gaze without reacting. “Why would that reassure me?”

      “Because Fate has started this war, and Fate controls the Mage’s Guild.”

      Swift didn’t look pleased by his announcement. I wasn’t thrilled either, though I’d begun to suspect it. Someone or something had given the Mage’s Guild Pandora’s Box. That wasn’t the kind of thing that just got lost and ended up in mortal hands.

      “All of this, the invitation, the talk about the gods, isn’t just because you wanted us to join your little cult.” Swift lifted her chin and stared him down. “You want something. What is it?”

      Talos leaned toward us. “The former Chief Bradley has been taken to Purgatory, which is a death sentence. You want him out, and we can help you.”

      I stiffened. “You can help us break into a prison no one can even locate?”

      “We’ve located it.” Talos held my gaze with unwavering confidence. He meant it.

      There was a single knock, then the door opened. The guard stuck his head in. “Prépei na fýgoume.”

      He’d spoken Greek again. I’d need to brush up on it before we had any more dealings with the Awakened. I wasn’t sure that they were specifically trying to hide what they were saying from us, or if it was just part of their...religion.

      “Dýo leptá,” Talos replied before turning to us and smiling pleasantly. “If you’ll excuse me, some urgent business calls me away. You are welcome to stay and enjoy the club. All of your drinks will be on the house tonight.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to linger here any longer than necessary, but this would give us the chance to ask around about Talos and the Awakened. That was hard to pass up.

      “When can we meet again?” Swift asked.

      Talos pulled his hooded cloak back on. “I will be in touch. Have a good evening.”

      He followed his guard out. For a moment, I thought he was leaving us alone in his apartment, but another man appeared in the doorway.

      “Please follow me and I will escort you to the VIP area of the club.”

      I nodded and headed after him. As we walked down the stairs, I realized that the music had started again. It pounded through the walls with an earnest beat. The man opened the door for us and the heat of the club washed over me once again. All the people that had been laying on the floor were back on their feet. They danced with gleeful abandon as if what had happened to them was normal, or even exciting.

      We were led upstairs to a balcony that overlooked the dancers and the DJ. A couch was tucked into the corner with a table set in front of it. A spread of food and drinks were waiting for us.

      “A waitress will be by soon to see if you need anything else.” The man gave a short nod, then left us alone.

      I leaned against the balcony and waited until he was out of earshot. “Well, this has been odd. Any idea what that guy said to Talos?”

      “Something along the lines of ‘we have to go’,’ Swift said, glancing back over her shoulder suspiciously. “I’m not great with the conversational stuff.”

      “Do you want to stay and try to talk to anyone?”

      Swift sat down heavily on the couch and grabbed the bottle of champagne. “I don’t think it’ll do much good, but I think if we leave too soon it’ll be suspicious.”

      “Might as well make the best of it then.” I grabbed a champagne flute and held it out with a grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I rolled over with a groan and pulled the pillow over my head. There was too much sunlight. It tasted like something had died in my mouth last night and my head pounded with every heartbeat. After a moment, I realized someone was also pounding on my bedroom door.

      “Blackwell! Wake up! I told Sakura we’d be at her house in just two hours.”

      I pulled the pillow aside and glared at the door. “You’re too loud.”

      The door swung open and Swift marched in. She stopped when she saw my expression. “Are you hungover?”

      “Shut up.” I dropped my head back into the pillow to block out the light.

      “If you tell Sakura you were late because you drank too much champagne, she’ll never let you live it down.”

      I peeked an eye open at her. “You’re evil.”

      She grinned in victory. “And you’re an idiot for drinking so much of that nasty stuff. Also, take a shower. You stink.”

      With as much grumbling as I could manage, I made my way into the attached bathroom and got in the shower. Swift apparently took this as an invitation to stand by the bathroom door and hold a conversation.

      “Viktor updated Lopez last night. He managed to get an introduction to the Awakened last night through a friend.”

      I dunked my head under the spray and tried to think. “That’s good. Hopefully he can help us sort out what they’re after.”

      Fifteen minutes later I was freshly showered, dressed, and still completely hungover. Swift shoved a cup of what smelled like black coffee in my hands and dragged me out the front door.

      “This is coffee.”

      “Yes. You need it.”

      I took a sip and grimaced. “It’s disgusting and bitter.”

      “Just like you.” She dangled keys in front of my face. “Think you can handle driving? Or will you relinquish the keys for once?”

      I glared at her, glared at the sunlight making my eyes ache, and glared at the keys. “If you gloat, I will stab you.”

      She grinned at me triumphantly and pranced to the driver’s side door. “Let’s go.”

      Muttering threats, I followed and climbed into the passenger seat feeling mutinous. I should have just driven. My mistake was confirmed when she floored it, slamming me back into my seat. Coffee sloshed perilously close to the lip of the cup.

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “No, just getting my revenge.” She took the turn out of the driveway recklessly fast.

      I had to chug half the coffee just to make it safe for the journey. It burned all the way down my throat, but at least I barely tasted it.

      “There’s something that’s been bothering me.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Her fingers tapped restlessly against the steering wheel. “Fate hasn’t shown up since the attack. I kind of expected another visit.”

      “Fate only shows up when he wants something. I did what he asked and defeated Fear. Maybe he’s done with us.” I took another sip of the coffee. My taste buds had been seared off which greatly improved the taste of the foul liquid.

      She sighed. “You don’t really believe that.”

      “No, I don’t. I just wish it were true.” I dragged a hand through my still damp hair. “We should talk to Sakura and Hiko about it today. They knew who the gods were. Maybe they’ll have some idea about what Fate might do next. I don’t like sitting around waiting for him to show up either. It feels like an axe hanging over our heads.”

      “Quite literally for me,” she said quietly.

      “I’m not going to let you die.”

      “You will if you need to. I don’t like the idea any more than you do, but you know you can’t save me at the expense of thousands of other lives.” She said it resolutely, as if it were undeniably true.

      “We’ll see.” I had no intention of arguing the point with her, but I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to sacrifice her if it came down to it. Fate had shown me those visions, but that didn’t make them true. It was all a manipulation, and I refused to be controlled by some self-proclaimed god, or anyone else.
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      The door swung inward silently. Sakura stood before us, arms crossed, disappointment tugging down her mouth. “You’re late.”

      I scratched the back of my head, trying to come up with a lie on the spot. I was too hungover to be prepared for questioning. “We got hung up with some...serious business.”

      “Tch,” she scoffed, shaking her head sharply. “You owe me one-hundred pushups for lying. Now get inside. Breakfast is getting cold while I wait on you two.”

      My headache had eased, but I still felt queasy and tired. Breakfast didn’t sound all that good right now. I’d have no choice but to eat though. Sakura would kill me if I turned my nose up at her food, no matter the reason.

      Swift hurried ahead of me, casting a smug look over her shoulder. Being the mature person I am, I responded by sticking out my tongue.

      Sakura’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. She leaned in, inspecting my face intently. I leaned back, trying to avoid close inspection, but she wasn’t having it.

      “You’re hungover.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. “Maybe.”

      “I’ll get something to fix it.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. “No, you don’t have to—”

      She waved away my objection. “You’ll be useless until you are better, and we have too much to do today to waste time letting you nurse this hangover. No arguments. Now, get to breakfast.”

      She shooed me down the hall, then disappeared to get her infamous hangover cure. I’d only suffered through it once before, but that was enough. I never wanted to taste that foul concoction again. It was inhumane.

      I grumbled all the way to the dining room. Breakfast was waiting, as promised, but my stomach turned just smelling it.

      “Aha, I know that look,” Master Hiko said with a smug grin. “Did your partner drink you under the table again?”

      “She poisoned me,” I muttered as I sat down across from her at the small table.

      Swift snorted. “No one made you drink that eighth glass of champagne.”

      Master Hiko shook his head. “That is why sake is better.”

      A white cup appeared in front of me with a soft thunk and Sakura took her seat at the end of the table. I stared at it with displeasure.

      She gave me a severe look. “Drink up.”

      The Japanese have many hangover cures, but Sakura didn’t use just one. She put all of them together. Umeboshi — sour pickled plums, spicy ramen broth, turmeric, miso paste, mashed persimmon, and hot green tea. The combination was nauseating. Worst of all was her secret ingredient. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it added a hint of dirty socks to the whole thing.

      I looked down into the murky, viscous mixture in the cup. Steam rose from the surface, carrying a pungent scent with it. I pinched my nose and chugged it. The spices burned my already injured tongue — I’d probably never taste anything right again — and the sour kick from the umeboshi almost made me gag.

      By sheer willpower I choked it down.

      Slamming the empty cup on the table, I gasped for air. The taste clung to the back of my throat. I could smell it on my own breath. “I’m getting you back for this, Swift.”

      She shoved a bite of rice in her mouth and winked at me.

      “You whine too much,” Sakura said with a deep sigh. “Now, what brings you here today? More training?”

      I’d gone over a few different ways to broach this subject, but decided there was no point in being anything but blunt. “Sort of. My magic spoke to me.”

      She froze, her chopsticks hovering over a piece of fish. “That is not possible. Magic is not sentient.”

      “The mayhem magic is.”

      Her eyes flicked to Hiko, who looked equally disturbed. She set down her chopsticks and settled her hands in her lap, eyes distant as she thought through my claim.

      “What did your magic say?” she asked finally.

      “Nothing important really. It mostly just...makes fun of me. It helped during the fight in Moira. It acted on its own to help me fight.”

      Sakura’s eyes glazed over and she slumped forward, absently catching herself with both hands.

      “Master Hiko?” Swift asked in alarm.

      He was slumped over as well, swaying back and forth as if hypnotized.

      I snapped my fingers in front of Sakura’s face and she didn’t even blink. “What the hell happened to them?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve never seen anything like this.” Swift leaned forward and poked Hiko in the shoulder. Nothing happened. She shook him a little harder, still nothing.

      I pushed up to my feet and looked around the room, searching for any sign that someone else was here. “I didn’t sense any magic. You?”

      “Nope. Nada.”

      Sakura and Hiko stiffened. A glow started at their temples, blooming out until it dissipated in a sparkle of light. Sakura’s hands curled into fists as the glazed over look in her eyes vanished.

      “I’m going to kill that kitsune,” Sakura snarled, face contorted in anger. She stood abruptly and stomped out of the room.

      I shook myself out of the shock and turned to Hiko. “What just happened?”

      He didn’t look any happier than Sakura. “That’s what we get for relaxing around a trickster.”

      “You mean Yui? What did she do?”

      Sakura burst back into the room and slammed a small, wooden chest decorated with gold lacquer onto the breakfast table, rattling the dishes. She traced a rune onto the lid with short, angry motions, muttering under her breath in Japanese the whole time. I’d never seen her this out of sorts before.

      “What’s going on?” Swift asked, eyeing them both warily.

      Sakura flipped open the lid to the chest. “That kitsune tricked us. She told us something then used her magic to block the memories of it. Your comment about your magic triggered the spell to end.”

      “She can do that?” I asked, suddenly feeling very vulnerable. “Is there a way to check for it?”

      Sakura waved a hand at me impatiently. “I doubt she did it to you, but we can check later. What’s important is that she left something for you. She said there was something in it you needed, but that no one but you should attempt to get it.” She stepped back and waved me toward the chest.

      I approached cautiously. I didn’t think Yui would do anything to hurt me or my friends, but I never would have guessed she’d meddle with Sakura and Hiko’s memories either. I’d had no idea she was even capable of doing that.

      When I looked into the chest, everything ceased to make sense and a wave of dizziness washed over me. It was...bigger on the inside. The chest had no bottom that I could see. Darkness swirled inside it, littered with specks of light that almost looked like stars. The longer I looked into it, the larger it seemed to grow, taking on a strange gravity that tugged on me. I leaned closer and closer, the urge to jump into it filtering in through the back of my mind.

      I shook my head and pressed my hands over my eyes, breaking the strange spell. “What the hell is this thing?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not sure,” Sakura said, eyes flashing dangerously. Her magic was always quiet. A subtle thing that lurked in the shadows making your hair stand on end. Right now, I felt the threat of it pressing all around us more tangibly than I ever had before.

      “I’m not sure I should be sticking my hand in there.”

      Sakura sighed and crossed her arms, glaring at the chest like it was to blame for all of this.“Normally I would agree, but she said there is something you need in there.”

      “And you believe her?” I asked, my eyebrows threatening to join my hairline.

      Sakura waved a hand at me. “She rarely lies outright. There’s no fun in that for her.”

      I glanced at Swift, who simply shrugged. “She insisted she was your guardian. I doubt she’d try to kill you.”

      “You all sound so confident,” I muttered as I turned my attention back to the chest. Looking directly at it seemed to encourage it, so I did my best to watch it from my peripheral vision as I reached for the opening.

      The skin on my hand prickled as a shiver of cold crawled over my skin. That was strange. I kept expecting to hit the bottom, but there was nothing. Annoyed, I stepped closer and peered inside.

      A bright pair of eyes stared back, then something wrapped around my arm and yanked.
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      I spit snow out of my mouth as I pushed up onto my knees. My breaths sounded harsh in the absolute quiet. All other sound was muffled by the snow. I blinked rapidly as I looked around, trying to get my eyes to focus. Brilliant purple fronds of wisteria swayed overhead in a gentle breeze.

      I struggled to my feet, feeling off balance. Something wasn’t right. Wisteria didn’t bloom in the winter. The snow was cold against my bare feet, but the air didn’t match its chill. A soft, flowery scent drifted past me on the wind. It reminded me of something...

      A flash of movement caught my attention through the trees. I took a step toward it before I even thought about what it might be. That made me hesitate, but I shook off the fear. Somehow I knew nothing would hurt me here. At least not badly.

      The creature’s tracks, barely visible in the snow, led deeper into the woods. I followed them, increasing my pace until I was running after it. Abruptly, the trail stopped.

      I looked around in confusion and found a fox watching me from a snow-covered boulder. Its pure white fur shone brilliantly in the sunlight breaking through the thick branches. The tip of each of its three tails were red as blood. Two yellow eyes transfixed me. Intelligence and mischief lurked in their bright gleam.

      “Took you long enough, Blackwell,” the fox said, before resuming licking its foreleg.

      “How do you know my name?” I asked, narrowing my eyes in suspicion.

      The fox sighed and rolled its eyes. A puff of smoke enveloped the creature and I tensed, concerned it had been injured until a woman stepped out. Long, black hair flowed around her shoulders. The emerald green kimono she wore set off the brilliance of her eyes. I swayed forward, tempted to fall to my knees and declare my undying love for her.

      She lifted a slender hand and snapped her fingers...

      ...and my brain came back online.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I snarled at Yui. I’d been swooning like some kind of love-struck teenager. It was embarrassing. And only served to remind me how easily she could screw with my mind.

      She grinned at me. “There’s the Blackwell I know and tolerate.”

      And to think I’d almost started to miss her. “What the hell is this place? And how did I get here?”

      “I invite you to my home to give you gifts and you greet me with insults.” She let out a put-upon sigh, bracing both hands on her hips. “You have no manners.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You jerked me through a weird box after wiping the memories of two people who are very important to me. You’re the one lacking in manners, not me. Where am I?”

      She waved a manicured hand in a circle. “Right here. Obviously.”

      A muscle by my eye twitched and a grin spread across her face. She was enjoying this.

      “Yui—”

      “So impatient,” she huffed. “Where is hard to explain, but like I said, this is my home. Sort of. One of them, anyhow. And you’re here because I needed to give you something.” She pointed at a tree to her left. “I hid it in that tree, and you need it to rescue Bradley from Purgatory.”

      “How do you know about— you know what, never mind. You wouldn’t tell me anyhow. Okay, how do I get it out of the tree?” It wasn’t hollow, and there wasn’t anything obvious like a door. It looked like any other tree.

      “Ask nicely.”

      I leveled a glare at her as I approached the tree. Ask nicely. That was the least helpful instructions I’d ever received. I ducked under the overhang of wisteria and stopped in front of it. The tree’s trunk was gnarled and twisted with age. It was one of the bigger trees out here, but not the biggest.

      “May I...please have the—” I realized I didn’t know what, exactly was hidden in the tree. “...thing. Please.”

      Nothing happened. The tree didn’t so much as twitch. I turned around to ask Yui what now, and found her doubled over with laughter.

      “Seriously, Yui? This isn’t funny.”

      She kept laughing as she straightened and walked over, drawing an intricate rune in the air in front of the tree. Her fingers moved faster than I could follow — she was even faster than Bootstrap. The bark of the tree twisted and curled inward, then went strangely transparent.

      She reached inside, her hand passing through without resistance, and pulled out a stick. It didn’t look special in any way. It was made of a pale, silver wood and bisected by a leather bound grip. Faint engravings were barely visible on the worn wood.

      “You’re too easy sometimes.”

      “I want to apply for a new guardian,” I muttered. “Is this supposed to be special? It looks like something I could get at a thrift store.”

      “Swift will know what it is, but since you are ignorant, I can explain. This is Apollo’s bow. The first he made.” She held it out toward me.

      I took it tentatively. The wood felt warm in my hand and a thrum of magic ran through it. The engravings darkened with a subtle sheen of gold, defining the lines of the runes that decorated it. The pale limbs of the bow shimmered into existence, tugging lightly on my magic as they manifested.

      Holding it, there was absolutely no way to mistake this for a stick or a common bow. As surely as I could feel the destructive power of the mayhem magic flowing through my veins, I could feel the potential for destruction in this weapon.

      “Apollo, as in the Greek god?”

      “Yep. That’s one of his names,” Yui said, as if that was a perfectly normal person to acquire weapons from.

      “And how did you get the bow of a literal god?” I asked, my eyebrows rose even higher.

      “A game of janken.”

      She looked completely serious, but she’d looked the same way when she’d told me to ask the tree nicely for the bow.

      “Right. Are there arrows to go with it?”

      Yui shook her head. “No, it draws on something else to create its own arrows.”

      That sounded ominous. “Like what? My magic?”

      “Something like that.”

      I took a deep breath. Arguing with Yui only ever made it worse. “Have you been here the whole time you’ve been gone?”

      “I’ve been here and there. But don’t worry, I’ve still been watching you stumble around like a child in the dark, making sure you don’t off yourself.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “Yui, just answer the question for once.”

      With a deep sigh, she finally looked me in the eye.“The more scarce I am right now, the better. The powers that be are displeased that I’ve been...interfering.”

      I frowned. Last time she said something like that, I ended up getting blindsided by a visit from Fate and he broke my katana. I was not looking forward to a repeat. “Interfering with what?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “You, of course.”

      “Is Fate going to come break something else after this little meeting?”

      “No, I was much more careful this time,” she said with a smug grin. “He can’t see you here. It’s beyond the reach of even Fate.”

      “Sounds like a nice vacation spot. How do I get back?”

      Wind rushed around me, sending a chill down my spine. “Like this.”
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      I was airborne before I even had time to realize what was happening. All the air was forced out of my lungs as my back hit the tatami mats. The bow flew out of my hand, skittering across the floor. Sakura had a shuriken at my throat before I could react, and I couldn’t blame her. My reappearance was sudden, to say the least.

      “Are you Logan Blackwell?” she asked suspiciously, the point of the shuriken threatening to draw blood.

      “Last time I checked I was.” I stayed perfectly still, not even blinking, as she examined me. Magic smacked me all at once like a wet blanket. My eye twitched involuntarily as it slid down my body.

      With a curt nod, she pulled the weapon away. “Glad it’s only you.”

      “Did you think I was coming back with a friend?” I asked as I sat up.

      She pulled me up to my feet. “Perhaps.”

      I looked around, belatedly realizing that Swift and Hiko weren’t in the room. “Where is everyone?”

      “Training.” Sakura said, waving a hand at me like it should have been obvious. “You were gone for over two hours.”

      “Glad to see everyone was super concerned about my sudden disappearance into a suspicious box,” I muttered, brushing the remnants of snow off my legs.

      Sakura didn’t respond.

      I turned and found her staring at the bow like it was a snake that might rear up and bite her. “Do you know what that is?”

      Her hand tightened on the shuriken. “No, but I know I don’t like the way it feels. It’s dangerous.”

      “I need to talk to Swift. Are they in the dojo?”

      Sakura nodded absently, still glaring at the bow on the floor.

      “Thanks.” I picked it up tentatively, conscious of the power of the weapon. Not that I could set it off accidentally. Right now it was just a bow without ammunition since Yui hadn’t given me the arrows. Her comment about it drawing on something else did worry me a little, which was why I needed to talk to Swift about it.

      I turned around to leave and found the room empty. Sakura had disappeared, as per usual. With a shrug, I headed toward the dojo, eager to shake off the strangeness of my visit to Yui’s…home. That place hadn’t felt right.

      When Fate had dragged me somewhere, it had always seemed completely real. With Yui, it felt like I was in a dream. If getting thrown out of the box hadn’t been so jarringly real, I would have thought I’d never left the house.

      Instead of the sounds of fighting I expected as I approached, the dojo was silent. And empty. I slipped back outside and traveled the familiar paths of the garden. The sun warmed me a little, but it was still cold outside. I finally found Hiko and Swift sitting on a bench talking. Though it looked like they might be having a disagreement.

      Swift’s shoulders were tight. She always pushed them back and jutted her chin out when we argued, like she was raring for a fight.

      “Swift, there’s something you need to see,” I interrupted, waving the bow at her.

      She started and whipped around, her brow furrowing when she saw what I was holding. “What is that?”

      I wrapped my hand around the leather grip and once again, the limbs of the bow manifested. The pull on my magic felt stronger this time — almost uncomfortably so.

      Hiko stood slowly, smoothing down his long, white beard. “That’s not your average bow, is it?”

      I held it out to Swift. “I know what Yui said it is, but I want Swift to confirm it.”

      She took it carefully, eyes widening as soon as she touched it. I wasn’t sure if the bow would collapse back to a simple, wooden handle as soon as I handed it off, but it held its form. Her lips moved silently as she traced the faint runes engraved on the silver wood. She stared at it for a long moment, as if entranced.

      “This can’t be real.”

      “Looks pretty real to me,” I said with a shrug.

      Hiko walked up beside her, shaking his head tiredly. “Yui is a strange one, even for a trickster.”

      Swift looked up, eyes crackling with magic and excitement. “Is this really Apollo’s bow?”

      “According to the trickster that wiped the memories of two of the most powerful mages I know, yes,” I said, still skeptical. The bow was something, but I wasn’t willing to trust what Yui said without question. She danced around the truth as much as she could.

      Master Hiko’s frown deepened and he leaned away, as if he wanted nothing to do with the thing.

      “Holy shit.” Swift cradled the bow reverently in her arms as if it was a baby and not a powerful weapon created by a god. “This is...holy shit.”

      I raised a brow. “So far the gods haven’t exactly been our friends. I’m not sure this is cause for this much excitement.”

      “Did Yui tell you how to wield it?” Master Hiko asked.

      “She answered that question the same way she answers all questions. I asked if arrows came with it, and she said the bow drew on something else, but wouldn’t explain what.”

      He held out his hand. “May I try it?”

      I handed over the bow feeling a little relieved someone else would be the guinea pig for once. Master Hiko was someone I trusted to take the risk as well. He had more experience than me and Swift put together.

      He turned the bow over in his hands, inspecting it with a scowl. Satisfied, he nodded. “Follow me.”

      I fell into step beside Swift as we followed him out of the back door of the garden, taking the same path Sakura and I had to train on the mountain. Swift was practically skipping with excitement. I’d never seen her like this.

      “Where exactly did you go when you disappeared into that box?” she asked, tearing her eyes away from the bow.

      “I’m not sure. Yui wouldn’t explain except to say it was a place where...a certain god couldn’t see us. It didn’t seem completely real.”

      “Is that where Yui has been all this time?”

      I snorted. “Yet another question she wouldn’t answer plainly.”

      Swift rolled her eyes. “To think we were worried.”

      “She did say that certain people were unhappy she’d been interfering.” I shrugged. “It’s possible she’s in real danger, but it seems she can protect herself just fine. Especially if she can hide from the gods in that place. She also said I’d need the bow to help rescue Bradley, so she’s been watching us somehow.”

      “It’s still strange that she not only knows about Bradley, but is helping us rescue him. Something about it doesn’t sit right with me.”

      “You think she has some secret plan in mind?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “She’s a trickster, which she keeps reminding you of. And she has no problem using people, even those she’s known for a very long time. It’s just…” she hesitated, shaking her head. “She’s using you somehow. Maybe not in a way that’s harmful, but if you’re being used, it’s always better to know what the other person is after. We have no idea what Yui wants, other than to make mischief.”

      I brushed my hair back and found a leaf stuck in it. I flicked it away in annoyance. “You’re right. I’m just not sure how to figure out what she wants considering she won’t answer any questions I ask.”

      Swift frowned. “I’ll think of something.”

      Master Hiko stopped and looked around. “Here should do.”

      We were a — hopefully — safe distance from the house and surrounded by tall trees with hefty trunks. It was as good a spot as any considering we weren’t sure exactly what the bow did. Perhaps it wouldn’t do anything special at all. I wasn’t going to count on that though.

      Master Hiko drew the bow back. He waited, eyes shut in concentration. The weight of his magic thrummed over us in steady waves that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I rarely saw him use magic, and it was easy to forget how powerful he was when he was stumbling around drinking.

      The magic built, pounding against us in increasingly powerful blasts. The mayhem magic twitched restlessly beneath my skin, ready to protect me. I could feel Swift’s magic responding as well.

      Abruptly, it all stopped. Master Hiko lowered the bow with a frown. “I cannot wield this bow.”

      “She said it drew on something else. What could it be if not just magic?” I asked, a sinking feeling growing in the pit of my stomach.

      “You should try,” he said, extending the bow to Swift. “I am an old man after all. Perhaps I’m rusty.”

      I snorted. “Not likely.”

      Swift didn’t hesitate, taking the bow reverently. There’s no way she’d pass up a chance to try out something like this.

      Just like Master Hiko, she drew back the bow, aiming at a large tree straight ahead. Her eyes narrowed in concentration. Smoky pink magic leaked from them, blending in with her hair. The familiar heat of her magic blazed around us. She was giving it all she had.

      It built and built, making my skin crawl. This was like letting a bear breathe on the back of your neck and trying not to flinch. Every instinct demanded I do something even though there was no real threat.

      With a growl of frustration, Swift lowered the bow and stood there panting. Even her arms shook with fatigue. “I was so close, but it was as if...something was missing.”

      “I felt the same way,” Master Hiko said with a nod.

      That wasn’t a good sign. If Yui had given me some powerful weapon we couldn’t even use, I was going to set it on fire and throw it back in that box she’d dragged me through.

      “You should try,” Swift said, holding it out toward me. “She said it drew on something else, maybe she meant the mayhem magic.”

      I hesitated. My gut was telling me this was risky. In a way, I didn’t want the bow to work for me. It felt like it would mean something if it did. Something I didn’t want to be true.

      With a sigh, I took it anyhow. “Make sure you both stay behind me. I have a bad feeling about this thing.”

      Swift actually looked a little excited at the prospect, but moved behind me as requested and stood next to Master Hiko.

      “I wish Gresham were here to see this.”

      I gave her an incredulous look. “This thing could theoretically kill me.”

      “Pretty sure Yui won’t actually kill you considering how often she’s saved your life,” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “Stop being dramatic and test it.”

      I grumbled as I stepped into position. She was right, but I still didn’t like it. Just because it wouldn’t kill me didn’t mean it wouldn’t have other undesirable effects.

      Something changed as I lifted the bow. Magic surged up my arms, rippling along my skin and stretching out of the bow itself. The runes on the bow lit up, glowing so brightly the entire bow looked as if it were made of gold.

      My arms moved on their own, pulling the string back taut. An arrow of pure black formed within the bow. It vibrated with power and an eagerness that I could feel as if it were my own emotion. I aimed at a tall tree about twenty feet away. There was no doubt in my mind the arrow would strike true. It felt my intention, knew its target, and it would seek it out like a guided missile.

      On an exhale, I released it.

      A high-pitched screech rent the air as the arrow launched itself from the bow. Magic tore from me like a tsunami, pushing it on. I had a half a second to realize this was a huge mistake before it impacted.

      The tree exploded. A massive ball of fire billowed out like a wave. My magic responded immediately, snapping in front of us in a wedge-shaped shield. My knees gave out as exhaustion flooded my limbs. Heat rolled overhead and around the shield, scorching the ground on either side of us.

      Oooh, that felt good, the mayhem magic whispered.

      Of course the asshole in my brain liked it. My body, however, did not. My chest ached and every breath was a struggle. Stars skittered across my vision, blurring everything. Even sound blurred as I fought to stay conscious.

      As soon as the flames dissipated, I dropped the shield. The tree was gone. As were about a dozen others. A steaming crater sat before us instead, molten rock smoldering in the middle. Dust hovered in the air like a thick fog.

      I turned back and glared at Swift. There were two of her. “I told you so. There’s no way I can use that more than once in a fight. I barely managed to stay conscious.”

      She hurried past me without even acknowledging that I’d been correct. “This is amazing. I hadn’t expected this level of destruction, but it makes a certain sort of sense considering the source of the bow. A god wouldn’t make something mundane.”

      Master Hiko followed her, stroking his beard in a rare sign of nervousness. At least someone was as unsettled by this as I was.

      What a fun new toy, my magic murmured.

      “Why am I the only one that can use it?” I muttered, not really expecting a reply. Standing still seemed like too much effort.

      Swift’s head popped up. “Is your magic talking to you again?”

      I nodded, finally forcing myself back to my feet.

      “Well?”

      “I was just asking what it knew about the bow.” I shrugged.

      I’m sure you can figure it out.

      “Why not just tell me?”

      There’s no fun in that.

      My eye twitched in irritation. This was like having a meaner version of Yui in my mind. I was not a fan. In fact, if it could go back to being silent and mysterious, that would be great.

      Master Hiko watched me from a distance, arms crossed tightly. Disapproval was clear on his face. I wasn’t sure if he simply distrusted the mayhem magic — something I could hardly blame him for — or if he disliked the bow and its source. There were too many unanswered questions and every day seemed to bring a new one.

      The eye winking at me from the new katana flashed through my mind. My arms moving on their own to draw back the bow. The way the mayhem magic moved on its own to protect me...protect us. Perhaps I shouldn’t be trusted.

      Swift frowned and turned back to the crater. “It is interesting that only you can use it — even though it apparently exhausts you. The mayhem magic must be the key. Though…” she hesitated chewing on her lip.

      “What?” I prompted.

      She looked up, brows drawn tightly together. “This is Apollo’s bow right? He’s a god, but he doesn’t have mayhem magic, does he? That deity is known for archery and music and healing. Not chaos. The opposite, in fact. What’s the connection?”

      I looked down at the bow with renewed concern. The voice in my head was conspicuously silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I set the bow on the chest in the secret room in my father’s office. It seemed like the best place to keep it for now. No one but me could get into this room.

      I paused, trailing my fingers along the delicate pattern on the lid. I still couldn’t open it, and I still had no idea why it had been left here. Perhaps it wasn’t meant for me, but it seemed strange to lock it in here with the family ring as the key if it wasn’t meant for me. With a frustrated sigh, I left the room, shutting the door firmly behind me.

      Swift was down in the training room going through exercises with her new sword wearing the armor as well. I paused in the doorway and watched her practice. Her movements were faster without the weight of the massive hammer, not that she was ever slow. She had always swung that thing around like it weighed nothing.

      There was an added vicious grace to the way she could strike now. It was mesmerizing to watch. And strange. The sword cut through the air as she moved through an unfamiliar kata. She seemed to know it well, though.

      Ending on a controlled downward swing, she finished her practice. Sweat glistened on her forehead. She sheathed the sword and turned to face me. “Got it safely tucked away?”

      “As safe as it can be.”

      The sword and armor disappeared in a flash, leaving her in her normal clothes — minus the red trench coat. “Should we tell the others about the bow?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I hadn’t even considered it. For now, I think it’s best if no one else knows. I’ll tell them before we go in to rescue Bradley, but at the last minute.”

      “Alright, I was thinking the same thing.” She sighed and headed toward the door. “I keep feeling like something is about to go seriously wrong. Either magisters are going to show up and arrest us, or Fate will appear again. It’s like I’m missing some obvious threat staring us in the face.”

      “I’m feeling pretty paranoid too,” I admitted. “I don’t think I’ve relaxed since the fight in Moira. Oh, that reminds me. What did Master Hiko want earlier? It looked like you two were arguing.”

      “Oh, nothing. We weren’t. Just, uh...nothing important,” Swift said, stumbling through an obvious lie.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Just nothing, huh?”

      She sighed. “Master Hiko asked me to do something, but I haven’t decided if I think it’s a good idea yet.”

      “What did he want?”

      She waved away my question. “I’ll tell you after I’ve decided.”

      “Is this revenge for keeping secrets?”

      That earned me a self-satisfied smirk. “It certainly eases the guilt.”

      “Are you staying here again tonight?”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow evening, but I have to actually do some laundry.” She shook her head. “Feels weird to be reporting somewhere other than the IMIB offices.”

      “Especially considering where we have to go instead.”

      “Every time I start to settle in somewhere, it gets taken away from me.” She laughed bitterly and shook her head. “You’d think that at my age, I’d be used to it, but I hate change more than ever now.”

      “Maybe the prosaics have it right with their lifespans. You’re ancient by their standards. A crotchety old woman,” I said with a growing grin.

      She punched my shoulder — lightly for once. “And you’re a crotchety old man.”

      “You know, you’re here so often I’m starting to think you should just move in. Might make it easier to get your laundry done.”

      “Are you propositioning me, Blackwell?”

      “Yes. This is all part of my master plan to seduce you.” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

      She burst into laughter, face turning red as she struggled to breathe. “No wonder you’re still single.”

      “That’s totally uncalled for!” I objected in mock offense.

      We headed downstairs and she waved goodbye. I headed toward the kitchen, intending on getting a snack before going back to the training room to exhaust myself. My skin was still crawling with the energy of that stupid bow.

      I paused in front of the kitchen door at the sound of footsteps. It was a steady stride, not Bootstrap’s uneven scampering. Viktor rounded the corner, apparently having come in the back door again.

      “Blackwell,” he said, nodding in greeting. “I have some news.”

      “Any reason you waited for Swift to leave to share it with me?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I did not realize she was here recently,” he said without a hint of deception. The man had a poker face that rivaled Hiroji’s. I’d just have to trust him. And tell Swift later.

      “Alright, what’d you find out?”

      Viktor crossed his arms. “The Awakened are after someone in Purgatory. Their leader, perhaps. Several of their long term members have been tossed into that dungeon. It could be any of them, or all of them.”

      I leaned back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. Another complication, but one we could probably work with. “Alright. If it’s just a rescue they’re after I can hardly blame them. Not many people deserve to rot in a place like that.”

      “And what if this person does deserve to be there?” Viktor asked, eyes never leaving my face.

      “Then we’ll deal with that after. The Awakened claim they can help us get in, and the longer we wait, the less likely we'll be able to get Bradley out alive.” I shrugged. “I’ll trade an asshole for Bradley if it comes down to it.”

      Viktor nodded once. “I agree.”

      “Do you think you can find out who, exactly, they’re after?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll continue to try. They are eager to use my skills, and are therefore trusting me more quickly than they should.”

      “Who are they wanting resurrected?” I asked with a frown.

      “That’s another thing I intend to find out as soon as possible.” He checked his phone, typing a quick message. “I’ll be gone for a couple of days, or longer. They have asked me to do a few things to cement my place with them. Lopez knows when to look for me.” With a brief nod of farewell, he disappeared down the hallway once again.

      I headed back upstairs as I turned all the new information over in my mind. The Awakened were getting more suspicious the more we dug into their activities. I already disliked the way they talked. It was cultish. Hearing Bootstrap echo their lingo had unsettled me. And now they were raising the dead.

      Most mages asked for cremation, rather than the prosaic custom of burial, in order to prevent a necromancer from ever raising them from the dead. That meant they were either killing people to interrogate them, or they were after the recent dead.
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      The manor was too quiet, and my thoughts too loud. Armed with a piping hot mug of tea, I put away thoughts of sleep as I padded into my father’s office.

      A full moon shone through the window, casting a soft, blue haze over the room, giving it all a ghostly appearance. Fitting for tonight’s activities.

      I blew softly on my tea before testing the temperature. It was still a bit too hot to enjoy, so I set it aside on the shelf and pressed my hand against the bookcase to open the hidden room. The door swung open and I followed it, stepping into the small room as it filled with light from the enchantments that were left behind.

      The chest sat on its stand, taunting me, but I ignored it. I’d spent too much time on the seemingly impossible task of opening it. The writing on the inside of the door was my task for tonight. Both of my parents were meticulous in everything they did. This was out of character — therefore likely to be important in unraveling this mystery.

      I’d copied the runes down to study them, but I wanted to see the originals right now. There had to be something I was missing. Gresham had given me two books on obscure runes while we were there visiting him. I pulled out the first and began the tedious task of trying to find a match for any of the internal symbols in the runes.

      Once again, the seemingly contradictory nature of some of the runes baffled me. I double-checked one and discovered my initial reading had been correct. With both symbols combined, the rune seemed to imply it could both open and close something. A single rune could only perform one action — normally the two would have to be separated.

      I rubbed my thumb over the rune. There was an errant line that looked almost like a mistake, which made me wonder if dust or something else had obscured part of it. My finger came away clean. Sighing, I turned to the book, but my eyes snapped back to the rune as a memory flickered through my mind.

      “Bloody runes,” my mother muttered as she sat hunched over her work desk.

      I pushed up onto my tippy toes to see what she was doing.

      “See that?” she said, pointing at a crooked line. “That’s why you learn how to draw runes the right way the first time. I mess this one up every time, all because I was careless in my studies at your age.” She pinched my cheek and grinned at me. “Did you study hard at school today?”

      I traced the line again. It was the same mistake, made in a rush. My mother had written these, not my father like I’d assumed.

      If it was her...then these runes could be something entirely new. The contradictions could be intentional. She had always toyed with spells, twisting them into new and creative enchantments.

      I stepped back and looked at the back of the door again, trying to take it all in. The runes trailed off toward the end, almost as if she hadn’t finished whatever she was writing. It could be that the key to what this all meant was missing. Either left off intentionally, or because she’d been interrupted.

      My phone rang, the loud noise of the ringtone startling me. The caller-id showed Swift’s name, so I answered immediately. “What’s wrong?” It was way too late for a normal, friendly call.

      “Something is going right for once,” she said excitedly. “I’m with Gresham. He found our quote.”

      “Doesn’t he know it’s the middle of the night?”

      She snorted. “He doesn’t sleep when he has something more exciting to do. Why are you complaining anyhow? It’s not like you were sleeping either.”

      “I could have been though,” I muttered with a sigh. “What is it from?”

      “Prometheus Bound, an ancient Greek tragedy. The hero of the story is, of course, Prometheus. He was a trickster who stole fire from the gods and gave it to humans.”

      “That explains the name of the club too, then. Any connections to an eagle?”

      “Yep. Prometheus was tortured by Zeus who sent an eagle to devour his liver every day.”

      “All for stealing fire?” I asked as I set the books from Gresham back on the desk and closed up the office. I’d continue looking into the runes after we sorted out this new information.

      “That’s how the story goes, but there’s no telling how accurate it is.”

      “So, are the Awakened worshiping Prometheus, or are they just using the mythos for their own ends?”

      “Hard to say. They certainly seem fanatical enough, and the way they stole everyone’s magic at the club could have been part of a ritualistic sacrifice. There isn’t much precedent for people worshipping Prometheus, though. He wasn’t a god in the normal sense of the word.”

      I headed downstairs toward the kitchen. “Wasn’t he a titan?”

      “Yes, and the titans were, in a sense, simply much older gods. They fought with the Olympian gods for control of the universe and lost.”

      “Interesting. Where does Fate fit in with all of this?”

      “The Fates in Greek mythology were on the side of the Olympians, though I don’t see much crossover between them and Prometheus. Prometheus’s main conflict was with Zeus himself.”

      “This is getting more complicated. Could this be the war everyone has been referring to? Round two of the Titans versus the Olympians?”

      Swift hesitated, then said. “I really hope not. The damage from the skirmish in Moira was bad enough. A full scale war could destroy the entire world.”

      “We need to find out more about what the Awakened want, and soon.”

      I opened the kitchen cupboard and dug out the Oreos. There was still half a package, just like I left them. I’d almost expected to find them eaten now that Yui had sort of shown back up.

      With a shrug I tossed them on the table and poured myself a glass of milk. Might as well enjoy them while I could.

      I popped a cookie into my mouth. Halfway through chewing, a bitter taste flooded my mouth. Grabbing a napkin hastily, I spit it out.

      “Yui, what the fuuu…..”

      The room went black.
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      The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was Yamashita, her hands held up in surrender. Her lips moved, but the sound that came out was muffled and didn’t make sense.

      I blinked again, confused. I remembered talking with Swift on the phone, then eating Oreos…

      Coherence came back all at once and my magic flared around me. They had drugged the cookies. I jerked forward thinking I was tied up and fell out of the chair I was slouched in. There were no ropes or chains. Nothing to hold me.

      “Blackwell!” Yamashita shouted, commanding my attention. “I’m not going to hurt you. Please stop! You’ll bring the whole base down!”

      With clenched teeth, I slowed the reaction of my magic, dragging it back into myself one painful inch at a time. There was no one else in the bare, concrete room. The door stood wide open and unguarded.

      “I am not going to hurt you,” Yamashita repeated, staying a safe distance away from me.

      “I heard you the first time,” I ground out. There was no way I was trusting her just yet. She’d run off with a severed head and now had possibly kidnapped me. “Why the hell am I here?”

      “Talos said you were interested in working with us, but not convinced. It’s time I spoke with you directly.”

      I froze. “You’re with the Awakened?”

      She nodded. “I am.”

      “Patterson too? Or what’s left of him anyhow.”

      Her lips thinned, but she nodded again. “Yes, he is as well.”

      I stood slowly, noting that the back of my head was sore. It must have been from when I blacked out. “How did you get in the Manor and drug the cookies without the wards going off?”

      “I left myself a way in while I was there.”

      “A way Bootstrap didn’t notice?”

      She nodded. “He’s good, but I have tools he doesn’t know exist.”

      The mayhem magic still pressed against my skin, eager to lash out. I didn’t trust her. She could have shown up and talked to me in person, but instead, I was here. Alone. In a secret base. I wasn’t sure if it was meant as a show of force, or if I was a prisoner. The open door wasn’t fooling me. There was no way she’d let me leave without getting whatever she wanted...or a fight.

      “If you wanted to convince me to trust you or the Awakened, you’re off to a shitty start.”

      Yamashita sighed heavily. “It’s a tricky situation. You’re being watched by a lot of people.”

      “The Mage’s Guild?”

      “And other competing interests.” She relaxed slightly, letting her hands drop to her sides. “Once one god stakes their claim, the others often come sniffing around to see what they’re missing out on.”

      “Great.” I rubbed my temples. The ache in the back of my head was starting to pound as my irritation built. “Where am I now, exactly?”

      “Still in England, but the exact location I can’t disclose. Unless you wanted to join us,” she added with a sardonic smile.

      I wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “Again, not selling me on whatever this little club is.”

      She stepped back and gestured toward the door. “Once we get back to the others, I’ll answer any questions I can.”

      Part of me wanted to demand she let me go just to see what would happen. However, the reasonable voice in the back of my head that sounded a lot like Swift was saying this was the opportunity we’d been looking for. Viktor had only found out a little undercover so far. Yamashita had brought me into the midst of them and wanted to earn my trust. I should find out what I could before I left.

      “Fine.”

      I followed her into a narrow hallway. Lighting runes that simulated sunlight dotted the low ceiling. It almost made you feel like you weren’t in a concrete cave. Almost.

      “How far underground are we?”

      “About a mile,” she said, wavering her hand.

      That must be why they were so unconcerned about me escaping. Whatever means they had to get in and out of this place would be heavily guarded and I couldn’t just dig my way out.

      “How long have you been a part of this...organization?” I asked, looking over my shoulder warily.

      She chuckled. “A long time.”

      “That’s a very vague answer. I’ve been getting a lot of those lately.”

      “There’s a few I can answer more directly, such as, what are we hoping to gain from your cooperation.” She paused near a door, smiling congenially, like she’d just invited me over for tea. There was none of the anger or nerves she’d shown while at her house in Japan, or after I’d saved her from those assassins.

      She opened the door and led me inside. This room was different. The place I’d woken up and the hallways had seemed bare and almost military, but this was something else entirely. Plush carpet muffled our footsteps and the soft light of candles cast long shadows on the walls. Incense lay thick in the air — it had been burning for a while.

      This was not a conference room or a place to interrogate someone. This was a temple.

      Talos stepped out of the shadows and pushed back his hood. He had dark circles under his eyes and his normally perfect hair was slightly greasy. Whatever had made him rush away during our last meeting must have kept him from sleeping as well.

      “Talos,” I said with a slight nod. “Next time we meet, hopefully it’s with less dramatics.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “We live in dramatic times, Blackwell.”

      Yamashita knelt before a low table, gesturing for me to sit across from her. “We owe you some explanations, and have some questions for you as well.”

      “Let’s start with the explanations,” I said as I knelt in the spot she’d indicated.

      She clasped her hands together and met my eyes straight on. “You need to get into Purgatory to rescue Bradley, and we can help you.”

      A million questions rushed through my mind at her proclamation. I forced myself to remain calm as I sifted through them, trying to decide what to ask first. They had information I needed, but if they thought I was truly desperate, they could use it against me.

      “Why would I want your help?”

      “You can’t get in and out on your own,” Yamashita said, raising both brows. “I’ve studied Purgatory. I know the defenses within those walls. You need an army.”

      “Are you saying you would be going into Purgatory with this army to help me rescue Bradley?”

      She nodded firmly. “I intend to, yes.”

      “Don’t you have a geas that prevents you from talking about it?”

      She shook her head. “Once inside, it will be null. It only restricts me from sharing a secret you don’t already know.”

      “You have to be getting something else out of this. What is it?” I knew the answer thanks to Viktor. Now I just needed to see if they would lie.

      There was a loud thump. “Yamashita, let me out of this damned box. I want to talk to him.”

      My eyes widened in horror as I looked at her. It couldn’t be.

      She pulled a box out from under the table and opened the lid. Patterson’s head was nestled in satin pillows, the gruesome stump of his neck carefully hidden. The zombie blinked at me, looking disturbingly alive.

      “You’re not an idiot Blackwell, I’ll give you that much,” Patterson said, his beady eyes boring into me. “We’re intending a rescue of our own.”

      I pursed my lips, looking between the three of them. “Who?”

      Patterson sighed and rolled his eyes when the others didn’t answer immediately. “Prometheus.”

      And with that, my worst fears were confirmed. They did want to rescue their leader, he just happened to be a Titan. Swift would be pleased to hear what she and Gresham uncovered was correct — though she would be less pleased at the dangerous situation that put us in.

      Yamashita glanced at Talos and nodded.

      “Rescuing your friend is only the first step in a greater war. We know who the real enemy is. It’s the gods. All of them.” Talos braced both hands on the table and leaned in, the light of the candles flickering across his features in a dance of shadows. Twin flames reflected in his irises, giving them a red cast that sent a twinge of warning through my gut. “Prometheus gave us a way to fight back. He was the first to push back instead of falling to his knees for them.”

      “Isn’t that what you do for Prometheus? Sticking your hand in fire is a step farther than just kneeling,” I said, watching him carefully from across the table. My muscles were tensed with wariness. The zeal I saw in his expression was what worried me. Someone like that would do anything for their cause. It made them unpredictable.

      A grin spread across his face. “There is power in pain and sacrifice. Prometheus doesn’t ask me to do anything he hasn’t done himself.”

      I raised both eyebrows. “So he runs around roasting his hands?”

      “He reached into the sacred fire to give us magic, and now, he suffers for his sins.”

      “Are you claiming Prometheus somehow created magic?”

      “Not created. Stole.”

      Magic was kind of like gravity. It had always been there, and I’d never questioned where it came from. It was simply a fact of life.

      I tapped my fingers against my leg, unsure if I believed him. Unsure if it even mattered. If Prometheus had somehow stolen magic and given it to us, that didn’t mean he was good. I didn’t like Talos, and I sure as hell didn’t trust the Awakened.

      The problem was, I didn’t think we could get in and, more importantly, out of Purgatory without their help. No one had ever escaped and there would be magisters there. Atticus himself would likely be there, and he would be a challenge to take in a fair fight, much less with a dozen magisters at his back. Yamashita might be right about needing an army.

      “You want to free Prometheus from Purgatory,” I stated, rolling the thought over in my mind.

      Talos nodded sharply. “Yes.”

      “Anyone else?” The last thing I wanted was a surprise to pop up during an already near-impossible rescue mission.

      “No, only Prometheus matters. Without him, we’ll never win this war.”

      Yamashita leaned toward me, wrapping her hand tightly around my arm. “You think we’re insane. Fanatical. I can see it in your eyes, and I can’t even blame you, but we’re right, Blackwell. Prometheus is the key to this. To our freedom.”

      I pulled my arm away, breaking her grip. “You’re putting a lot of faith in some creature you don’t understand. This could all be more manipulation, either by Fate, or another one of them. They can make things seem real that aren’t.”

      “Prometheus isn’t a god. He’s something older. Something less concerned with ruling or controlling humanity,” Yamashita said, sitting back. “He has opposed Fate for a long time. As long as Fate has the upper hand, so does the Mage’s Guild. It’s Fate’s influence that has given them so much power, because that’s what he craves — control. They’re just a tool for him.”

      “Who told you all this? Prometheus?”

      Yamashita nodded. “Yes, during my time with the Mage’s Guild I was able to speak with him. He showed me the truth.”

      She was absolutely convinced this creature was telling her the truth. If it was true that he was trapped in Purgatory, I trusted him even less. Someone desperate to escape wouldn’t hesitate to lie to get what they wanted from someone.

      “At some point, we all have to have faith that the person we’ve put our trust in won’t betray us,” Yamashita said quietly. “You trust Swift, the daughter of your enemy. She could be lying to you, but you believe she won’t.”

      “She’s proved she won’t with her actions,” I said, shaking my head in frustration. “I’m not taking any of this on faith, just like I won’t accept that my destiny is out of my control. If that’s all you have to offer, then we’re done here.”

      Patterson wobbled in his box. “Show him what Prometheus gave us.”

      Yamashita pulled out a piece of parchment very similar to the invitations Talos had sent Swift and I. Two shakily drawn runes were displayed on it. “This was the first thing Prometheus gave to me. It is a series of teleportation runes.”

      “Is that how you got in and out of the manor undetected?”

      She nodded. “It has also helped us escape the notice of the Mage’s Guild for as long as we have. Before I left, I placed as many as I could in key places.” She paused for a moment, looking at me carefully. “Several could give us access to the Chancellor himself.”

      Anger thumped in my chest. It could be the key to my revenge against Chancellor Swift, but it came with strings attached, and I didn’t like where those strings led.

      “And you think this proves Prometheus is on your side?”

      “Prometheus has spent decades feeding me information that has helped us slow the Mage’s Guild down. Together, we have set ourselves up to move against them. Many of the shifters and vampires are ready to join our cause. Prometheus has armed us for war.” She straightened her shoulders. “I trust him. You don’t have to put your faith in him to fight alongside us.”

      “Alright, say I believe you and we do need your help to get in and out of Purgatory, and that Prometheus isn’t setting up a trap. Why do you want my help?”

      Patterson rolled his eyes. “Your magic, boy. Keep up. Purgatory has built in defenses that keep the mages locked up there from using magic. What you’ve got swirling around in your chest like a thunderstorm is different. It’ll work in there when nothing else will.”

      “The creature that guards Prometheus cannot be defeated without it,” Talos said, pressing his hands to the table.

      The bow. That’s why Yui had given it to me. I knew it in my gut. That conniving, ridiculous, trickster. I don’t know how she’d known, but she had.

      “We need each other, Blackwell,” Yamashita said firmly. “We can get in and out, but we can’t free Prometheus alone.”

      I tapped my fingers against the table as I weighed this new bit of information. Even if I couldn’t completely trust them, that didn’t mean they were wrong about this. “I can’t decide this on my own. I’ll have to convince the others.”

      “They’ll listen to you,” Yamashita said, leaning back and straightening her shoulders. “Even Swift.”

      “No.”

      She jerked back in surprise.

      “You and Talos are going to make your own case to them. I’m still not convinced that we should trust you. If you can get in and out of the manor to kidnap me, then you can get in and out to talk to them.”

      Patterson chuckled. “I told you it would just piss him off.”

      “Shut up, Henry,” Yamashita said sharply. She looked at Talos, a silent conversation passing between them. Finally, she sighed. “Fine. Tomorrow, at midnight.”

      I pushed up to my feet. “Now that I know about the runes, there’s absolutely no reason to need me unconscious for the trip back.”

      Yamashita rose as well. “Of course, that was only a precaution to get you here so we could have this conversation without...interference.” She smoothed down her blouse. “Please follow me. The teleportation rune is in the room where you woke up.”

      Talos nodded his farewell and disappeared into the shadows at the back of the room along with Patterson. Zombies were horrifying on a good day. A talking head that looked alive was...too much.

      I followed Yamashita back into the hallway to the same room I’d woken up in. She pressed her palm against a bare patch of the wall and a large version of the rune I’d seen on the parchment appeared on the floor. I wasn’t sure how they’d hidden it, but I intended to find out when I got home.

      “Please stand on the rune.”

      I walked over, placing my feet directly in the center. “One last question before I go. Did you know about the attack on Moira beforehand?”

      She shook her head. “We knew a war was coming. We knew there would be attacks, but nothing specific.”

      “Which god was behind it? Was it Fate?”

      “No. It was Ares and his allies.” A muscle jumped in her jaw as she ground her teeth together. “They are just as much our enemy as Fate is, but for different reasons.”

      I nodded. “Alright. I’ll have more questions about that the next time we meet, but I’m not interested in staying here any longer than I have to.”

      “Until tomorrow, Blackwell,” Yamashita said with a nod. She lifted her hand.

      Magic blazed up from the rune, then wrapped around me, and everything shifted. A rainbow of light stretched through my vision. Then I was gone.
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      Bootstrap sat on the floor, one palm braced against the hardwood, the other moving swiftly above the teleportation rune. Light pulsed through it in quick beats, illuminating one spot, then another.

      I’d never watched him do this before. It still didn’t make sense, but more parts of the rune were lighting up, so I supposed he was making progress. Right after I’d been returned to the manor, I was half tempted to rip up that section of floor. I didn’t like anyone having a way in and out of the manor, but it was better to understand it first. After the next meeting with the Awakened, I might stick a cage around it though.

      Swift turned the page angrily, muttering under her breath as she scanned through a third book.

      “What exactly are you looking for?”

      The book drooped in her hands and she sighed. “I don’t know. Answers. Connections. What we saw at the club was clearly a sacrifice, which doesn’t seem to fit with who Prometheus is throughout mythology.”

      “Everything we know about gods seems to be less than half right so far.”

      “Maybe.” She snapped the book shut. “The thing still bothering me the most is how much they need you. And what Yui gave you. She said you needed it to free Bradley, but it seems more like you need it to free Prometheus.”

      I replayed the conversation with Yui in my mind. She’d been hiding something. Maybe this was it. “Do you think she’s working with Prometheus somehow? She doesn’t seem like the loyal type.”

      Swift’s fingers tapped restlessly against the cover of the book. “Prometheus is sometimes called a trickster.”

      “You think he could be what? A kitsune? Or some kind of trickster god?”

      “At this point, any of those could be possible. We really don’t know.”

      The wards buzzed lightly. Bootstrap paused and tapped on his tablet. “Lopez and Danner just came in the front door.”

      “Alright.” I stood and headed toward the door. “Let us know if you crack that rune.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Bootstrap said, waving us away and he returned his attention to the rune hacking. I’d never seen him focus so completely on one thing before.

      We met Danner and Lopez downstairs in the kitchen. Lopez looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. Her hair was in a loose braid, and she was wearing a shirt three sizes too big. Danner had a cup of coffee and was grimacing as he sipped it.

      “What the hell happened?” Lopez covered her mouth and let out a big yawn.

      “Long story short, the Awakened can teleport between places, and left a teleportation rune in the Manor,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning back against the wall.

      “They drugged his cookies and kidnapped him,” Swift added helpfully.

      Danner snorted and shook his head, gnawing on a toothpick. “Looks like they let you go, so they must want something.”

      “They’re willing to help us get Bradley out of Purgatory, but in return, they want our help rescuing their...leader.” I scratched the stubble on my jaw. “Just so happens that their leader is Prometheus — a sort of god that we suspect might be gearing up to participate in this war that’s brewing.”

      “This is some bullshit,” Danner declared.

      Lopez snorted. “I can’t disagree with that statement.”

      “Neither can I.” I exhaled sharply. Everyone seemed about as apprehensive as I’d expected to the idea of working with the Awakened. “They’re coming back around midnight tomorrow — well, I guess it’s today now — to talk to you all personally. I told them I wasn’t going to try to sell their plan for them.”

      Lopez narrowed her eyes. “You think we should work with them.”

      “Maybe. I don’t think we have a chance of successfully rescuing Bradley without help, and we don’t exactly have people lining up to infiltrate the world’s most protected prison.” Shaking my head, I pushed off the wall and began pacing the kitchen. “We’re running out of options and time.”

      Danner pulled his toothpick out of his mouth. “Why are they going out of their way to help us?”

      I hesitated before answering, then shook off the doubt. They deserved to know. “In Purgatory, normal magic doesn’t work, but my mayhem magic will. They need me to rescue Prometheus.”

      “And can you control your fancy-ass magic?” Danner asked, voice full of skepticism.

      “Somewhat.”

      Lopez put her head in her hands. “I’ll be damned if we leave Bradley to rot in Purgatory, but…” she looked up, face lined with exhaustion. “Trusting these psychos is risky, and getting ourselves involved in some kind of war is insanity.”

      “Everything that’s happening right now is insanity,” Swift interjected. “We can’t stop doing the right thing simply because it’s dangerous. I won’t, at least.”

      Lopez shook her head, but a smile crept across her face. “Guess we’re doing crazy then.”

      Danner threw a hand up like he was exasperated, but if he wasn’t objecting, then he was on board — assuming we all liked what the Awakened had to say at the next meeting.

      “Is Viktor in danger?” Lopez asked.

      “I don’t think so. They want our help too badly,” Swift said, leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees. “When is he supposed to contact you next?”

      Lopez checked her watch. “Anytime in the next few hours.”

      “We can tell him to come back here right away. There’s no reason for him to stay undercover when they clearly know who we are. They’ll either give us answers, or they won’t.”

      Lopez nodded, then looked at me. “You making us breakfast, or what?”

      “Why am I constantly having to feed everyone I know? Bunch of moochers,” I muttered as I headed to the refrigerator to see if there was anything edible inside.
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      My belly was still stuffed from breakfast — french toast that I had painstakingly prepared — and I was on my third cup of coffee. I’d been tempted to stay home today and catch up on sleep, but I felt like we were running out of time on our case.

      Swift flipped back to the same picture for the third time.

      “What is it?”

      She leaned forward as she zoomed in to the top left corner onto a blurry moped. “This is surveillance from the area around the storage facility. This moped shows up two days before, and the day of. I’ve found something similar at the other sites that were robbed.”

      “You think it’s our shadowy friend?”

      “Either him or whoever hired him scouting out the place. But it’s likely it’s him. He’d need to know the escape route.”

      “Is the license plate visible in any of the pictures?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find. So far, no.”

      “Wait, stop the tape.” I reached across her and slapped the pause button before she could do as I asked. “Look up the plates on that black car.”

      She opened another window and ran the search. The results popped up immediately — the Saito family corporation. That car belonged to Hiroji.

      I straightened, never taking my eyes off the screen. In my entire career, I’d never run into a case involving him. That he was involved in this angered me. These people were scum.

      Swift turned to face me. “This isn’t proof he’s involved. It could be a coincidence that he was there.”

      I clenched my jaw. “I don’t believe in coincidences when it comes to Hiroji, and I don’t think you really believe he’s not involved either.”

      She took a deep breath and turned back, pressing her hands to her temples. “It doesn’t look good.”

      “We need to find this thief, then I’ll deal with Hiroji, but I’m not letting him get away with this if he’s involved somehow.”

      A brief knock interrupted us and a harried looking Sergeant Zhang stuck his head in the door. “Magisters are ordering everyone to gather in the conference hall.”

      Swift immediately bristled at Zhang’s announcement. For a moment, she looked exactly like a cat who had accidentally stepped in water. “Why?”

      “No clue, but we’re about to find out.”

      As we headed to the meeting, other agents joined us. They really had summoned everyone. There wasn’t a single smile to be seen. No one thought we’d hear good news in the next ten minutes.

      “Do you think this is about the most recent riot?” Swift whispered as we filed into the meeting hall.

      “I hope so,” I said without confidence.

      This room was normally used for formal events, so it was empty, leaving us IMIB agents to mill around the empty space. Everyone was whispering about what this could mean. Their guesses ranged from announcements about the new IMIB Director to Moira getting shut down permanently. I had a sinking feeling in my gut it would be much worse than any of that.

      A familiar face I had no interest in ever seeing again caught my attention. The crowd parted as Atticus walked toward the stage with a smug expression. The conversation in the room grew silent and he turned to face the gathering.

      “Due to recent incidents, including the violent riots that threatened reconstruction efforts just this morning, the Mage’s Guild has decided that the state of emergency must be extended. The other councils unanimously supported this decision.”

      Questions immediately erupted from the crowd, but I stayed silent. Anger pounded in my chest. This had been inevitable, but I still couldn’t believe it was actually happening. Swift stood as stiff as a board next to me. Her magic twitched under her skin.

      Atticus raised his hands, signaling for the crowd to quiet once again. “There will be time for questions at a future date. For now, all you need to know is that until the state of emergency can be lifted, the Mage’s Guild will continue acting in the best interests of all citizens of Moira, and the world. The IMIB lost its leadership in the recent attack. As a result, the councils just voted to absorb the IMIB back into the Mage’s Guild. This does mean there will be a certain...restructuring.”

      His eyes flicked to mine, then slid to Swift. I had the urge to shield her from his gaze but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking he had me rattled.

      “Your new assignments will be given to you by the magister that will be assigned to your division. Specific questions can be directed to them. Until then, all activities and investigations are suspended.”

      That caused another uproar. A few people shouted some insults from the back of the room, but black robed magisters pushed them out the doors.

      Swift grabbed my arm and nodded her head toward one of the exits. Lopez was already on her way out. I followed willingly. I had no desire to stay in this room and listen to Atticus’s bullshit any longer. Questions were pointless.

      I’d made it only a few steps out of the room when a magister stepped in my path.

      “The Marshal needs to speak with you. Please follow me to his office.”

      I quickly motioned for Swift to continue without me. I didn’t want to give them a reason to drag her into this “meeting” as well.

      “Alright, lead the way,” I said as politely as I was capable.
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      The elevator stopped at the top level of the Mage’s Guild tower. The doors slid open and the magister shouldered past me to lead the way.

      Unlike the clean, white decor of the lower levels, this area was opulent. It felt like I’d stepped three hundred years into the past and found myself in a palace in France. Ornate columns stood guard on either side of a grand arch that must have been thirty feet high. An intricate Renaissance-style painting adorned the ceiling, anguished figures caught in an eternal battle that stretched the entire length of the room.

      The Mage’s Guild had always thought highly of themselves, but recreating Versailles for your offices seemed like a bit much even for them.

      My escort took a sharp left and led me down a hallway that was every bit as grand. He stopped in front of a door with a nameplate that identified it as Atticus’s office and knocked once, then opened the door for me.

      I walked in and the door shut behind me with a solid thunk. Comforting. This office was just as over-decorated as the rest of the place. A monstrous desk sat in front of a massive wall of books. I doubted anyone had ever touched a single one of them.

      Atticus stood in front of the window, his black robes in sharp contrast to the sunlight streaming in. He didn’t move as I walked in. He simply looked out at the view and took another sip of his drink.

      I crossed my arms and stayed near the door. He had asked me here and he could damn well explain why, but I wasn’t going to beg for an explanation. If he didn’t start talking in a few seconds, I’d just leave.

      Atticus drained his glass then finally turned to face me. “This has a much better view than the last place we met, don’t you think?”

      “Sure, but I’m not here for the view.”

      A smiled grew on the Marshal’s face. “Of course, you’re here because I summoned you. A benefit of my rank.” He strode over to his desk and pulled out a folder. “You are aware of the restructuring efforts now that the IMIB is merging with the Mage’s Guild, correct?”

      I ground my teeth together as I nodded. Merging. That was a very polite way to say hostile takeover. “I am.”

      “I thought you might be distressed about the changes with your job, so, as friends, I wanted to give you your new assignment myself.”

      Friends. It was such a stupid thing to imply when we both knew we were the opposite, but Atticus seemed to enjoy these sorts of games, the fake politeness, toying with his prey like a cat. I refused to be the mouse.

      “I have no interest in a new assignment. Restructuring, or no, I’m staying as a Detective.”

      “Indeed, you are. Your title will change to Magister, but we would hate to waste your talent at closing cases. However, since you also have the highest rate of complaints, collateral damage, and generally uncivil behavior, we do have to shift you into a position that will have less…” he paused, tapping his chin thoughtfully, “...interaction with the general public.”

      My skin crawled at the thought of having to wear the black robes of a magister. To carry the symbol of the Mage’s Guild on my chest. To swear fealty to the man that murdered my parents.

      “Your skills and deficiencies have been examined so that we could place you in the best assignment for you and for the Mage’s Guild.” A smug smile spread across his features. “You will report to Magister Tillburn in the London office Wednesday morning where you will be working on cold cases. Someone with your skills can certainly bring closure to cases no one else has been able to solve.”

      “Swift and I will be able to handle cold cases just fine, but I intend to finish our current case before we move on.”

      Atticus waved away my suggestion. “Another magister is already working on your case. The suspect you brought in — I believe his name was Kevin Jacobs — had some very helpful information after all, and was more than happy to share that with his contact. They’re going to arrest the thief this afternoon. In fact we’ll be making another high profile arrest that you may find interesting.”

      My brow furrowed. “Kevin Jacobs is likely the one who hired the thief. He’s the one that should be arrested.”

      “We have more important things in mind for Mr. Jacobs, but you don’t need to worry about that anymore,” Atticus said pleasantly. “And your current partner will have her own assignment. Cold cases is more of a one-man job, which is your specialty. Your distaste for working with a teammate is well-documented, and was, of course, taken into consideration.”

      “I’d prefer to continue working with my current partner—”

      “It has already been decided. You can apply for a transfer in a year.” He closed my file and set it back on his desk. “That is all, Detective Blackwell. I’m sure you have more pressing things to do than discuss this. Enjoy your new assignment.”

      In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to charge across the office and cave Atticus’s face in. That was likely his goal, to goad me into a brash act, or simply to sit back and enjoy my frustration. I refused to satisfy either motivation.

      Without comment, I turned around and walked out. It didn’t matter what assignment they tried to give me right now. I was about to break into Purgatory — my job was already forfeit. This was just insult on top of injury.

      As soon as the door shut behind me, I pulled out my phone and texted Swift. My phone buzzed immediately with her reply.

      This is absolute crap. They’re moving me to the Magister’s Academy for an assistant teaching position. Under my cousin.

      I grimaced. That was worse than mine. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with a new partner, much less a relative like her’s.

      Meet me at the Rune Rail.

      I had three days until I had to head to my new assignment. We’d have to make the most of that time. I quickly texted Bootstrap, asking him to work his magic to find out who the magisters were about to arrest, and where the thief was.

      My phone buzzed again and I opened the new message, expecting his reply, but instead found…

      ERROR

      Message undeliverable.

      I stopped in my tracks. Something was very, very wrong.
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      I burst into the manor, barely noticing the blaring of the wards. Swift came in behind me, mace in hand, her magic crackling like a fire around us.

      “Where would he be?” she demanded as she scanned the entryway.

      “His room upstairs.”

      “Go, I’ll clear down here.”

      I sprinted upstairs, barely paying attention to my surroundings. I didn’t think anyone was here, and that was the problem. Normally, Bootstrap would have already been running down the stairs apologizing about the noise and frantically trying to get his invention under control.

      The door to his room stood open. I slid to a stop right in front of it and found an empty room. Clothes were strewn across the floor. His computer was in pieces and it looked like he — or someone else — had ripped the side casing off.

      Bootstrap was gone.

      My eyes finally landed on a folded piece of paper on his pillow. I walked over and picked it up.

      I messed up. Running for it. Don’t come after me. I knew the stakes.

      Bootstrap’s messy scribble was barely readable, but the note’s meaning was clear. He’d left the manor and he was on the run from the Mage’s Guild. Bootstrap was good, but I wasn’t sure how far he could make it or how long he could keep away from them.

      The paper crumpled in my grip. I hadn’t understood what Atticus meant earlier, but now it was clear. He might have already had the kid when we talked. I’d been oblivious. Once again, we were a step behind.

      Swift walked up behind me. “Downstairs is good. Did you find anything?”

      I handed her the note without comment. She’d understand what it meant.

      “Shit. He’s just a kid. He can’t—” she cut herself off with an angry shake of her head. “Do we have any way of finding him before they do?”

      “I don’t know.” I pushed my hands through my hair and began pacing the room. “This is my fault. I should have told him no when he said he was going to look into Bradley’s whereabouts. I pushed him to find Purgatory.”

      Swift stopped me with a hand on my arm. “We’re going to find him, and he’s going to be okay.”

      “If we’re lucky. And we haven’t had much luck lately.”

      My phone rang, an unknown number flashing across the screen. For a moment, I hesitated, but if there was a chance it was Bootstrap, I had to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “He’s already been arrested. Made a rookie mistake.”

      I frowned at the unfamiliar voice. “Who is this?”

      “They’ve already shipped him off to Purgatory. He’s tougher than he looks, but he hasn’t got much meat on him. He’s not gonna last in a place like that.”

      I took a deep breath to calm myself. If I yelled at whoever this was, it reduced my chance of getting answers. I think this was called personal growth. “Who am I talking to?”

      A sharp exhale sounded on the other line. “He told me you were smart, but if you need your hand held, I’m Zardoz.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Alright. And you’re sure Bootstrap has been taken to Purgatory already?”

      “Sure as the nose on your face.”

      “Shit.”

      Zardoz chuckled. “Now you’re catching up. What are you gonna do about this dilemma?”

      I looked at Swift. She nodded once, no hesitation.

      “I’m going to get him out. They have two of my friends in there now, and that’s two too many.”

      “You got a plan?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Alright, you’ve convinced me. I’ll find you when it’s time.”

      “What? How are you going to find us—” I was interrupted by the dial tone as the call ended. I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it in confusion.

      “What happened?” Swift asked.

      “That was Zardoz. He said he’d find us when it was time, then hung up.”

      Swift frowned and stared at my phone like it was at fault. “That’s...odd, but I’m not sure what I expected from someone Bootstrap considered a mentor.” She dropped her arms and straightened her shoulders. “You want to go to the Awakened, don’t you? Agree to help them in exchange for Bootstrap and Bradley.”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go. I’ll text the others.”

      We headed out, side by side. I’d never thought I’d be able to rely on someone to have my back like this — especially after Hiroji had disappointed me so thoroughly and my previous partner had been killed. Swift never hesitated to help, and she never shied away from a fight. She fought to win and she did it well.
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      Infierno wasn’t much different during the daylight hours. There were fewer people, and the thump of music was quieter, but like Moira, it was a city that never really slept. Moira — perpetually daytime, and Infierno — perpetually night.

      If Bootstrap had figured out that teleportation rune, he hadn’t left the answers behind. The only way I knew of to get ahold of Talos and Yamashita was through Bound. If Talos wasn’t there, then someone that knew where he was must be.

      We made our way to the front door where, this time, there was no line. A sign posted on the door read CLOSED. I stepped over the velvet rope we’d been let through last time and walked straight into something solid. The ripples of my impact highlighted a translucent shield that surrounded the entire club in a dome of magic.

      “Shielded?” Swift asked at my abrupt stop.

      “Yes.” I pressed a hand against it, feeling out the power level. “I could break it, though.”

      “Go ahead. We don’t have time for this,” Swift said, looking over her shoulder. “But do it quickly. I think we’re being watched.”

      I shut my eyes and focused on the gentle vibration of the shield against my hand. It was solid, but I could shatter it without effort. Mayhem magic surged into my palm. It was eager to come out and play, as usual.

      “Definitely being watched. Hurry up,” Swift hissed behind me.

      Opaque, black magic crept out from my fingers and dug into the shield. It cracked immediately under the assault, a spider web of cracks shooting out in every direction. Little sparks of white and gold erupted from the surface of the shield as I bored a hole directly through it. There was no finesse to what I was doing — just brute force with pure destructive power.

      The hole doubled, then tripled in size. Within seconds it was big enough to walk through. I grabbed Swift and pushed her ahead of me, then rushed after her. The shield snapped back into place behind me as the door to Bound flew open.

      Two mages stepped out, their magical signatures completely unsuppressed as they prepared for a fight. A quick glance over my shoulder told me that a few brave souls were standing in the streets watching the confrontation. I guess it wasn’t every day someone busted through Bound’s shield.

      I held my hands up. “I’m just here to talk to Talos. Go get him and tell him Blackwell wants to talk to him.”

      Swift’s magic crackled beside me as she eyed the two people in front of us.

      Guard number one — a man with long, red hair stepped forward. Magic rippled through his muscles and they began growing in size. “Never heard of him. You should both leave. I’d hate to have to hurt you.”

      “Wrong answer.” I charged before they had a chance to think and slammed into the redhead.

      His feet came off the ground from the force of my blow. We hit the ground and he made a wheezing noise as all the air was forced from his lungs. Mayhem magic flowed out of me and wrapped around him, squeezing just enough to scare him. His eyes widened as he struggled instinctively against the magic trapping him, but resistance was futile.

      “What the fu—”

      “Someone here knows how to get ahold of Talos,” I said, wrapping a hand around his throat. “You find them, and you get me in touch. Trust me, he wants to talk to me.”

      There was a crash behind me, then an unmanly shriek. “I’ll get him! I’ll get him, just let me go you crazy bitch!”

      A loud thwack was followed by a thump as he hit the ground.

      Swift walked over and stood next to my shoulder, looking down at my captive. Her eyes still burned with anger from the insult. “Your friend will be indisposed for a while. Can you get Talos?”

      The redhead nodded frantically. “Yes, I can.” He paused for a beat, then added, “Ma’am.”

      I backed off slowly and let him stand. “Lead the way.”

      He scrambled to his feet, eyes darting to his asshole friend, who was still unconscious behind us. He didn’t waste any time checking on him. The guy’s priorities were clearly in the right order.

      We headed inside. Without the eerie red lighting and the distant pounding of music, the place looked far less intimidating. In the club itself, the fire Talos had used for his strange sacrifice was still burning, but much lower than the night before. The flames stretched barely a foot into the air leaving the club a much more pleasant temperature.

      The redhead went straight to the back and pressed his palm against a rune. It flashed twice, then held a steady white glow. “Dryas here. A mage named Blackwell and a mage with pink hair are at Bound demanding to see Talos. Shield compromised.” He held still as if listening to a reply. “Confirmed.”

      Another beat passed, then he lowered his hand and looked back at us, swallowing nervously. “That’s all I can do. We just have to wait now.”

      I crossed my arms. “For how long?”

      The guy’s eyes flicked between us nervously. “Depends on if Talos recognizes your name, I guess. I can’t exactly make the leader of the Awakened rush.”

      We stared silently at each other as the minutes ticked away. The guard’s eyes flicked from us to the stairs and back again as he picked at his fingers. I knew it wasn’t in his control when Talos turned up, but I had no one else to direct my ire at.

      I glanced at my watch, but found it had only been five minutes.

      “I’m sure he’ll come. Talos just has a lot of things to—”

      “Blackwell, I wasn’t expecting to see you until later today,” Talos said, striding down the stairs.

      I turned around, despite my impatience, I was surprised at just how quickly he’d come. They were more desperate for my help than I’d thought previously. That was good news considering just how desperate we were to get into Purgatory at this point.

      “Something has come up. We need to…” I hesitated, glancing at the guard. I wasn’t sure how much people knew. “Have that conversation now, instead of later. With your...friends present.”

      Talos looked between us, then nodded. “Good to see you as well, Swift. Please come with me.”

      The guard’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened. He stepped back and bowed awkwardly. “Sorry for the trouble before.”

      “You should probably check on the other guy. I hit him pretty hard,” Swift said before following Talos. She looked a little guilty.

      We headed up the stairs to the small apartment we’d talked to Talos in the first time. Once inside, I turned to Talos and crossed my arms.

      “I want Yamashita here for this. Patterson too if he has a say in things still.”

      “They are on their way. She couldn’t come immediately with me, but I didn’t want to leave you waiting. I assumed it had to be urgent if you’d shown up here and—” he wiggled his fingers with a grin. “Busted down the front door, so to speak.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I agreed with a nod. “I’ll explain it once, when everyone is here, and your people are ready to negotiate.”

      Talos spread his hands in acceptance. “Until then, can I get any of you tea? Or something stronger?”

      “I’m not drinking anything you give me. Ever.” I hadn’t been able to enjoy an Oreo since I’d eaten that drugged one. Not even Yui had managed to ruin them for me.

      Talos nodded his head, lips pressed together in a thin line. “Of course. That was in...bad taste.”

      Swift snorted. “You’ve got that right.”

      Her phone rang and she pulled it out. “Hello?” She paused. “Be right there.” With a tap she ended the call and put the phone back in her pocket. “The others are here. I’m going to go walk them in. Can you let the shield down partially?”

      “Dryas can help you with that. He should be waiting at the bottom of the stairs,” Talos said with a nod.

      Swift hurried out of the room, leaving me alone with Talos and his creepy smile.

      “The news about the IMIB’s merger with the Mage’s Guild is unfortunate, if not expected,” he said, walking around the couch to take a seat. He waved at a chair, but I shook my head, not interested in relaxing here.

      “Unfortunate is putting it a bit lightly.”

      “The IMIB has barely been holding onto control for years now. Harland’s death simply accelerated the inevitable.” Talos slung an arm over the back of the couch, his fingers tapping out a rhythm against the cushion. “Are you being permitted to keep your current position?”

      “No, not at all, but that doesn’t matter at this point.” I hesitated, but decided to go ahead and see what Talos knew. “Do you know of Marshal William Atticus?”

      His eyes flicked up and his expression tightened. “I do.”

      “Not a fan, I take it?”

      “Many forms of magic are destructive, but his has no redeeming qualities. He feeds off of fear, suffering, and pain. That is why he was appointed as the warden of Purgatory, and it is a job he excels at.” A sneer twisted Talos’ mouth. “Atticus is powerful and smart, a dangerous combination.”

      Atticus’ threat drifted through my mind once again. I’d suspected his magic was something along those lines, but this confirmation did nothing to reassure me. Bradley might be able to withstand Atticus’ attention, but Bootstrap was young. Too young. At nineteen, he was barely an adult. From a mage’s perspective, he was still a child. I should have protected him better. I should have made sure he knew not to try to run.

      The door to the apartment opened and Swift, Viktor, Lopez, and Danner all filed in. The latter three looked around curiously, probably expecting an Awakened lair to be less...normal.

      Talos rose, smoothing down his shirt. “Welcome to my home. My name is Talos. We have not met, but I am familiar with all of Blackwell’s friends. It is good to see you in person.”

      Danner shook his head, muttering something about ‘spy bullshit’.

      Viktor nodded in greeting. “Your people speak highly of you.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Talos said, bowing his head in acknowledgement. “Their loyalty is the only reason we might have a chance of succeeding against the mage’s Guild and Fate.”

      Talos looked toward the back of the room. “Please look in my direction. It will be very bright behind you.”

      We all turned toward him just as a light flared up behind us. He blocked the glare with his hand, clenching his eyes tightly shut.

      After a moment, the light vanished.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Yamashita said. She held Patterson’s box in her arms, the lid open so he could peer out.

      Lopez stared at him in open horror.

      “Yeah, I’m a severed head,” Patterson snapped, glaring at her. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer.”

      Viktor tilted his head to the side, seemingly fascinated rather than horrified. Which was his job, to be fair. “You seem to have improved, rather than decayed, since the last time I saw you.”

      Patterson half nodded, the motion knocking him a bit off center. “We’ve been working on the magic that powers it and improving it, bit by bit. You can get in on the project if you want. Can always use more necromancers.”

      “While interesting, I find the whole project morally reprehensible. I decline,” Viktor said without a hint of the anger his words implied. His poker face was scary good.

      “Suit yourself,” Patterson said. “Now, what’s the big rush to have this little chat?”

      “I was wondering the same,” Yamashita said. “Did something happen?”

      “Another of my friends has been taken to Purgatory by the Mage’s Guild. He was arrested earlier today, but I don’t like his odds in there. He’s young.”

      “The runehacker?” Yamashita asked with a frown.

      I nodded. “Yes. We need to get into Purgatory as quickly as possible. I’m still not sure I trust any of you, or that I support whatever your endgame is, but I think we can work together on this. On a few conditions.”

      Talos folded his hands in front of himself. “What conditions are those?”

      “We get both Bradley and Bootstrap out first, then I will help you get Prometheus. I think you have the resources to keep Bradley and his family away from the Mage’s Guild. I want them protected and kept comfortable, given whatever they need.” I looked to Swift. “You have anything to add?”

      She pursed her lips, then asked, “Are you planning on attacking Moira once Prometheus is free?”

      Yamashita took a deep breath, as if steeling herself for a hard conversation. “We are not, but another attack is inevitable. War is coming and we cannot stop it, only prepare to fight back.”

      I looked back at the others, but only Lopez spoke up.

      “The only thing I’m concerned about right now is our plan to get in and out. Blackwell said we won’t be able to use magic in there. Will I be able to shift?”

      Yamashita shook her head. “You won’t be able to. The reason Purgatory is so effective is because no one can use magic within it except for the Warden. We’re still not sure how he can, though I suspected he keeps something on his person that protects him from the prison’s effects.”

      “Without magic, how will we be able to get out once we’re in there?” Lopez pressed, crossing her arms.

      “The teleportation runes are tethered together. It can be activated from either side. We will draw out the rune inside of Purgatory, then at a predetermined time, we will have to be standing within it. One of my people will activate it from the base Blackwell visited to bring us back to safety.”

      Swift shook her head in disbelief. “Anything could happen in there. What if we don’t get back in time?”

      Yamashita shrugged. “Then they’ll keep trying to summon us. My people are loyal, they won’t give up just because we are delayed.”

      “Hell of a risk,” Lopez muttered.

      “It is,” I agreed with a nod. “I won’t blame anyone that doesn’t want to come. It might be a suicide mission.”

      Lopez shook her head immediately. “No way I’m letting you two knuckle-heads go in there without proper backup. You need someone smart in there.”

      Viktor simply nodded in agreement.

      I glanced at Danner, who was gnawing on another toothpick.

      He pulled out the toothpick and looked everyone over, then shrugged. “I’m old as hell. Ain’t got nothing to lose.”

      I turned back to Yamashita. “When can we do this?”

      “In two days.”

      Part of me wanted to rush in tonight, before I had a chance to think about it. Before Atticus had a chance to hurt Bootstrap. But I knew we couldn’t. If we went in unprepared, then we’d just die in there, and that wouldn’t help anyone.

      “I need a better way to get a hold of you until then.”

      Talos nodded. “I will send our messenger crows to the Manor. They require only minimal feeding, and they will carry whatever message you need.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You cannot be ser—”

      Patterson busted out laughing. “He totally fell for it. Talos, quit dicking around and give him your number. Yamashita’s too, just in case.”

      Talos held back silent laughter as he grabbed a notepad and pen. “I could not resist.”

      I snatched the offered paper out of his hand with a scowl. “Try harder next time.”
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      I parked the car in front of the shed where Master Hiko kept his motorcycles as the sun crested the horizon. Swift had shown up at the manor this morning and demanded we come here, without any explanation. We were supposed to infiltrate Purgatory tomorrow. There was no time for this crap.

      I turned to my partner. “Why are we here?”

      She climbed out of the car without answering and started walking toward the house. Left with no other option, I got out and followed her, slamming the door behind me for good measure.

      “This is getting ridiculous, Swift,” I said as I jogged to catch up.

      Instead of going to the front door, she opened a side gate that led into the garden.

      “Do Sakura and Hiko know we’re here today?” I asked, confused.

      Swift nodded.

      My frustration grew with every step, but she remained resolutely silent. We arrived at the dojo and she opened the door, waving me ahead of her.

      I slipped off my shoes by the door and walked slowly into the center of the room. Master Hiko wasn’t here, so I couldn’t imagine why she’d dragged me here today.

      She stopped a few feet away and finally met my eyes. “In a few minutes, Hiroji will be here. I asked him to come.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. “Why would you do that? And, better yet, why would he agree to come?”

      She turned and faced me, jaw set stubbornly. “We need his help. We are going into a place where magic doesn’t work, everyone wants us dead, and literal gods are chained up. We need more people on our side. More people that can fight without magic. You said Hiroji was as good, if not better than you, with a katana.”

      “Sure, but he’s also untrustworthy,” I said, throwing my hands up in exasperation.

      Swift pinched the bridge of her nose. “No. He’s made decisions you don’t like or understand. Master Hiko said he thought Hiroji would still come if you really needed his help. And he was right. I explained the situation to him, and he—”

      “Then why was he with the Mage’s Guild? And Bianchi? He’s one of them, Lexi.”

      “Actually he’s not, and I know that because I talked to him about it like an actual adult.” Her voice grew louder with every word until she was shouting. “And if you want to find out why he was there, you can ask him yourself. You two need to learn how to communicate and stop being such men.”

      “ So this is the secret you were keeping? Master Hiko put you up to this?” I wasn’t sure who I wanted to strangle more. Her, Master Hiko, or Hiroji himself. It was tempting to just go ahead and strangle all three of them.

      Swift rolled her eyes. “And that’s why I had to decide if I agreed with Master Hiko’s suggestion before I did it.”

      “How could you—”

      “Hush.” She held up a hand, anger flashing in her eyes. “I’m doing what is necessary for us to have a chance of succeeding. Your pride, or whatever this is, has no place in that. When Hiroji gets here, you will talk to him.”

      I turned my back to her and shoved my hands through my hair. I could drive away right now and avoid this entire, stupid situation, but I did want answers.

      “This is a bad idea.”

      “No, it just requires you to communicate, which you have done on occasion. It won’t kill you.”

      “Hiroji might try,” I muttered, continuing to pace in circles.

      “I did the hard part, now all you have to do is be nice.”

      “Tell him that,” I snarled.

      The door opened and Hiroji strolled in, his face a mask of indifference. “Tell me what?”

      Swift elbowed me in the ribs. Hard.

      “How glad we are you’ve agreed to help,” I bit out through gritted teeth.

      “I know you aren’t remotely grateful,” Hiroji said as he toed off his shoes. He unbuttoned the cuff of his sleeves and carefully rolled them up. Intricate, vibrant tattoos wound up his arms. He’d added to them since the last time I saw him. I’d been there when he got his first — a yellow dragon on his left arm that had some special meaning to him he hadn’t ever wanted to share.

      “Great. You’re both here,” Swift said, putting her hands on her hips. “You two can talk about whatever you need to, then we can discuss the plan to break into Purgatory.”

      “No.” Hiroji walked a few steps inside, then stood still, his cold eyes boring into mine. “If he wants my help, then he has to fight me first. No weapons, no magic. We’ll face each other like we did as children. You remember, don’t you Blackwell? The game Master Hiko taught us to learn how to take a punch.”

      Hiroji watched me impassively as he waited for my answer.

      Swift threw her arms up in exasperation, muttering about men and their egos. She was probably right, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to back down. If he needed a chance to try to punch me in the face, I’d give it to him.

      “Fine. You’re on.”

      This should be fun to watch. The mayhem magic retreated, pulling inward. For a moment, there was sweet relief as the constant strain of controlling it relaxed.

      I guess that meant it wouldn’t be interfering. That was both comforting and something that left me feeling strangely exposed. I’d never been without it. And I didn’t much like that it could choose to disappear like that. It made me feel less in control than ever.

      I planted my feet on the mat. This game was something Master Hiko had used to teach us a few important lessons. First, how to take a punch. Second, the importance of not getting hit repeatedly. Third, how to endure. There reaches a moment in every fight where you feel like you cannot go on. That’s the moment you have to push through, every time, if you want to survive.

      Hiroji took his place toe to toe with me, carefully placing his feet in the position they could not budge from.

      “What exactly is this...game?” Swift asked.

      “Busted Knuckle Death Match,” I replied, never taking my eyes off my opponent.

      “So, you’re fighting to the death?” she asked dryly, clearly fed up with both of us.

      “Not quite.”

      “You know what, I don’t even want to know. I’ll be over here ready to carry out whoever is still in one piece after you two get done talking,” she muttered, plopping down near the wall with an exasperated sigh.

      The Busted Knuckle Death Match was simple. If you lost your footing, gave up, or got knocked out — you lost. Master Hiko liked to say that whoever had the hardest head won. That wasn’t the point of this fight though. Today was about old grievances, and I intended to take out every single one of mine on his face. While I got answers.

      Hiroji lifted his hands and curled them into fists. It was time. “Ichi.”

      “Ni.”

      “San.” He threw the first punch. A blindingly fast jab that connected with my chin as I tried to avoid the full force of the blow.

      I shifted my jaw side to side. It stung a bit, but I was fine. “You don’t punch as hard as I remember.”

      “Just trying to get you warmed up, old man,” Hiroji said with a smirk. “It would be extremely unsatisfying to knock you out with the first punch.”

      That was a bad sign. He never showed facial expressions unless whatever he was about to do was going to get me in trouble.

      I snapped out my right hand, turning it into a hook punch at the last moment possible. Hiroji pulled his head back, but my knuckles grazed the tip of his nose.

      “Having fun working for the Mage’s Guild these days?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” He punched up into my gut.

      This close, there’s no way to avoid every hit, especially body blows. I exhaled sharply and tightened my abs just in time to prevent him from driving all the air from my lungs.

      “I’m as good as fired, not rubbing shoulders with murderers and thieves.” I slammed my fist into his arm where I knew he had an old, achy injury. He took it, but his mouth tightened in pain.

      “Always with your assumptions,” Hiroji snarled, true anger flashing across his features as he drove two fast punches into my kidneys. I curled toward the attack and shoved my elbow down to block it, but nothing could muffle the power behind the blows.

      “Then say what you really mean for once instead of your vague bullshit. Stop using honor as an excuse.” I threw a jab followed by a straight cross. If he wanted to bend the rules and punch twice, then I would too. He avoided the jab, but the cross landed square on his eye. The impact of bone on bone sent a shock of pain through my fist.

      Hiroji shook it off. His eye began swelling and a single line of blood trickled down from the end of his eyebrow. “You think the only way to do good is to prance around with your badge, hoping that you’ll get to arrest the right person this time. I’ve trusted your precious laws before, and they failed me just like you failed me. You are the one who is honorless. You slave away for an organization you know is corrupt instead of cutting evil out at the root.”

      I laughed humorlessly. “So working directly for the yakuza is somehow better?”

      His front hand whipped out and my head rocked back before I even realized I’d been hit. “I use the yakuza to make changes you can only dream of, in the only way that’s possible. I kill people that are too evil to be left alive. The only rules are the ones I make. The yakuza are a weapon that I wield with precision.”

      “That sounds about right. Killing is what you do best. It’s in your DNA.”

      “You’re a self-righteous prick,” he snarled, all the pent up anger of the last fifty years pouring out.

      However, he wasn’t the only one that was angry. “And you’re a blind fool.”

      I punched him in the ribs as hard as I could. As the blow landed, his hook punch caught me on the chin. We threw punch after punch, neither of us willing to stop or hold back. Words weren’t working. They never had.

      Stars flashed behind my eyes as a particularly hard strike hit my temple. I struck back, over and over. Hiroji was nothing more than a blurry figure in front of me, but I didn’t need to see to hit him. We’d done this so many times, that even years later, it was muscle memory.

      Hiroji’s nose cracked under my fist. His punch hit my jaw and blood flew from my mouth. I threw an uppercut into his gut, forcing out a wheezing grunt. He slammed his fist into my kidney and the pain stole my breath.

      Our punches grew weaker and slower as we both neared our breaking point. We were both panting and swaying on our feet, but there was no way in hell I’d give up, and I knew Hiroji wouldn’t either.

      Arm. Stomach. Chin. I blinked, not understanding the red haze over my vision for a moment until I realized it was blood in my eyes.

      Hiroji pulled his right hand back slightly more than normal. I knew that tell. His one bad habit. The next punch would be a hook punch, and it would hurt. My only shot was to hit him before he hit me.

      We both threw a hook punch, and our fists hit their targets in the same instant. My head was forced to the side, and my body followed. There was no way to stop myself from falling.

      Distantly, I saw Hiroji falling too. We hit the ground hard and the impact rattled every aching part of my body.

      We lay there, neither of us able to move. My eye was swollen shut. His nose bent at an odd angle and dripping blood.

      I lifted my head as high as I could and spotted Swift perched on a chair reading a book. Some partner she was.

      “You two done? Or are you going to get a second wind?” she asked, turning the page and pointedly not looking up.

      I glanced at Hiroji and found him doing the same. I waved my hand at him — well, tried is more accurate. It flopped. He flopped his hand back. Seemed settled to me.

      “Done,” I managed to grunt out.

      Swift shut her book with a snap and strode over, stopping near my feet. She looked every inch the angry librarian, if librarians wore red trench coats, had fiery magic leaking from their eyes, and could smash the heads of the unruly with a single punch.

      “Can the two of you walk, or do I need to carry you like the babies you are?” She glared at Hiroji and I both until we grunted an affirmation. “Good. Meet me at the car in five minutes, or I’m leaving you behind.”

      She walked out, slamming the door behind her.

      I felt thirteen all over again, laying on the dojo floor with Hiroji, aching after a good beating. It was almost...nice. Or maybe I had brain damage. I tried to sit up and failed. Definitely the latter.

      “Why did you join the yakuza? You could have gotten out. I would have helped.” I asked, all the anger and resentment spent in the fight.

      Hiroji rolled his head slowly to the side. He stared at me from his one good eye. “Do you remember the final business deal we had with each other that fell through? That apartment complex.”

      I nodded.

      “There was something I didn’t tell you.” He rolled his head back and stared up at the ceiling of the dojo.

      Quietly, he began explaining what had happened. All the pieces fell into place. Part of me was pissed I’d failed to ask the right questions back then, and part of me was pissed he hadn’t just told me. But mostly, I was just done being angry. It was pointless. Hiroji and I may never agree, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t have each other’s backs when needed.
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      We sat in sullen silence in the backseat of the car while Swift drove. This was the second time she’d managed to come up with a good reason to steal the keys. So much for our magically binding wager.

      We’d gotten some off looks on the Rune Rail. Both of us looked like we’d been beaten half to death, and honestly that wasn’t far off. I was tempted to ask Billy to stop by, but I’d likely just make do with whatever healing runes I still had stashed in my bathroom.

      I adjusted the ice pack on my eye and glanced at Hiroji. “I think the broken nose suits you. You should keep it a little crooked.”

      He looked back at me impassively. “Even with a crooked nose, the girls still won’t pick you over me.”

      I narrowed my good eye at him and immediately regretted it. My face hurt too much for expressions. “Women love me.”

      Swift snorted. Loudly. She was a traitor.

      Hiroji lifted a corner of his mouth in a smug smile. “I see Lexi is an ideal partner for you.”

      “You two are not allowed to be friends.”

      Hiroji laughed and relaxed in the seat. “As if you have any say in who I befriend.”

      Swift gave us the look in the rearview mirror. “Don’t get in another fight before we even make it back to the Manor.”

      “What is it you need my help with there, by the way?”

      “The two of you need to get healed for one,” Swift said. “But the rest of our group will be there in about an hour. Talos gave me their maps of Purgatory, but they’re rough and likely outdated. I think we’re going to have to split up once we get inside.”

      I lowered the half-melted ice pack. “I also have to ask, have you chatted with any gods lately?”

      Hiroji raised a brow. “No. Have you?”

      I waved a hand at Swift and leaned back. “Your turn to explain. My jaw hurts.”

      She took a deep breath and launched into the now familiar explanation of all the things that should be impossible, but apparently weren’t. I shut my eyes and tried to ignore the way the bumps of the road made everything hurt.
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      Hiroji looked much like I’d felt the first time I’d walked into the Manor after getting it back from Lord Chancellor Swift. The memories here were all tinged with bitterness and tragedy — even more so now that the place was overly quiet. Bootstrap had filled it more than I had realized.

      He paused in the entryway, taking everything in. “Is the west wing still...in disrepair?”

      “Even worse now, actually.” My hand went to the empty spot at my waist where my katana used to hang. “I lost control in there when Fate destroyed my katana.”

      Hiroji looked back in alarm, apparently noticing that it was missing for the first time. “I’m surprised anything is left.”

      “We wouldn’t have been able to stop him if Bootstrap hadn’t been there,” Swift admitted quietly.

      “That’s the runehacker that has been arrested?” he asked.

      I sucked in a breath and let it out in a rush, then nodded. “Yeah. He’s young. Nineteen.”

      Hiroji’s face hardened. “Still a child. They shouldn’t be throwing children into that hellhole.”

      “The Mage’s Guild isn’t concerned with doing the right thing.” I inclined my head toward the stairs. “There’s something else I’d like to show you while we’re waiting for the others to arrive. Come with me.”

      I led them both upstairs to my father’s office. Swift and I walked inside, but Hiroji paused at the threshold.

      As he took in the room, the harsh lines around his mouth softened. “It’s exactly the same.”

      I pulled the curtains open and the early afternoon sunshine brightened the room. “No one had stepped foot in it for ages before I got the Manor back from the Chancellor. I abandoned the place after my parent’s deaths. It had always felt wrong to change anything. Before now, at least.”

      Hiroji finally entered the room. He passed from spot to spot, touching things gently. Reverently.

      Swift leaned against the wall and watched him with open curiosity. This was a side of him she’d never seen. He was sentimental, but only in private, and only if he trusted you. He liked Swift a lot more than I’d expected.

      “It felt like walking into a tomb downstairs, but this is welcoming, like I remember.”

      “I guess I spend the most time in here,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I haven’t messed with much, but it gets more sunlight. It was dusty as hell for a little while.” Things were starting to get a little too nostalgic. I cleared my throat and turned away. “Anyhow, this is what I needed to show you.”

      I walked over to the bookshelf and removed Adventures of Hercules, an old childhood favorite, and pressed my hand to the wood. The family ring warmed on my finger and the secret door unlocked. I pushed it open and the automatic lights turned on to reveal the treasure inside.

      Hiroji walked forward slowly, eyes glued to the chest. “They left something for you?”

      “At this point, I’m not sure. I can’t get it open. There’s also this.” I waved him into the room, then partially closed the door. “I’ve been able to determine my mother wrote these in a hurry, but not much else. The construction of the runes doesn’t make sense.”

      Hiroji ran his fingers over the sloppy writing on the back of the door. “They definitely aren’t your average rune.”

      “There’s more on the chest that don’t make sense,” Swift added, standing near the crack of the door. “The warnings that it will self-destruct if forced open are pretty clear, but that’s about it.”

      A slight smile formed on Hiroji’s face. “That sounds like something your mother would have created.”

      He walked over to the chest itself and inspected it, then looked back at Swift. “Did you use the Benedictine Method to test the defenses?”

      She nodded. “That and the Trayvus Method. Whoever created this was aware of both.”

      “I copied all the runes on the door down and attempted to translate them. I’m hoping you’ll see something I’ve missed, since you knew my mother as well.”

      Leaving the door to the room propped open, I pulled all my notes out of my father’s desk and spread them over the surface.

      Hiroji flipped through everything carefully, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “These are strange, almost inconsistent, which is not the way I’d normally describe your mother’s work.”

      I leaned a hip against the desk. “I thought the same thing. There must be something we’re missing.”

      He tapped a finger against one rune. “This is the first rune, and it’s very intricate. More intricate than the others, as well as more complete.”

      I picked up the sheet of paper and compared the rune he’d pointed out to the others. “Interesting. I hadn’t considered that.”

      Hiroji’s phone dinged with a message, and less than a second later, a low chime echoed through the Manor.

      “Ah, that should be my associate delivering the gift I got for you before our meeting,” Hiroji said without looking up from his phone. “I wasn’t sure if you might need more convincing.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What? To trust you?”

      “Yes.” Hiroji jerked his head toward the door. “We shouldn’t leave her waiting or she’ll let herself in. She’s very impatient.”

      We followed him downstairs in confusion. Before we reached the bottom of the stairs, someone banged on the door.

      “Like I said, impatient,” Hiroji muttered as he strode across the entryway. He jerked the door open and stepped aside.

      My brain stuttered offline as I took in the woman in front of me. Strappy stilettos clicked against the marble floor as she stepped over the threshold. It took longer than was entirely respectful to force my eyes up her long legs. A dragon tattoo wrapped around her left thigh and trailed up toward her hip, where a skin-tight, metallic dress covered the remainder. Two short swords stuck out of the plush fur coat draped over her shoulders. Gold embroidery, stretched to its limits, adorned the low-cut bodice of the dress.

      She put one manicured hand on her hip and tapped her viciously pointed nails against the curve of her waist. “You’re drooling a little, sweetheart.”

      My hand went to my mouth...just in case. No actual drool luckily.

      An elbow landed in my ribs and I winced from the blow. I glared at my attacker, but Swift’s answering glare quelled any complaints I might have voiced. She lifted a single eyebrow, which perfectly expressed her complete disdain.

      Hiroji rubbed his temples with an extended sigh. “This is my associate, Akita. Akita, this is Alexis Swift, Blackwell’s partner.”

      Akita nodded in greeting, her sleek black hair swinging around her face.

      Hiroji waved her farther inside. “Akita retrieved someone I believe the two of you have been searching for.”

      A young man around Bootstrap’s age shuffled into the room, eyes darting around like he expected the boogeyman to jump out at any moment. Floppy black hair hung in his face.

      He pushed it aside and gave us a tremulous smile. “Uh, hi.”

      “Who is this?” Swift asked.

      I still felt incapable of speech. All my effort was currently focused on looking at the kid instead of the woman standing next to him.

      “This is your thief, Ethan Dohlan. I’d been looking for him for a while. Certain unsavory organizations look for vulnerable children with his potential, then find ways to exploit them. I get them out. Akita was one of the first, and now she helps me as well.”

      Akita gave me a little wave and a wink. I awkwardly nodded back. My throat was suddenly very dry for some reason.

      I crossed my arms in an attempt to give my hands something to do. “That explains why you showed up on surveillance videos in the same area as Kevin Jacobs.”

      Hiroji’s eyebrows went up. “I didn’t realize you had connected me to the case, but yes, that would be why. I didn’t go there personally, but people that work for me would have.”

      Swift cocked her head to the side. “Are you doing something similar with the Mage’s Guild and Alberto Bianchi?”

      Akita groaned. “Don’t even get him started on that pervy old vampire. I’m gonna stake Bianchi, and soon. That’s all that needs to be said about it.”

      Hiroji grinned at her, then looked back at me. “I thought about bringing you Bianchi’s head today instead, but…” he waved his hand at the room. “It wouldn’t really fit with your other decorations.”

      Ethan’s eyes widened to comical proportions and he took a step back. “Dude, I thought you said you were the good guys.”

      “There will be no decapitations without due process,” Swift declared, planting both hands on her hips.

      Akita stuck out her bottom lip. “You look like you’d be a lot more fun than you are.”

      Hiroji looked to the ceiling and took a deep breath, as if searching for patience, then turned to Ethan. “Give them the backpack.”

      A guilty expression stole across Ethan’s face and he pulled a bag off his shoulder. “All the rest of the stuff got sold, but this was my most recent haul. Mr. Saito said I had to give it back. As an apology or whatever.”

      He thrust the bag toward us.

      Swift took it from him and unzipped the bag, sifting through the contents. “You keep any other souvenirs from previous burglaries?”

      “Nah, they always catalogued what I grabbed. No way I was gonna risk trying to hold something back, ya know?” He shoved both hands in his pockets and shifted onto his toes, bouncing once. “Not to be shady, or whatever, but do y’all have a bathroom?”

      Akita rolled her eyes. “I’ll take you. I swear you pee more than a puppy.” She grabbed him by the arm and stalked off in the direction of the toilet.

      I narrowed my eyes as I watched them walk away. “How does she know where the bathroom is?”

      “She likes to be prepared for all situations,” Hiroji said with an absent shrug. “Is everything in the backpack as it should be? Our young friend still has sticky fingers.”

      “It’s all there,” Swift confirmed. Her phone rang. “It’s Lopez. I’ll be back.”

      She hurried off to the kitchen, leaving me once again alone with Hiroji.

      “Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning?”

      He looked up and pursed his lips. “With which part?”

      “Any of it.”

      “Because you would have wanted to help.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” I demanded, feeling insulted all over again.

      He gave me an unimpressed look. “It would have been risky. You are impatient and brash. Can you honestly say that you wouldn’t have just rushed in and tried to kill or arrest the entirety of the yakuza? Or any other crime organization?

      I shoved a hand through my hair. “Would that really be a bad strategy?”

      “These things require patience and time, without both, you never get to the root of the problem. You stayed busy with the IMIB, and stayed out of my way. I stayed out of yours as well. It was a win, win.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “So are you.”

      He scoffed. “So we’re both assholes.”

      “And we’re both criminals now.”

      He took my measure for a moment, as if checking to see if I meant that as another insult. A slow grin spread across his face. “Welcome to the dark side, Logan.”

      My phone rang loudly and I pulled it out of my pocket. An unknown number flashed up on my screen.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Hiroji jerked his hand in acknowledgment, distracted by some message that had just arrived. I stepped into the kitchen before answering.

      “This is Blackwell.”

      “Did you do something? Did you try to rescue my Dad?” Alyssa choked out. Her breaths came out as short pants into the receiver of the phone.

      Atticus had to suspect we might go after Bootstrap, but there was no way he knew exactly what we were planning. “No, why? What’s happened?”

      “This man showed up at our house. They had a warrant to search everything and he...he kept telling me how carefully he was going to look after my Dad, but he was lying. He’s going to hurt him, isn’t he? Why did he come here?” She cut herself off with a choked sob.

      My hand tightened on the phone. “Alyssa, where are you now?”

      She took a deep breath. “Still at home.”

      “Stay there. Wait for my next call, and don’t let anyone else in, okay?”

      “O-okay.”

      “I’ll call you back soon. I promise.”

      Fabric rustled against the phone and I heard Matilda crying in the background. “Please hurry.”

      I ended the call and headed back to the entryway. Akita and Ethan had rejoined Hiroji, but appeared to be preparing to leave.

      “Hiroji, you said you help people get out of tough situations. Does that mean you could hide someone?”

      He pinched his brows together, but nodded. “Yes, why?”

      “I’m going to need a favor.”
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      I plopped down in the high-back chair and let my head fall back against it. I had thought that once I was finally back at the Manor with a moment to myself, I’d be able to relax. Instead, my restlessness was only increasing.

      Alyssa had been nearly inconsolable when we’d arrived. I couldn’t blame her. Atticus scared me. He’d visited Chief Bradley’s daughter just to screw with me. For some strange reason, it seemed that he wanted us to break Bradley and Bootstrap out of Purgatory. Or at least wanted us to try.

      Alyssa and Matilda were being relocated. I didn’t know where to, and I didn’t want to. The less people that had that information, the better. We couldn’t take any more chances. Anyone connected to us had to be protected. Hiroji had people watching Billy and Sarah now as well, and at the first sign of a threat, they’d hide them too. I hoped it didn’t come to that.

      “Busy day?”

      I jumped and banged my knee against the bottom of the desk. “Dammit, Yui.”

      The kitsune prowled into the room with a self-satisfied smile. Holding my Oreos. “What? No hello?”

      I planted my elbows on the desk. “What do you want?”

      A stool appeared behind her. She perched on it, balancing the package of Oreos on her knees, then flicked her long ponytail over her shoulder. “You know, I’ve never once asked you for anything.”

      A headache began forming behind my eyes from the mental effort it took not to snap at her. “That’s true. You just show up and take things without permission. Are you back for good?”

      “Nope. I was just in the area, so I thought I’d pop in and say hello to my favorite helpless mage.” She pulled open the fresh package of Oreos and dug one out. “You’re out of milk, by the way. You should get some more.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

      “What are you working on?” She licked her fingers as she peered curiously at the notes strewn across the desk. They were all still laid out from when I’d shown Hiroji around earlier today.

      With a sigh, I lowered my hands and pulled my original transcription of the runes on the back of the door toward me. “Just translating something.”

      “Interesting. I never took you for the studious type.”

      I glanced up at her. Yui and I didn’t make small talk. And she never cared about what I was doing unless it involved food.

      “I seem to be missing a lot of answers lately, and no one wants to answer the questions that matter.”

      The corner of her mouth lifted in amusement. “Sounds terrible.”

      I flipped open a book. “It’s annoying.”

      She hopped off her stool and strolled over. I did my best to ignore her and focus on the first rune that Hiroji had pointed out as different, but she chewed very loudly.

      A cookie crumb bounced off the page in front of me. She brushed it away, leaving a smudge of the creme filling behind instead.

      “Those look pretty old-fashioned.”

      I tugged the paper out of her reach. “Yes, they are.”

      She began humming to herself as she paced around the office, poking at books on the shelves and making way more noise than was necessary. I slouched down in my chair and stared pointedly at my notes.

      These runes were connected somehow, and she was right, they were old fashioned. I needed to go back as far as I could and look at the older versions they’d developed from to understand the nuance of each—

      A pile of books hit the desk in front of me, throwing off my train of thoughts.

      Taking a deep breath before I reacted, I looked up slowly.

      She met my gaze with an innocent expression. “What?”

      “I’m doing something important.”

      “So am I. Reading is good for the mind.”

      My fingers tightened on the paper. “Go read somewhere else.”

      She sighed loudly and tucked one of the books under her arm. “Fine. I need to go find milk anyhow.” She wiggled her fingers at me, then vanished, leaving the Oreos on the edge of my desk like a peace offering.

      I stared at the cookies, but even the thought of eating one turned my stomach. I stood, too irritable now to sit still. Grabbing the stack of books, I began putting them all back. The last book was an old favorite — The Adventures of Hercules.

      It had been an old favorite after my mother had given it to me as a birthday present. I opened it, smoothing down the title page. Something pricked my finger and I jerked my hand away with a hiss. Blood bloomed on the tip of my fingertip. It had gotten on the page too.

      I moved to wipe the drop away, but it sank into the paper. A red tint spread throughout the entire page. The ink shifted, moving to form blocky new words. Piece by piece, a series of instructions formed. I recognized the runes listed. They were the same ones that my mother had written on the back of the door.

      This was the key to figuring all of this out. It may not help me open the chest, but I knew it was a start.

      Careful not to let the book close, I grabbed everything I needed and raced downstairs to her old workshop. The door was slightly ajar, making it easier for me to push open with my foot.

      The smell of magic lingered here even now. She’d spent a lot of my childhood locked in here like a mad scientist. She had been a scientist of sorts. Famous for her enchanting and rune creation. She’d been one of the best, if not the best at what she did. Her work during the war had saved many lives. And taken many.

      I set my things down and walked over to the wall to flip on the light. Bare workbenches and empty shelves greeted me. This place was nothing more than an empty shell now.

      My hands shook as I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves. The instructions she left me required a bit of hands on work and a lot of floor space. I pushed two benches out of the way and grabbed a piece of chalk.

      Bit by bit, I began constructing one of the most complicated runes I’d ever used. As I placed each symbol, I finally began to understand. The magic wasn’t all that complicated. It wasn’t even groundbreaking. What was groundbreaking was that she had woven into it a code that acted like a password. She had left me something in this rune, and without the code, and a very specific construction, you could never discover it.

      Sweat dripped from my brow as I hovered over the final stroke of the rune. Doing this alone was reckless, perhaps, but I had to know. Sending up a little prayer to my ancestors for luck, I finished it and pushed my magic into the rune.

      Everything around me faded into shades of gray. A chill crept through my clothes, biting into my skin. Wisps of smoke lifted from the rune, but they didn’t drift away. They rose higher and twisted together. Slowly, a figure came into focus, then a face. One both familiar and strange. It had been so many years since I’d seen it.

      The figure didn’t move. She simply stared at me without emotion. “You decoded the rune.”

      My heart leapt up into my throat at the sound of her voice. I had to swallow before I could reply. “Yes.”

      “You should know that I am not real. I am nothing more than a complex enchantment created in order to deliver a message that your mother thought best relayed in this manner.” Her smoky form shuddered and for a moment, her face lost its form. “Please confirm.”

      “I understand.” And I did, but she looked too real. Sounded too real. My brain could not convince the rest of me that it was not her. “What is the message?”

      The apparition folded her hands in front of her and took a deep breath. “Recorded message commencing in three, two, one…”

      A change washed over her. When she lifted her head this time, I knew it was real. A recording, yes, but it was her saying it.

      Our eyes met and she wrapped her hands together in a tight grip. “Logan, I’m so sorry.”
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      The kettle whistled, cutting through the early morning quiet. I lifted it off the stove and filled a cup so it could begin cooling.

      I’d found my favorite matcha in the back of the pantry and realized how long it had been since I’d bothered to make it at home. The powder inside was a vibrant green. I measured out two scoops with the ladle, then sifted them into the small, wooden bowl I used for this. Once I was sure all the clumps were gone, I grabbed the cup of hot water I’d poured a minute earlier.

      It felt right now, not too hot or too cool. The scent of matcha filled my nostrils as the hot water cascaded over the fine powder. I grabbed the whisk and stirred it in slow circles before reverting to a w-shaped motion to foam it up. It didn’t take long to mix completely.

      I set the whisk aside and lifted the cup to my nose, taking a long breath before my first sip. It was good. Better than I’d even remembered. I should have taken the time to make it more often.

      I glanced at the time. In about ten minutes, the Manor would be full of people again. The Awakened were scheduled to summon our group through the teleportation rune Yamashita had left in the spare room while she’d been a guest. I was as prepared as I could be.

      Tea in hand, I headed upstairs to the office. There was one last thing to retrieve before we left. The slot where The Adventures of Hercules had sat was empty. I slipped my hand into the space and unlocked the door to the hidden room.

      The lights flared to life, illuminating Apollo’s bow and the chest. I stepped inside and grabbed the bow. There was no point in lingering here but my feet felt heavy as I walked out. The door shut behind me and the lock clicked back into place. I drained the last of my tea, then pulled on my jacket.

      The Manor’s wards let out a long chime. They’d been working just fine since Bootstrap had been taken. I’d happily tolerate the screeching and his inane questions again if it meant he was back here. Safe. A pang shot through my chest at the realization that even if we could get him and Bradley out, there was no coming back here. Not immediately, at least. Not with the Mage’s Guild searching for us.

      I’d been so reluctant to come back to this place, and now I didn’t want to leave.

      With a sigh, I tucked the bow under my arm and hurried down to meet the team. There was no time to linger and reminisce. I’d spent enough time doing that last night.

      I stumbled over the last step when I saw Hiroji was already inside. “How did you get in here?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “The wards still recognize me.”

      “Oh.”

      “I let the others in as well. They’re raiding the kitchen.”

      I scowled at him. “Of course they are. Everyone is always stealing my food.”

      “It’s just going to go to waste if we don’t eat it now,” Swift said as she walked into the room, dusting crumbs off her hands.

      “It’s the principle of the thing,” I muttered.

      Danner, Lopez, and Viktor all trailed in after her. It was strange seeing Hiroji here with the others, like the past and the present crashing together.

      “We ready to go?” Lopez asked.

      I checked the time. “Yeah, just a few minutes until they activate the rune.”

      Swift led the way upstairs, reviewing the plan for after we escaped from Purgatory once again. Lopez and Viktor would be going with Bradley and Hiroji’s people to reunite Bradley with his family.

      With one minute left on the clock, we all gathered within the bounds of the rune. It was a bit of a tight fit.

      “You sure this is safe?” Lopez asked as she elbowed Danner into place.

      “I’ve done it twice and haven’t died yet,” I assured her.

      She didn’t look the least bit relieved.

      “No time to worry about it now,” Swift said with a shrug.

      The rune lit up beneath us, growing until it swallowed us whole. Electricity stuttered over my skin in uneven bursts. I wasn’t sure why, but the way the Awakened did this wasn’t nearly as smooth as the valkyrie teleporting us.

      We spun our way through a blinding rainbow of colors and magic. It squeezed all the air from my lungs. For a moment, I wondered if this time it would fail, then solid ground formed under my feet. The room spun wildly. It was the same one I’d woken up in last time.

      “I hate doing that, just for the record,” Lopez wheezed, her hands planted on her knees. “It’s unnatural.”

      “You’re not wrong about that.”

      We all looked up at and found Jebediah standing in the doorway, arms crossed, with a wide grin on his face. The room was empty otherwise, just like it had been last time. I wondered absently how many teleportation runes they had at this place.

      “Welcome back, Blackwell.” Jebediah gave a short bow to the others. “And to everyone else, welcome to the Awakened’s base of operations.”

      I gave him a short nod. “You our tour guide today?”

      “For now. Yamashita intended to meet you personally, but other matters have drawn her attention.” He stepped back, waving his hand toward the hallway. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to the room we’ll be finalizing the plans in.”

      “Let’s do it,” Swift said, stepping out of the circle to follow him.

      The place was easily three times busier than when I’d last been here. Every other person we passed seemed to have a question for Jebediah as well. He handled them all efficiently, but it still took us almost ten minutes to reach our destination.

      Much like the room I’d spoken to Yamashita and Patterson in, it felt more like a temple than a conference room. Most of the light came from a large window that took up the majority of the wall to the left, which also kept the room from feeling quite as suffocating as the other.

      My feet sank into the carpet as we walked in. Danner wasted no time looking around. He plopped down in a chair at the long table in the center of the room.

      “Please, make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be back with Talos soon.”

      A rack stood at the end of the table with a strange variety of weapons hanging from it. There was everything from a nail-studded baseball bat to heavy, two-handed swords.

      I nodded absently as Jebediah hurried away.

      “The bat is mine,” Lopez said, striding forward confidently. She picked it up off the rack and gave it a test swing, nodding in approval.

      Swift inspected the swords, eventually choosing one that was similar to her valkyrie sword. I spotted an electric baton. I preferred that sort of weapon if I couldn’t have a katana. Hopefully I’d be able to rely on my mayhem magic, but it was too risky to not have a backup plan.

      Six small packs sat on the table as well. I peeked in one and found a flashlight and a few other practical supplies. The Awakened were not messing around. We’d have everything we needed to compensate for the loss of our magic while in Purgatory.

      “What in the hell…” Lopez exclaimed as she peered out of the window.

      I joined her at the window and my jaw dropped in shock. Last time I’d been here, I hadn’t seen much of the place, and I hadn’t realized the scope of the Awakened’s operations.

      Swift stopped beside me. “They really do have an army.”

      “They’ve hidden this well. I doubt even the Mage’s Guild realizes how many people they have.” Hiroji tucked his hands in his pockets. “I certainly didn’t.”

      I leaned a shoulder against the glass. “They claim they’re preparing for a war against the gods, but I’m starting to have my doubts. This looks more like a simple rebellion.”

      Lopez crossed her arms. “We’re getting Bradley and Bootstrap back, then we’re getting the hell away from this until we can see whose side these people are really on.”

      “Ain’t no getting away from a war,” Danner muttered from the other side of the room.

      “Whatever happens next, we have to get them out.” I crossed my arms, staring out over the people milling around below us. “I have my doubts about this too, but we’ve come too far to turn back now. We have to go to Purgatory.”

      The door opened behind us. Talos and Jebediah walked in — he had returned quickly, just as promised. Talos’s formal robes had been replaced with black cargo pants and a long-sleeved shirt. The cult leader was looking more and more like a rebel every day.

      “Apologies for the wait. As you can see, we have our hands full with preparations,” Talos said with a winning smile.

      Jebediah set down his armful of scrolls at the end of the table. “Yamashita sent over the maps she recreated from memory for your team to study.” He unbound one and rolled it out, using paperweights to hold down the corners. “It’s likely they’ll be inaccurate, but it’s a starting point.”

      Talos looked at me and nodded his head toward the door. “Do you have a moment, Blackwell?”

      “Sure.” I followed him out into the hallway while the others gathered around Jebediah to study the maps.

      He led me a short way down, just out of earshot, then turned to face me. “I received your message, and everything is prepared as you requested. We are working with Hiroji’s people to ensure the young healer is under constant surveillance.”

      I nodded. “And the information on Prometheus? If we’re going to free him, I want to know what we’re up against.”

      “Yamashita and Patterson will be arriving in a half hour to discuss that with you. A smaller team will be splitting off to find Prometheus after your friends have been found and released. How many of your people will you want for that?”

      I glanced over my shoulder through the open door. “Just two. Swift and Hiroji, if they’re willing to join us. They’ll be the strongest without magic.”

      Talos nodded. “I have high hopes for our success. Prometheus has given us everything we need to free him.”

      I bit down on what I wanted to say. “I really hope you’re right.”

      Yamashita turned the corner, carrying Patterson’s box. There were dark circles under her eyes, but her jaw was set with determination. “Good afternoon, Blackwell. Is everyone ready to finalize the plan?”

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” I confirmed with a nod.

      “Then let’s get to work.”

      I followed her back into the room alongside Talos. This was it. Our best chance to save my friends was a cult, a zombie, and a trapped god. I took a deep breath and sat down next to Swift.

      Yamashita set Patterson’s box down and opened the lid so he could participate. “Now, we’ve narrowed down the best entry points into Purgatory. We’ll be going in through Stonehenge — the original pathway.”

      Swift looked up sharply. “Stonehenge?”

      “Yes.” Yamashita pulled out a drawing of the site. “We’ll have to do a little...remodeling to get everything back in its proper place, but we have what we need to activate the portal there.”

      As much as I disliked working with them, the Awakened had been telling the truth when they’d said we needed them to get in and out of Purgatory.
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      Four hours later, with an argument-induced headache, we had as good a plan as we’d ever get. Purgatory was a big unknown even with Yamashita’s maps.

      I rubbed my temples as I surveyed the gathering. The Awakened were throwing a feast that would last well into the night, though we’d be leaving to raid Purgatory in a little less than an hour. I didn’t often get nervous before a fight, but this was different. This was an enemy unlike any we’d faced before.

      Hiroji had disappeared at some point to deal with ‘business’. The others were taking advantage of the food on the other side of the room, but even the smell of it turned my stomach.

      Swift stepped out of the crowd, heading my way, as the already too loud music increased in volume. A mass of people were dancing near the front of the room. Their chants of ierí fotiá began to drown out the music as Talos took his place on the stage. It was just like the club, minus the sacrifice.

      The frenetic energy of the celebration increased with the pounding of the drums. They weren’t just celebrating, they were preparing these people to die.

      Talos stood on the stage above them with his arms spread wide. He had to know what he was asking of them. Perhaps he intended to throw his life away for someone else’s war too.

      Swift stopped beside me and held out a cup of mystery liquid. It smelled strongly of alcohol. “One last toast to our partnership before we’re both jobless wanted criminals?”

      That startled a laugh out of me. I took the cup and lifted it toward her. “To chaos and bad ideas.”

      She clinked her cup to mine. “Our specialties.”

      I downed the drink, regretting it as soon as it passed my lips. It tasted like someone had mixed the dregs of five different cocktails.
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      The moon was nearly full. It cast a silver wash over the towering stones and the snow that blanketed the ground. I turned in a slow circle, taking it all in. This looked exactly like the sort of place you’d perform a mystical ritual to enter another realm. Too bad we were headed into Purgatory and not somewhere more inviting.

      Swift paused near one of the stones, looking back at me. “This is a little ominous, isn’t it?”

      “Just a little,” I agreed.

      The roar of an engine grew suddenly loud as a motorcycle crested over the hill. The motorcycle made a beeline for us. Music followed, pounding out the invigorating beat of Born to Be Wild. The back wheel kicked up dirt and snow as the bike slid to a stop, throwing down the kickstand in a well-practiced motion.

      A man stepped off the motorcycle. He wore a sleeveless American flag shirt, aviators, and sported a thick gray mustache. He had to be cold but he looked perfectly comfortable. The music cut off, and he walked toward the group with a confidence that implied he had no doubt he was in the right place.

      I met him halfway.

      He held out his hand with an easy smile. “Told you I’d find ya.”

      My brows pulled together. This was not how I pictured Bootstrap’s runehacking mentor. “Well, you showed up just in time. Are you planning on coming with us?”

      He shook his head. “No, sir. My Annie is waiting on me back home. I’m just here to help y’all get in.”

      Yamashita walked up behind me.

      “This is the runehacker I was telling you about. Bootstrap’s mentor,” I said, making my introductions.

      Zardoz held out his hand with a friendly smile. “The one and only Masako Yamashita. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person. I’ve always admired your creativity from afar.”

      She looked confused as she shook his hand. “Thank...you?”

      “Now, I do have a suggestion to slightly alter your approach to this set up.”

      Yamashita’s eyebrows joined her hairline. “Oh? In what way?”

      “Well, you’re about to kick down their door, but you don’t have to.”

      “Teleportation can bypass any ward or protection,” she argued with a frown.

      “Not all of them, ma’am. This particular barrier is different. Try to teleport through without making an opening...” He shook his head. “Might as well hire a marching band to announce your presence. If you want to buy yourself a chance to surprise them, I can get through that barrier in a more subtle way. It’s your call.”

      Yamashita looked back at Talos, who nodded, then me. I also nodded. Bootstrap had trusted Zardoz, so I did too. Trust by proxy, like the kid had said.

      “Alright, but we have to be quick about it,” she agreed with a sigh.

      “I have to work my magic right alongside y’all. No need to delay things,” Zardoz reassured us with an easy grin.

      “Excellent.” Yamashita turned back to Talos. “Please get everyone in position. We can’t delay any further.”

      “Everyone please get into place,” Talos shouted from the other side.

      I followed them back, but hesitated near the edge of the circle. Crossing this threshold would change everything. Part of me wanted to turn around and run, but I knew it wasn’t an option. I didn’t back down from a fight no matter how much the odds were stacked against me. It just wasn’t in my blood.

      Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to walk forward. A chill passed over my skin as I moved inside the circle. It was done. My fate was sealed, but at least it was one I was choosing for myself.

      The towering stones of the outer ring cast long shadows that danced with the wavering light of the fire Talos had lit in the center. The Awakened had brought more people for this mission than I had expected. There were at least twenty of them.

      We arranged ourselves in the inner ring. Swift stood on my left, Hiroji on my right. Viktor, Lopez, and Danner were on the opposite side of the circle. Despite the late winter chill, sweat rolled down my forehead. The fire seemed hotter than it should be, as if fueled by magic.

      Yamashita and Zardoz approached the altar stone that lay before the fire. She brushed away the snow and knelt before it, then traced a series of runes onto the surface. The magic in them glowed brightly as they sank into the surface of the stone.

      The fire leapt up toward the sky. As the flames took on a blue-ish hue, they began to twist into a funnel. They spun faster and faster as they reached toward the heavens.

      Yamashita turned to face it and drew another rune in the air. It shuddered, then shot toward the flames. It collided with them and the blue flames turned icy white. A metallic shriek rent the air as the force of the flames was directed suddenly downward.

      The ground shook beneath our feet. A groan rose up from somewhere deep beneath us. An answering thrum rang out from the smaller upright stones. The sound echoed around us strangely.

      Zardoz circled the fire. His hands moved in a blur, accelerating to inhuman speeds as the runes flowed from him, forming rotating bands of pure magic. They moved in concentric circles around the flames until they were hardly visible in the center. Where Swift’s magic was bright and hot, Zardoz’s was bright and almost...zingy. I was pretty sure my hair was standing on end like I’d been electrocuted.

      The ground lit up under our feet as the teleportation rune activated. Zardoz’s magic and the fire plunged into the center of the circle. With a crack, something shifted and gave way. A sharp tug in the middle of my gut wrenched me forward, and then I was falling.
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      When Alruna, the valkyrie killed by Fear, had taken us to Moira with her portal it had been a fairly smooth ride. This was anything but.

      Magic careened over and through me like a cleansing fire. My body ached as pressure mounted around me, building each moment we were trapped in limbo. I had no idea how much time passed. The mayhem magic stayed dormant, which was the only thing that reassured me. If I was truly in danger I thought — hoped — that it would do something.

      Abruptly, the swirl of the portal ended and I was really falling. I threw my hands out, sending mayhem magic ahead of me in a broad swathe to soften the fall for myself and anyone else nearby. Black fog curled up from the ground, slowing my momentum.

      My shoulder slammed into the rock first, sending a shock of pain through me. Splashes and grunts echoed around me as the rest of the group hit the ground. Cold water seeped through my clothes. I pushed into a squat to get away from it, but couldn’t shake the chill it left creeping through me.

      It wasn’t the only thing sending a chill through me. My magic was wrong, just like it had been in the alley when Jacobs had attacked us. The emptiness threw everything off-kilter. It made the mayhem magic angry. I ground my teeth together and pushed down the storm growing in my chest. We’d be fighting soon enough, there was no reason to rush it.

      “Swift?” I hissed, trying to keep somewhat quiet.

      A hand grabbed my arm and it took all my self-control not to shout in surprise.

      “Right here,” Swift whispered belatedly. “Where is Hiroji?”

      I felt around, but he wasn’t next to me anymore.

      “I don’t know. Can we risk some light?” The darkness here was oppressive. I couldn’t see Swift right beside me. Not even the faint glow of her eyes was enough to cut through it. The sensation of her magic was strangely muted just like it had been when Jacobs had used that artifact to attack us.

      She hesitated, then squeezed my arm in acknowledgement. “I think we’re going to have to.”

      I pulled out the small flashlight we’d all been given in preparation for this and clicked it on. Water appearing less than an inch deep covered the ground in every direction. A few other lights turned on across from us as everyone slowly recovered from the ordeal. Seeing that everyone had made it filled me with relief.

      Lopez staggered to her feet, panting like she’d just run a race. “She’s gone. I can’t feel her.” Her breaths increased as her eyes darted around in a panic.

      Viktor pulled her in close and forced her gaze up to his. “She is still there. This place has hidden her from you, not taken her.”

      I couldn’t even imagine how much harder this would be for a shifter. Their magic was part of them in ways that a mage’s was not. To be suddenly unable to shift would be terrifying.

      Lopez’s fingers spasmed on his shoulders as she took a deep breath. “This feels wrong.”

      Viktor nodded once. “I felt the dead when we arrived, but every moment we are here, they fade farther from reach.”

      Whatever was draining us of our magic pounded at the back of my mind and set my teeth on edge. The endless pull was enough to drive you insane on its own. It was like gasping for breath with your head under water.

      I turned in a slow circle. We were in a small cavern with a low ceiling. If I’d been a foot taller I would have hit my head when I stood. I could hear something in the distance. A low, steady rumble that could be running water, but it was hard to tell. The low ceiling muffled sound in odd ways.

      I turned my flashlight upward. Massive stalactites hung from the ceiling in the same concentric rings that I’d seen at Stonehenge, only upside down. Somehow, Stonehenge was a perfect replica of this place. If this was some kind of doorway into Purgatory, I would have expected a guard. But perhaps no one ever dropped in uninvited.

      Or a guard wasn’t necessary if you couldn’t escape.

      Hiroji walked over, one hand wrapped around the handle of his katana. The bastard wasn’t even damp, and not a single hair was out of place. He must have managed to land on his feet.

      “I have a bad feeling about this place. There are strange sounds in the distance.”

      I couldn’t disagree. Even the air down here smelled wrong. Stagnant.

      “The rumbling noise?”

      He shook his head once. “No. Something else. Whispers.”

      Talos approached with a small team behind him. His eyes darted around, fear plain in his expression. “We cannot linger here. This is not the area we expected the portal to deposit us.”

      “This looks like it’s been here for years,” I said, directing the beam of my flashlight up toward the stalactites.

      Talos looked up, but shook his head. “The water must change places somehow.”

      Yamashita hurried over as well, flanked by two guards. “Is everyone regrouped? We have to move now.”

      Swift wrung out the hem of her shirt, never taking her eyes off the oppressive darkness at the edge of our lights. “What is down here that you’re afraid of?”

      “It’s just rumors, but…” Yamashita swallowed. “They say that if you drink enough of the water, it can warp you. Change you into something else. I’d rather not find out if the rumors are true.”

      “No point in wasting time either,” I agreed with a nod. “Do you know where we should go from here?”

      Yamashita pointed to our left. “South exit.”

      Talos lifted his hand and everyone fell into a line with two groups ahead of us, and the rest behind us. We moved out as one, keeping as close together as possible. There was no idle chatter, just the swish of feet through water.

      The exit slowly came into view. About ten yards away, the ceiling sloped down to barely four feet off the ground. Narrow holes in the wall of the cavern were the only escape. We’d have to practically crawl out of here.

      Hiroji stopped, his gaze drawn backward. “Did you hear that?”

      Talos lifted his hand again and everyone stopped. The sound of people moving through water did not.

      I lifted my flashlight slowly. The beam didn’t extend far into the darkness, but it reached far enough. Yellow eyes reflected the light back at us. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of them.

      I whipped open my electric baton. The creatures crept closer, moving into the light. Their sallow skin had taken on a grayish-blue tint. Papery thin skin stretched tight over the bones of their faces. Where they should have had legs, their bodies had been twisted into a snake-like tail. Scales crept up their chests. Some even bore them on their face.

      “They look like some twisted version of lamia,” Swift whispered.

      “Any chance they’re friendly?” I asked.

      One of the creatures wore a necklace of bones. It was bigger than the others — their leader perhaps. It leaned into a crouch and bared sharp teeth at us with a low growl.

      Swift drew her sword. “Nope.”

      These creatures were no longer human. Likely no longer alive. Whatever they were had been eaten away by the darkness that permeated Purgatory. Only one thing was left in them.

      Hunger.

      Another leaned forward, its sinuous body bunching in preparation to attack. A screech cut through the tension and they all charged at once.

      They shot through the water at inhuman speeds. I lunged forward and they were already upon us. The lamia shrieked as I jabbed the baton in its gut. Without pausing, I snapped it upward and caught it on the jaw. The lamia’s head rocked back and it started to fall.

      It twisted mid-fall and its tail shot out, wrapping around my left leg. I swung the baton down as hard as I could and its grip loosened, but unfortunately, the shock traveled through us both. My leg spasmed and I fell forward, catching myself just before I face-planted into the brackish water.

      This was not working. These things were too tough to beat to death. Mayhem magic stuttered through me as I attempted to summon my katana. The lamia’s slimy fist hit my cheek. It pulled its arm back from another hit, but its head toppled off its shoulders before it could move again.

      Hiroji kicked the creature’s body out of the way. “What the hell are you doing, Logan?”

      I unwound the still-twitching tail from my leg. “Experimenting.”

      Hiroji rolled his eyes. “This may not be the best moment for that.”

      He thrust his katana backward, catching another lamia in the throat. Jerking his katana free, he spun in place and beheaded another.

      Annoyed at being shown up, I yanked harder on the mayhem magic. Something gave and the magic rushed through me much faster than I was prepared for. I couldn’t pull it back. It took all my control to direct it away from our group and into the second wave of lamia charging us.

      The mayhem magic cut through them like butter. The pieces of their bodies fell into the water, turning it red with blood.

      Hiroji looked at me like I’d grown two heads. “That was a little close for comfort.”

      I rolled my shoulders as I prepared to try again. “Tell me about it. Something about this place is throwing off my control.”

      Swift back-kicked a lamia and knocked them up into the air. “More are coming over here!”

      We threw ourselves back into the fight. The mayhem magic still didn’t seem to want to cooperate, either moving sluggishly, or bursting out of me all at once.

      “How many of these things are there?” Lopez shouted as she smacked another in the head with her bat.

      “Too many!” Swift shouted back.

      Talos plunged into a small group of them, stabbing and slicing with his short swords. His pretty boy appearance belied his skill as a fighter. He moved with the confidence of experience. Every movement had deadly purpose. Lamia fell around him before they even had a chance to attack.

      A sharp scream caught my attention. I turned around and saw Yamashita being dragged through water away from us. The man I’d last seen guarding her was face down in the water with two lamia tearing at his flesh with sharp teeth.

      I sprinted after her. We could not lose our guide before we even made it out of the first room. I pulled on the mayhem magic, trying once again to form a katana. A wobbly, misshapen blade stuttered into being.

      “Screw it.” I released the shape and threw a blast of magic at the lamia that had ahold of her. It hit the creature in the back and burst straight through it, splitting the lamia’s torso in half. Yamashita yanked her foot free and scrambled toward me.

      “They’re retreating!” Talos called out. “Run for the exits!”

      I dragged Yamashita up out of the muck. She was covered in the creature’s blood and seemed to have forgotten how to walk. I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, hard.

      “Snap out of it. We have to go, now.”

      Her eyes finally met mine and she nodded frantically. “Okay.”

      I hooked my hand under her arm and half-dragged her toward the closest hole. The twisted bodies of the creatures littered the ground around us, but we’d killed less than half. Their enraged screams echoed off the low ceiling, making it sound as if they were right behind us once again.

      Swift fell into step beside us, grabbing Yamashita’s other arm. We had to drop to our knees as we reached the lowest point of the ceiling. I pushed Yamshita ahead of me. It was hard to move quickly. The rocks here were slippery with some kind of algae — I tried not to think too hard about what would grow here.

      I glanced over my shoulder and regretted it. Those yellow eyes were getting closer. Too close for comfort.

      “Go faster.”

      Yamashita lunged forward, finally finding a handhold and hauling herself out to safety. There was a short drop from the lip of the cavern into a series of winding tunnels. We followed her down, landing in the midst of a small group of the Awakened. Some people were injured, but we hadn’t lost many in the clash.

      Hiroji hopped down behind us, flinging the blood off his katana with a sharp flick. “We need to move. They’re headed this way.”

      Yamashita pointed toward a steep, rocky incline. “That way. I think.”

      We scrambled over rocks, sprinting along the short, smoother stretches, and cursing every bit of the way. This place was made for suffering, that much was clear. Bootstrap got winded running down the stairs at the Manor. We had to find him before he drank something, or fell down a ravine he couldn’t climb out of.

      We paused on a small plateau. Spiraling up as far as I could see was what looked like the inside of a beehive. Tunnels and smaller holes dotted the stone all the way up. Narrow walkways criss-crossed the space between, making it hard to see how high it went.

      “These are the holding cells,” Yamashita said quietly, pulling out her map. “Newer prisoners will theoretically be near the top, but if Atticus is paying special attention to your friends, they could be anywhere.”

      I stared up at the seemingly endless number of prison cells and had my first moment of real doubt. Even if we had days, we couldn’t search them all.

      Swift slapped me on the shoulder, startling me out of thoughts. “We should keep moving. The faster we make it to the top, the faster we can find them.”

      She was right. Even if this was a hopeless mission, we had to try.
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      I pressed my back against the damp stone and held my breath. The guard’s footsteps drew closer. Everything echoed in this place. The wails of prisoners floated down from above. I was almost thankful for them. Without the constant noise, I was sure we’d have been spotted already. It was hard to disguise the sound of so many people walking.

      The guard’s shadow preceded him around the bend. He was coming straight toward us and there was nowhere to hide. I met Hiroji’s eyes across the corridor. He put one hand on his katana and prepared to draw it.

      I’d hoped to avoid detection for longer, but it seemed we’d run out of luck.

      The guard turned and took one step toward us. His eyes widened as Hiroji’s white katana flashed through the darkness. He didn’t even have a chance to open his mouth before his head hit the ground. His lifeless body fell back with a dull thunk.

      We all stayed frozen in place, waiting for an alarm to ring out, or someone to yell. Our harsh breaths remained the only sound.

      Swift looked at the body, her mouth twisted into an unhappy frown. I met her eyes and shook my head. There was no other choice.

      I grabbed the guard’s arms and dragged him further down the dead-end tunnel. We’d been searching for Bradley and Bootstrap for what felt like an hour. The prison cells had been carved directly into stone. A path wound almost straight up with switchbacks and short tunnels that led nowhere. There were a few walkways that cut across the cavernous space, but they were too exposed for us to risk.

      Fortunately, guards were few and far between. They had no real reason to worry about prisoners escaping here. Even if you made it out of your cell, there was no way out of Purgatory. You’d either starve or end up twisted and cursed like the creatures we’d fought in the watery cavern. Everything about this place was designed to rob you of hope.

      I dropped the guard’s arms but stayed crouched as I made my way back toward the others. Part of me hated killing him, but we had no way to subdue him, and couldn’t risk blowing the whole operation just to avoid killing one person.

      An arm shot out between the narrow window in the door cell to my right. A man missing most of his teeth pressed his face against the bars as if attempting to squeeze through.

      “I saw what you did,” he hissed.

      We hadn’t had time to clear these cells before the guard had approached.

      I pressed a finger to my lips and walked over. This idiot needed to stay quiet or we’d all be screwed. Talos and Swift hurried down the corridor toward me.

      “I know you aren’t one of them. Why are you here?” He was getting louder.

      I leaned in close. “Shut up.”

      “Take me with you or I’ll scream. All the guards will come running. I’ll tell them you’re here. I want out.”

      “Do you know your way around the prison?” I asked. We couldn’t afford to let someone tag along. I didn’t want to hurt this man — there was a fifty-fifty shot he was another innocent victim of the Mage’s Guild.

      He nodded, straining harder to reach for me. “I know every nook and cranny. Got out once for a few days before they caught me wandering. I’ve seen everything. All of it.”

      Talos grabbed the man’s arm and pulled it farther out, slamming the man’s face against the bars. He leaned in close, that winning politician’s smile on his face. “You want out?”

      “Yes,” the prisoner pleaded.

      “Then you have to help us.” He pressed the man’s arm a little further down, straining the tendons to their limits. “Do you know where they keep new prisoners? Some friends of ours just arrived here, and we need to know where they are.”

      “I know where your friends are, but you have to take me. You have to. You have to.” His blood-shot eyes grew wider with every word. He was desperate. I had no doubt he would scream if we tried to leave. But I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust anyone in this forsaken place.

      I reached through the bars and grabbed him by the neck. “How do you know where they are?”

      His throat convulsed under my palm. “They always put the fresh meat in the same place. The Pit.”

      “What is the Pit?”

      “A testing place. If you’re strong enough, you crawl out. If not, you die.”

      “Could they have been moved since then?” I demanded. Bradley might survive a place like that, but Bootstrap was soft. He had no defenses other than his magic.

      The man hesitated, then nodded. “Maybe. But they could still be there. I swear they could. I can show you. Please.” His whole body trembled as he stared at us, eyes darting from me to Swift to Talos. “Please.”

      I turned my back on him to discuss it with the others. “I don’t trust him, but I also don’t think he’s lying.”

      Talos nodded in agreement. “It’s risky, but not any more than wandering this place without a clue where we’re going.”

      Talos looked over my shoulder at the man. “If he attempts to betray us, we will simply kill him.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I turned back to the prisoner and crouched down to eye level. “Listen carefully.”

      He nodded, hands clenched tight around the bars. “We’re going to let you help us, but, if I get even the slightest inkling that you are going to betray us, I’m going to let him—” I pointed at Hiroji who was still standing near the opening of the corridor. “Cut off your head. Got it?”

      The prisoner’s eyes focused on Hiroji’s katana as he nodded frantically. “I get it. I won’t. I swear I won’t.”

      I stepped back and let Talos take my place. He pulled out a lock-pick and with a few short twists, the lock gave way.

      “This could be a trap,” Swift said, eyeing the prisoner as he stumbled out into Talos’s arms.

      “If it is, then our friends are the bait. Bootstrap’s arrest, all of it, has been drawing us here. Atticus wanted us in this prison.” I tightened my grip on the baton. “We have to take the bait though. And we know he’ll likely betray us, so we can be ready for it when it happens.”

      Lopez approached. She was still twitchy, her hands opening and closing compulsively.  “We need to move. There’s another guard headed down above us.”

      Talos wrapped his hand around the back of the prisoner’s neck. “Do you know how to get around the patrol?”

      The prisoner nodded. “Just timing. They only come so far down, then they cross over and head back up.”

      “Will he be expecting the other guard to meet him before he starts over?”

      “No. I don’t think so.” He swallowed, eyes darting back to his cell. “I don’t know.”

      “Great to hear he knows exactly what’s going on,” Lopez muttered, stalking back toward the others.

      “We have to take our chances,” Talos said, pushing the prisoner ahead of him. “If we have to, we’ll kill every guard on the way up.”

      Swift stiffened at his comment. “That’s not the best way to do this.”

      Talos paused, looking back at her. “It may be the only way. Unless you want us to turn around and look for Prometheus first?”

      “No. Let’s keep going.” I gave Swift’s shoulder a squeeze and leaned in to talk quietly just to her. “We’ll avoid killing anyone we can, but considering they’ll kill us on sight, we may not be able to avoid it all.”

      Swift’s jaw clenched, but she nodded. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I.”

      We followed Talos back to the corridor exit. The groups rearranged a little, putting our team plus Talos in front, with the Awakened following behind us.

      As we joined Danner, he eyed the prisoner with clear suspicion. “Hope you know what you’re doing, Blackwell.”

      “Me too.”

      Talos nudged the prisoner forward. “Lead the way.”

      He swallowed and took a nervous step out of the corridor, then stooped down and began jogging up the slope. We followed, doubt building in my chest with every step.
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      Despite our doubts, the prisoner did have a good method for avoiding the guards. We leap-frogged our way up the strange beehive of prison cells.

      The higher we went, the more dense the population of prisoners became. Some of them hissed at us from their cells, but we pressed forward like we belonged. We couldn’t free them all. And a scream up here wouldn’t even be out of place.

      Wails of pain and terror echoed off the walls, hiding even the sound of our footsteps. I wasn’t sure if people were being tortured, or if they simply had nothing to do other than scream.

      The prisoner stopped and pointed at a corridor that split off from the main walkway. “That way to the Pit, but it’s risky. The guards walk in groups. I used to watch them come and go every few minutes.”

      Lopez eyed the corridor. “We need a diversion.”

      “What do you have in mind?” I asked.

      “We need the guards out of the way, and we can’t kill them all if we want a good chance of getting out of here, so we need them kept busy. I think if we send a small team farther up to let a bunch of prisoners out, we could buy ourselves some time.”

      Swift pursed her lips, thinking the idea through. “They could increase security after that.”

      “Let enough prisoners free and maybe it won’t matter,” Lopez said with a shrug.

      “Or we go bigger,” Yamashita said, pulling out one of her maps. “Do we have enough spare explosives?”

      “Explosives?” I asked in alarm.

      “Yes,” Talos said without hesitation. “More than enough to do what I think you’re suggesting.”

      Yamashita pushed the map open and pointed at a section that corresponded to the area we were in. “Right here is a weak spot. The crosswalk would fall if we hit this.”

      “That would avoid hurting the prisoners as well,” Lopez said as she leaned over the map. “We’d have to time it right. Let people out, get their attention, then...boom.”

      Danner appeared at her shoulder and pulled his toothpick out from between his lips. “I’m good with explosives. I could lead a group to take care of that bridge.”

      Talos nodded. “And I have some people that can move quickly to get prisoners out. We have enough to send…” he glanced at his people. “Three small teams to take care of that.”

      “That won’t leave many for the pit,” I interjected. When we first arrived, I felt like we had brought too many, now they seemed like too few.

      “It’s your call,” Yamashita said, looking up at me. “But I think Lopez has a sound idea unless you want to fight your way there.”

      I took a deep breath, then nodded. “I don’t like it, but I think you’re both right. Swift?”

      “Yeah, let’s do it,” she said with a deep sigh. “I think we’ll avoid the most deaths this way.”

      Two people went with Danner while three other groups of two sprinted ahead of us to begin releasing prisoners. We’d need to move as soon as the guards went to investigate the disturbance.

      My heart pounded in my chest as we waited. I wasn’t used to working with this many people at once. So many important things were out of my control, dependent on strangers. The mayhem magic stirred within me, sharing my disquiet.

      Viktor edged closer to me and leaned down to speak quietly. “I believe Talos has withheld part of their plan.”

      “Which part?” I whispered back.

      “The explosives. I think they’re planning on bringing the entire place down on our way out.”

      “Shit.” I glanced at the map in Yamashita’s hand. There were small red marks on it that I didn’t remember from our planning session. I had anticipated the Awakened would hold back part of their reasons for coming here, but I hadn’t expected them to be planning a massacre.

      “I’ll see what I can do to prevent it,” Viktor whispered before stepping back and rejoining Lopez.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself. Everything that had led to this point had been designed to throw me off-kilter. To press me into decisions I wouldn’t have made otherwise. To trust people that didn’t deserve it. Now I was stuck with the consequences. We all were.

      “Unsecured cell!” The shout blared through the normal noises of the prison. Another guard shouted back in confirmation.

      Then all hell broke loose. Prisoners began screaming, demanding to be set free. Begging for help. The chaos above us grew louder and louder as what sounded like a fight began. A body plummeted through the air, their scream of terror trailing behind them. Another fell right after.

      “The guards are throwing them over the walkways,” Swift whispered in horror.

      A squadron of guards poured out of the corridor that led toward the Pit, and headed up toward the conflict. There had to be at least thirty of them and they were all dressed for battle. Swords and batons hung at their waists. A few carried riot shields similar to what prosaic police used.

      We held perfectly still until they were almost out of sight, then Talos gave the signal to move. As we ran through the corridor entrance, a loud boom shook the floor and walls. Behind us, a fireball shot up through the air. The screech of metal on metal drowned out the sounds of fighting as the crosswalk gave way and fell onto the one below it.

      The prisoner scampered forward, stumbling over his own feet as he attempted to look over his shoulder while he ran.

      “Keep moving!” Talos snapped.

      The corridor was narrow, barely wide enough for two people to run side by side, much less three.

      Two guards burst out of a door to our left and barreled straight into our group. The prisoner dropped to the floor and curled into a ball as Talos hit the closest in the throat, cutting off his shout of surprise. He grabbed the guard by the head and stepped back, yanking the man down. With a vicious twist, he used the guard’s momentum against him and snapped his head in the other direction. The man’s neck broke with a crack.

      The other guard jumped forward with a shout and landed a hard blow on Talos’s shoulders. Viktor shoved past Talos and grabbed the attacker by the throat and slammed his head into the wall. The guard crumpled like a rag doll.

      Viktor yanked the prisoner up by the arm. “Go.”

      As we ran, the corridor widened a little, then split off in two directions. Our guide didn’t hesitate, taking the right fork. There was a shout behind us, but I wasn’t sure if the guards had seen us, or were still focused on the chaos in the prison.

      The corridor ended abruptly. My momentum almost carried me too far. I slid to a halt next to Viktor, sending small rocks tumbling over the edge of the cliff.

      Swift grabbed the back of my jacket and steadied me. ‘That was a bit close.”

      I leaned closer and peered over the edge down into impenetrable darkness. If there was a bottom, I couldn’t see it. There was a narrow bridge a few feet away that stretched off into the distance. The end of it was illuminated by a deep, red glow, but just barely. It had no railing.

      “We can’t linger here,” Yamashita said, taking a tentative step toward the bridge. “We need to get across before they figure out we’re here.”

      “You four,” Talos said, pointing at a small group of his people. “Stay here. Make sure no one follows us across. Send up a flare if you fail.”

      “Yes, sir,” a young woman answered as she drew two short swords.

      That left only ten of us to get across the bridge, face whatever threat was likely waiting for us there, and find the Chief and Bootstrap. Our group was being whittled down more quickly than I’d expected.

      “Let’s go.” Talos led the way, running onto the bridge without hesitation.

      Swift sprinted after him as well, leaving me no choice but to follow. I kept my eyes glued to her back as we ran. There was no time to stop and I knew better than to look down.

      The bridge sloped slightly upward, then back downward as we crossed the midpoint. From here I could see the other side better. The red glow throbbed like a heartbeat, casting a bloody glare over the stone.

      We reached the end of the bridge and found ourselves at the top of a long, sloping hill. A dry wind carrying the scent of decay whipped around me. Gray sand stretched out below us, leading down into a barren wasteland. There were no trees, no prison cells. There was only one thing in the Pit and it dominated the entire space.

      A massive cube, balanced on one corner, stretched from the sand to the top of the domed ceiling. It was impossibly huge, dwarfing the massive cavern we’d descended into. Red light pulsed from within it, racing over the surface in erratic bursts. With every pulse, I felt a strain on my magic. This thing was what was draining us.

      Yamashita took a step forward, horror and interest warring in her expression. “It’s even worse than I imagined.”

      “You knew about this?” I asked.

      Her head jerked once in acknowledgement. She tapped a finger against the geas tattooed beneath her collarbone. “I couldn’t tell anyone about it. Not even Patterson.”

      “Is there an off switch on that thing?” Swift asked with a frown.

      “No. As long as their are magic users for it to feed on, it will never stop.”

      “This place shouldn’t be this empty.” Talos grabbed our guide by the arm and yanked him around to face him. “How many prisoners are normally here?”

      “I don’t know...I don’t…” His eyes rolled around frantically as he looked for an escape.

      “Why is no one here?”

      The man shook in his grip, tears rolling down his face as he shook his head back and forth in terror.

      “Talos, let him be. I think he’s telling the truth.” Swift said quietly.

      Hiroji walked forward a few paces, eyes scanning the cavern. “There’s someone, or something, near the base of the cube.”

      He was right. When the cube pulsed, they were visible, but barely. Two shadows crouched near the base, not moving.

      Talos shoved the man back toward his people. “This reeks of a trap and he led us right into it.”

      “We walked into it, eyes open.” Swift drew her sword. “Now we bust through it.”

      “The faster we find them, the faster we get to Prometheus,” I added, knowing what Talos’s real concern was.

      Talos clenched his jaw in annoyance, but nodded. “Quickly then.”

      We half-ran, half-slid our way down the hill. The sand was powdery fine and provided no traction to run on. My foot hit something hard and I fell into Swift’s back.

      She whipped around and steadied me. “What the hell, Blackwell?”

      “I tripped over…” I trailed off as I saw what my foot had hit. A skeleton protruded from the sand, unburied when my foot had gotten hung up on its arm.

      The wind picked up, shifting the sand all around us. Bodies in varying states of decay littered the hill. The sand was swallowing and eroding them piece by piece.

      “We have to keep moving,” Hiroji prompted.

      I nodded and we began running again. The nearer we drew to the cube, the larger it seemed to be. I’d underestimated its size from the top of the hill, as well as how far away it was. By the time we were close enough to see there were indeed two people near its base, my legs and lungs were burning from the exertion of running through the sand.

      Hiroji reached them first and immediately moved behind them to inspect the cube. Thick chains connected to a metal collar around both their necks. They were staked out here to tempt us into the center of the Pit.

      Bootstrap’s left eye was bruised. One hand was purple and swollen. It looked like it had been broken. Blood matted his floppy hair. Someone had beaten the shit out of him. Rage welled up in me and in that moment, I wanted nothing more than to beat Atticus to death.

      Bradley met my eyes and shook his head. He wasn’t nearly as bad off, but there was dried blood trailing from his nose. “You dumbass. I told you not to come after me.”

      Bootstrap didn’t move. A little snore escaped from his mouth. That little asshole was sleeping.

      “Nice to see you too, Chief.” I crouched down next to Bootstrap and shook the kid a little.

      He snorted awake and jerked back, rolling into the sand. “Wha-what. Wait. Holy shit you guys are here. You really came. Aw hell, you gotta run—”

      I clamped a hand over his mouth — gently as I could while still shutting him up. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

      Chief Bradley’s shook his head. “None of us are getting out of here.”

      “Cut the chains. We need to move,” Yamashita said urgently.

      The prisoner elbowed the man holding him, then turned and ran, scrambling back up the sand. Talos’s man ran after him, but stopped dead in his tracks when three figures robed in black rose up from the sand. The prisoner collapsed at their feet and pressed his forehead to his hands in a subservient bow.

      “I did it. I got them here. You promised I could go free. You promised,” he stumbled over his words in his desperation.

      The figure in the middle stopped and pushed back his hood. Atticus stared down at the prisoner. “Of course you can be free.”

      I never saw the sword appear in his hands, only watched helplessly as he plunged it through the prisoner’s head with a sickening crunch.

      Atticus pulled it free with a flourish. Blood dripped from the tip of the sword onto the gray sand as he smiled at me. “Welcome to Purgatory, Blackwell. You can see I did as I promised and took special care of your friends.”

      I stepped away from the group, putting myself between them and the threat. “Yeah, real hospitable place you have here.”

      Atticus threw his head back and cackled. “So glad you agree. I’d hate for you to dislike your new home.”

      Mayhem magic curled inside my chest, sensing the threat. “We won’t be staying.”

      Atticus’s grin widened. “Oh, I think you will be.”
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      Mayhem magic slipped down from my fingertips, curling around my legs like a cat eager for treats. It was about to get what it wanted — a fight. Whatever had been holding it back earlier was gone.

      “Get them out of those chains, Swift. I’ll take care of this.”

      A shadow passed across Atticus’s face. “That won’t be happening.”

      He lifted his hands and magic poured out of him. My knees almost gave out as it washed over me. The weight of it was overwhelming. The only time I’d felt something like this was when Lord Chancellor Swift had pinned me to the wall like a bug.

      The wind picked up, rushing around us like we were in the eye of a hurricane. Atticus’s black robe faded into smoke and fell away. The body beneath was shriveled and twisted as if he’d been mummified. As the weight of his magic grew, his body filled out. His wiry limbs bulged with muscle. He threw his head back and bright green light wrapped around him.

      “How is he doing this?” Swift shouted over the wind.

      “I don’t know. It shouldn’t be possible,” Yamashita shouted back.

      Everything was pulled toward him, as if gravity had shifted to Atticus. My feet slid in the sand. There was no way to gain traction and halt the movement. All around us, the decaying bodies lifted from the sand and were caught up in the wind swirling around us.

      Atticus spread his arms wide and the speed of the wind increased. The green light condensed around him, pounding faster and faster against his skin. A keening wail was pulled from his chest, then the pressure ceased with a crack.

      Green wisps of magic rose up from the corpses and skeletons hovering in the air. One by one they jerked into motion and fell back to the sand. They didn’t crumple like they should. They shambled toward us, hollow eyes alight with the sickly green glow of Atticus’s magic.

      Atticus rolled his head in a circle as he shook out his newly muscled arms. “As the warden of Purgatory, I have one very simple rule.” He looked up and spread his arms wide, as if welcoming us. “No one leaves.”

      The mayhem magic chuckled in the back of my mind. He’s awfully dramatic. I like it.

      “Shut up,” I muttered.

      “What?” Swift asked, eyeing me warily.

      “Can you hold off these ghouls?”

      She lopped off a zombies head, then kicked another into three of his friends, knocking them over like bowling pins. “We can hold them off while you kill him. Just do it fast.”

      I extended my hand out to the side as I walked toward Atticus. The mayhem magic eagerly formed a katana. I stopped about ten feet away and lifted my weapon toward him.

      “This is between you and me.”

      “Yes, it is,” he agreed with a grin. He lifted one hand and thousands of bones shot up out of the sand. They swirled around us in alternating concentric rings, forming a barrier that I could barely even see through. Atticus and I were alone in here.

      “Now no one can interrupt us.” He yanked his sword out of the ground with a flourish, then slid one foot back. “I’ve watched you for a long time.”

      I tightened my grip on my katana as I pushed a bit more mayhem magic into it. “You do seem like the type to stalk someone.”

      I felt his magical signature increase before I saw him move. Atticus shot across the sand with such speed that my eyes could barely follow his movements. I leapt to the side and spun around with a sweeping strike meant only to keep him back.

      He slid to a stop on my left and swung down, hard. I braced my katana with both hands to block the attack. Our blades crashed together with a flash of light and resounding crack. He kicked out blindingly quick and landed a blow right on my diaphragm. All the air left my lungs as I staggered backward.

      I forced his sword away with a sharp twist, then lunged at him, thrusting my katana straight toward his heart. He leaned out of the path of the blade with ease, then swung his blade up. The awkward attack forced me to stumble backwards to avoid losing my guts. Whatever transformation he’d undergone had made him faster and stronger.

      Hiroji battled two people, barely visible through the bone barrier. I couldn’t see the others. I had to trust that they were able to handle the hoard of zombies Atticus had raised from the sand even without their magic. The faster I killed him, the faster the spell would end.

      I could help you defeat him.

      Atticus jumped straight up, then twisted midair and shot straight down at me. I parried his thrust as I threw myself out of his path. The impact of even that glancing blow made my arm ache. Every attack was stronger than the last. At this rate, if I couldn’t land a solid blow, he’d wear me out in minutes.

      You can’t do this alone. You’re not strong enough.

      Tired of being on the defensive, I charged Atticus again. He slapped each of my attacks away with the flat of his blade. Anger rose in me as I pushed closer and closer to my limits. He was toying with me. I couldn’t land a single hit.

      “You’re so earnest when you fight,” Atticus said with a chuckle. “You really fancy yourself a hero, don’t you? Here to save the day from the evil overlord.”

      “I sure am. Just have to get through his underling first.” I charged him again but he caught me square in the chest with a kick that sent me flying back.

      All the air was forced from my lungs, but I had no chance to catch my breath before he was on the attack again. Every blow felt twice as hard. He had not liked being called an underling.

      I leaned out of the path of a strike, but the tip of his blade scored a line in my flesh. Blood soaked the front of my shirt. I parried the next attack, but that left me open for a kick. His foot hit my ribs, sending pain shocking through the fresh wound.

      Atticus slipped to the side and lifted his sword. There was the barest of openings. I thrust my katana at his unguarded side, but as soon as I did, he lunged forward and elbowed me in the back of the head. Stars bloomed across my vision.

      I’d taken the bait and not even realized it. Atticus was behind me and I had no way to block his next attack.. I tried to spin in place, but his blade was already swinging toward me.

      Magic engulfed me and I felt my body move, but it wasn’t me moving it. Air rushed past my face as I shot forward, out of Atticus’s reach. My hand adjusted on the katana and my arm thrust the blade back. It met resistance. Flesh.

      Atticus wheezed and planted his foot in my back. The kick sent me tumbling face first into the sand. I rolled and hopped back up to my feet, unsure now if that was my choice, or if I was still being moved like a puppet.

      You’re welcome.

      I watched my opponent carefully. The jab had drawn blood. Atticus did not look happy about it.

      “Lucky shot.”

      “Or maybe you’re just getting sloppy,” I countered, swaying on my feet from exhaustion. Snark was all I had left.

      His grin sharpened and he sprung toward me. Instead of a direct attack, he swung his sword at the sand. A blast of wind hit the ground in front of me. A cloud of sand burst out in all directions. Grit filled my nose and eyes, momentarily blinding me.

      Mayhem magic poured out of me in an agonizing pulse. A shield formed overhead that was immediately blasted with an attack. I found myself sprinting away with no idea where I was headed. It was as if I were a spectator in my own body. I blinked furiously, clearing my vision just in time to feel myself turn and launch myself back toward Atticus.

      He was ready. Our blades crashed together in a quick series of attacks. A strange glee rose up in me as Atticus was forced on the defensive for the first time since the fight had begun. I was moving faster. Hitting harder. The constant drain of holding the mayhem magic in place was gone. But I wasn’t in control.

      A cackle passed between my lips as I rained down a particularly savage series of blows. The voice wasn’t my own. It was his.

      I summoned every ounce of control and focus I had and wrenched myself away. My left foot was slower to respond and I stumbled backward. The mayhem magic fought my movements.

      We were winning.

      “Shut up. Just shut up!”

      Atticus stopped his approach, giving me an odd look. “Going mad already? Normally it takes people far longer.”

      I threw myself at him with a shout. I could not lose this fight. Either of them. I had to beat Atticus myself but I would not give up control of my body to do it. No matter what the magic wanted.

      Anger built in my chest with every swing of my blade. None of this should have happened. We shouldn’t be in this forsaken prison fighting for our lives. I shouldn’t be facing down gods. My parents shouldn’t be dead.

      With an enraged yell, I lifted my free hand and blasted mayhem magic toward Atticus. It flared out toward him, but stopped short. My vision went blank, then...the anger overwhelmed me.

      Wings burst from my back, lifting me straight up into the air. Black magic poured out of me. I felt something shift within me. A dark presence I hadn’t truly felt before. Something cracked. The binding Yui had left in my mind to hold back the magic I’d accidentally stolen from the warlock gave way.

      Last time, this power had almost overwhelmed me. This time, it was different. Something was siphoning it away. I grabbed onto every last drop of it I could. It became a tug of war in my mind between me and the mayhem magic. Each of us scrabbling for whatever power we could grab. I wasn’t sure who was winning.

      With all my focus on the warlock’s sacrifice, I lost control of my body. The mayhem magic lifted my hand, flexing it as if testing to make sure it all worked. It seemed pleased by what it found. The wings jutting out of my back grew larger. The katana thinner, condensing the magic within it to a razor sharp edge.

      “Blackwell?” Atticus asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “Guess again,” the mayhem magic replied with a grin.

      Atticus took a step back, eyes alight with interest even as he tensed. “You know you can’t escape this time, Chaos. Not even if you managed to kill me.”

      Chaos. Atticus said it like it was a name. I’d only heard it used that way once before, when I’d played janken with Yui. She’d said Chaos was an enemy of Fate. She’d said he was a god.

      Everything clicked into place with horrifying certainty.

      My magic wasn’t just sentient. It was a god trapped within me...like a genie in a bottle. And it was fighting me for control.

      “Fate’s cronies always think they are incapable of failure. I am the wrench in their plans. The tear in the string of fate. There is a reason they fear me. That you fear me.” The smile on my face widened with anticipation.

      Atticus lifted his blade. “You are weaker than you’ve ever been. Even that mortal is fighting you for control.”

      My head fell back as a laugh bubbled up from my lips. “We shall see who is weak.”

      An arc of black magic shot ahead of me as I swooped toward Atticus. He flipped over the first attack and attempted to dart around my back. Chaos flared out my wings and I flipped, then twisted, redirecting my momentum with amazing speed. A second blast of magic caught Atticus unprepared, tossing him back into the sand.

      He rolled up to his feet immediately, but we were already on him again. The first blow sliced through his sword. The second sliced open his back as he turned and tried to lunge out of reach. Atticus turned and threw the remnant of his sword at us. The attack was easily dodged.

      Chaos released the katana and it dissolved into shadows. “With our fists then.”

      Atticus snarled and threw a punch. Chaos slipped past it and caught him in the jaw with a hook punch, then a kick to the groin, and a final punch to the kidneys. Atticus swung wildly in return, but every attack missed.

      Enraged, he attempted to draw on his magic once again, but Chaos kicked him in the jaw, knocking out two teeth. Atticus staggered back, blood dripping from his mouth.

      “You know, if you weren’t trying to kill me, I’d like you,” Chaos purred, as I circled Atticus.

      He took a step back, mad eyes darting around like a cornered animal. The sure arrogance in his posture was gone. Now he felt what all the people he had used here had felt. Desperation. It was a fitting punishment. Something to relish, just for a moment longer.

      “Come on, Atticus, don’t give up just yet. The party has arrived.” My arms spread wide and Chaos gave him an inviting smile.

      “You’re insane! You know they’ll never let you leave this place!” Bloody spittle flew from his lips as he shouted at us.

      “Then there’s no reason to let you live.”

      Chaos lunged at Atticus and tackled him to the ground. He punched twice and Atticus’s body went limp for a moment. With sickening glee, he wrapped my hands around Atticus’s throat and squeezed. Atticus clawed at my fingers as he fought for air. My hands tightened around his throat. His eyes bulged.

      No. He’s mine. I struggled against Chaos’s control. I couldn’t let him take this from me. If I didn’t keep fighting him, I was sure I’d never regain control.

      Slowly, my hands loosened their grip. Atticus’s struggles increased as he felt me faltering.

      “Idiot!” Chaos snarled.

      I fought Chaos’s hold over me. This was my body. My life. A shout built up in my chest. With a snap, I moved back to the front of my mind. Back to the driver’s seat.

      The shock of it was enough for Atticus to throw me off and reverse our positions. I curled my arms over my face to block the punches, but he managed to shove them away and grab my throat. I was too tired to fight him off for long and I knew it.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw my only chance. Leaving one hand on Atticus’s to keep him from bearing down on me, I reached for Atticus’s broken sword. My fingers wrapped around the hilt. Before he could see what I was doing, I thrust it into his neck.

      Atticus’s eyes widened in shock, his lips stuttering over words he could not get out. I threw him off of me and yanked the sword free, then plunged the jagged edge into his chest over and over until he stopped moving.

      Exhausted, I fell back into the sand. My body ached and every breath took effort. But it was done. The son of a bitch was finally dead.

      Chaos watched from the back of my mind. Restless. Eager to get out once again.
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      Bones fell to the sand like raindrops as Atticus’s magic dissipated. The sounds of fighting stopped abruptly. I tried to roll onto my side, but I couldn’t quite make it.

      Swift ran over and pulled me up, wrapping my good arm around her neck. “Not the best time for a nap.”

      I laughed, but it turned into a wheezing cough that hurt my bruised ribs. “My bad. Next time I’ll wait until we’ve escaped the magic-sucking prison.”

      “Is all that blood on your shirt yours?”

      “Maybe, but it’s only a flesh wound,” I wheezed. “Is anyone else hurt?”

      “Bootstrap is probably going to have nightmares, but we all survived.”

      My legs threatened to give out at we jogged toward the others. Bootstrap was holding a gore-covered sword with one hand and trembling with shock.

      Lopez very carefully pried it from his hand. “I’ll hold onto this for you.”

      Bootstrap spotted me and ran over, slamming into me with a tight one-armed hug before Swift could stop him. “Dude you came even though I said not to, which in hindsight was dumb. Always rescue me. I am not cut out for prison life.”

      I grunted in pain. “Watch the ribs and the arm.”

      “Oh, right, sorry.” He released me and took a step back. His hands were still shaking. In fact, his entire body was vibrating like a chihuahua on crack.

      “You alright, kid?”

      His teeth chattered through a smile. “Bro, I’ve got anxiety. This was nothing. Just a normal day. Full of zombies.”

      His face paled and turned around, throwing up into the sand.

      Lopez patted his back while standing as far from him as she could. “There, there.”

      “Logan Blackwell.” Bradley’s voice cut through the air.

      I turned slowly and found the old Chief stomping toward me with fire in his eyes and a mustache that defied gravity. There was real anger on his face. Not annoyance at my antics, or frustration with the progress of a case. He was furious.

      He grabbed me by the front of my shirt, jerking me away from Swift’s support. “Where are my daughter and granddaughter? Are they safe?”

      I lifted my hands in surrender and nodded toward Hiroji. “He got them into hiding before we came anywhere near here. They’re safe, I swear it.”

      “Atticus didn’t leave us any choice,” Swift added. “He visited them and threatened them. Alyssa called us in a panic so we got them into hiding right away.”

      “It’s the same reason Atticus arrested Bootstrap. He wanted me to try to break the two of you out, and he would have kept pushing until I tried.”

      Bradley’s face paled, then reddened, and he finally released his grip on my shirt. I stepped back in relief.

      He shook his head and glared at Atticus’s corpse. “I should have known locking me up wasn’t the end game.”

      A muscle in Swift’s jaw jumped. “The Lord Chancellor always has plans within plans.”

      “They’re safe, and as soon as we get out of here, you’ll be with them again.” I glanced back at Talos who was tending his wounded along with Yamashita. “There’s one more thing I have to do, but I need you to babysit Bootstrap on the way out of here. You, Lopez, Danner, and Viktor are heading out with the first group.”

      Bradley frowned. “What the hell are you planning?”

      “We have someone else to bust out of here. The Awakened didn’t help us with this for free.”

      “I’ll go with you, help with the next part.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Your family needs you. And there is a war coming. People will need a leader and I need to know that someone I trust is watching over the kid. He’s smart, but he’s also stupid.”

      “Sounds like someone else I know,” Bradley muttered. He took a deep breath, then nodded. “Alright, I’ll do this your way.”

      “I’ll fill you in on the plan,” Swift said, nodding toward the others.

      As Swift dealt with Bootstrap and Bradley, I slipped out of the group. Hiroji crouched beside Atticus’s body and appeared to be rifling through his pockets.

      “Robbing the dead?” I asked as I approached.

      “I’ve learned to be practical.” He stood up and wiped off his hands on a handkerchief. “There’s nothing of use left on him though. I’d hoped he carried something with him that allowed him to use magic in the prison, but he must have been gifted that ability in some other way.”

      “Well, I can’t deny that would have been helpful.”

      Hiroji looked me up and down, then narrowed his eyes. “You want something.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Just a small favor.”

      “I’ve been doing a lot of those for you lately. What is it?”

      I yanked my family ring off my finger and held it out to Hiroji. “If I don’t make it out of here, give this to Swift.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “That little confidence in our chances?”

      “It’s just a precaution. I’m trying to plan ahead like you always said I should.”

      He stared at the ring for a long moment, then accepted it, slipping it into a pocket. “I’ll do as you ask.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We need to keep moving!” Talos shouted, waving everyone toward the exit. “The guards won’t stay occupied forever.”

      Yamashita walked over to Hiroji and I. “We believe Prometheus is being kept fairly close to this area. It’s time to split off and find him.”

      I nodded, feeling the loss of my family ring acutely as I curled my hand into a fist. “Let’s go rescue a god.”
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      Yamashita led our small group to the other side of the Pit, in the opposite direction from where we’d entered. A recessed wooden door stood out from the stone. Claw marks covered the door and walls around it as if hundreds of people had tried to get through it. It must have looked like a chance at freedom to anyone trapped in this prison.

      Yamashita drew a long chain out from under her shirt. Attached to it was a bronze key. She slipped the key into the lock on the door and turned it. With a click, the door unlocked, and swung inward.

      “You have a key?” Swift asked, suspicion clear in her voice.

      “I made a copy years ago,” Yamashita confirmed with a nod. “I’ve been planning this rescue for a long time. But we couldn’t attempt it until we found Blackwell.”

      She glanced at me and I knew that she’d known about Chaos all along.

      Talos stepped over the threshold. “This is going to be a long walk.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The narrow stairwell spiraled downward for what felt like miles. My already tired legs burned even with Swift supporting most of my weight.

      A thick layer of dust covered every step. No one had come down here in a very long time. Perhaps not since Prometheus had been imprisoned in this place.

      Finally, the end of the stairs came into view. I’d expected some kind of epic chamber, but in comparison to the rest of the prison, the cavern we walked into was fairly small. The ceiling was uneven. They must not have bothered to smooth it out when the rest of the room was carved out of the stone.

      The whole space was about thirty feet across. In the center the darkness deepened. A circle of strange shadows moved as if they were flames, flickering and dancing as they stretched toward the ceiling.

      “What is that in the center?” I asked.

      “Void flames,” Yamashita said with a choked whisper. “They’ll kill any mortal that passes through them, but we have to get through them and bring Prometheus out. It’s the only way. Those flames cannot be extinguished.” She looked back at them fearfully. “Not by any of us.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but we’re all mortal,” I said staring at the flames with frustration.

      Yamashita glanced at me. “Not completely.”

      She’s right. We can pass through unscathed.

      I took a deep breath. “How do I do this?”

      “You can’t be serious,” Swift interrupted. “You heard what she just said.”

      “I can use Apollo’s Bow when no one else can. I can use magic within Purgatory. There’s a reason why. The mayhem magic isn’t just magic. It’s Chaos.”

      Swift stared at me silently as all the clues filtered through her mind.  It had all been there all along, we just hadn’t wanted to admit it.

      “I have a god trapped inside of me, Lexi.”

      She ground her teeth together and looked at Yamashita. “He might have a god somewhere inside him, but his body is still mortal. Will it hurt him?”

      “I...don’t think so,” Yamashita admitted.

      “We’re wasting too much time. You agreed to this, Blackwell.” Talos strode over and stopped right in front of me. “Prometheus said you could pass through. Perhaps Chaos’s magic will protect you, but we won’t know until you try.”

      I tugged my arm away from Swift, swaying in place a little from the effort it took to support my own body weight. “I’ll do what I promised.”

      Swift opened her mouth to object again, but I stopped her.

      “Chaos is telling me I can do this. I don’t think he has a death wish.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Trust me on this.”

      “Fine. But if you end up charred meat, know that I think this is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done.”

      I flashed her a grin as I began limping toward Prometheus’s prison. “Not by a long shot.”

      As I drew closer, I realized that the flames put off no heat. There was no smell of smoke either. The lack of anything made them seem like an illusion, but Yamashita’s fearful reaction to them told me that wasn’t true.

      Before I could overthink it, I thrust my hand into the fire. Mayhem magic — Chaos’s magic — flowed over my skin like a glove. The flames swirled around it, but they couldn’t touch me.

      “Here goes nothing.” Taking a deep breath and squeezing my eyes shut, I walked into the fire. With two steps, I was through it and the mayhem magic seeped back into my skin.

      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the lack of light within the circle of void flames. I held still, unsure of what threats I might face in here alone. Slowly, the area came into view.

      A strange, misshapen thing hunched over a slab of pure, black rock. Its head jerked down, then up with sharp tugs. I blinked and my vision cleared a little more. I saw that it was a bird. A much larger one than was natural. It was at least seven feet tall from its head to its tail. Golden feathers were streaked with filth, dulling what must have once been vibrant plumage.

      Beneath the bird’s clawed foot lay a skeletal figure. Prometheus was not what I expected. He was gaunt. Pale skin stretched too thin over a quaking body. He did not look like a god — he barely looked alive. His head turned toward me and his arm jerked in the chains that bound him. A soft plea fell from his lips, barely audible over the wet noises of the bird’s feeding.

      The bird looked up, startled by Prometheus’s movements. Gore dripped from its beak as it cocked its head to the side. A gleaming, yellow eye met my own. Blood trickled off the side of the slab and I realized what the bird had been eating. It was feeding on Prometheus himself.

      I pulled out the bow very slowly, not wanting to startle it. Its head twitched curiously at the movement. This thing had been feeding on a god for a long time. I probably looked like food.

      This creature was as much a prisoner as Prometheus. They’d both been trapped in here for centuries. Perhaps longer.

      The bird straightened, the feathers on its head flaring out. An ear-splitting cry echoed through the room. I lifted the bow as it shot up into the air. Mayhem magic flowed through the leather bound grip and the pale, silvery limbs of the bow shimmered into being. The pull on my magic increased.

      When I’d tested the bow, I’d held back as much as I could. This time, I intended to go all in. The bird spun around and dove straight toward me. I focused on it as the mayhem magic surged into the bow. A pure black arrow formed in place.

      I let the string go. The arrow screeched through the air like a missile. It struck the bird and surged straight through it.

      I ran for Prometheus as magic exploded in every direction. Mayhem magic flared out over us like an umbrella, shielding us from the shockwave and the gore that rained down with it. My vision swam as I struggled to catch my breath. The grip of the bow tumbled from my fingers. I hated using that thing. It exhausted me physically and magically, neither of which I could really afford right now. I hadn’t wanted to take any chances trying to fight off that bird though. Yui had given me the bow for a reason.

      “Free me.” Prometheus’s hoarse voice shocked me out of my thoughts. Up close, he looked even worse. His hair was matted to his head. Scars, new and old, covered his skin. The open wound on his belly began knitting back together as I watched. It must have been agony to relive this torture day after day.

      I straightened and stepped back, releasing the shield I still had hovering over us. “I have a few questions first.”

      “I expected as much,” he croaked.

      “Why are the gods fighting now? You all faded into myth and legend. There has to be a reason you are returning.”

      Prometheus’s head jerked in agreement. “Fate made a mistake. Long ago, they wrested control from Zeus. All gods were bound by Fate and forced to stop interfering with the human world. But they broke the rules first. They made a mistake and slowly the binding has broken. Every day my power returns. The prayers of the righteous uplift me.”

      “And you’re going to fight him for control.”

      “No,” he hissed, jerking at his chains as he attempted to lunge toward me. “I will break their control. All I have ever wanted is freedom, and I have been punished for sharing that dream with humanity.”

      If he was lying, I couldn’t tell. It didn’t really matter anyhow. I had to hold up my end of the bargain with The Awakened.

      “Before I free you, I want a promise.”

      “Name your price.”

      “A favor repaid in kind. I’m helping you escape now, and you have to swear to help me in the same way when I need it. I know you have the power to do that. The Awakened have been feeding you magic for years now.”

      A grin spread across his face, then nodded,. “I accept your deal.”

      I grabbed the bow and shoved it in my pocket, then lifted my hand. Mayhem magic shot out, breaking all the chains at once. I slipped an arm under Prometheus’ legs and shoulders and picked him up. He weighed next to nothing.

      I hurried out of the circle of void flames as a sick sense of dread built in the pit of my stomach. There was no time to waste.
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      Swift let out a sharp breath of relief as I stepped out of the flames. “There were a lot of very disturbing noises while you were in there.”

      “There was an aggressive bird,” I said with a shrug.

      Yamashita fell to her knees and clasped her hands together. “It’s really him.”

      Prometheus’s head rolled to the side and his eyes found her. “Have you brought the vessel? This body is weak.”

      Talos walked forward, his eyes shining with fervent adoration. “Yes, I am here.”

      “What is going on?” I asked warily, not liking what I was hearing at all.

      “Lay him on the ground,” Yamashita demanded, shaking off whatever shock she’d experienced at seeing Prometheus again. “We have to move quickly.”

      I did as she asked, having no interest in carrying him around. Talos knelt beside his body and placed both hands on Prometheus’s chest.

      “I come willingly.”

      Hiroji tapped my elbow as I stopped near him and Swift. “We need to leave. Now.”

      “I-”

      Talos’ head fell back and vibrant, red flames poured out of his eyes and mouth. A powerful shockwave of magic smacked into us, throwing us to the ground before even Chaos could react. I grabbed Hiroji and Swift and dragged them close as I threw up a shield. This was the same magic I’d felt back in Bound. It was Prometheus’s power.

      All at once, the magic buffeting my shield stopped. I lowered and we scrambled to our feet. Talos lay on the ground, panting as if he’d just run a mile. He pushed up into a sitting position, then stood. Prometheus lay at his feet — or what was left of him. The already emaciated body was crumbling into dust.

      Talos turned to face us and I realized what he had done. He was gone. Prometheus had taken his body — the ultimate sacrifice of a fanatical zealot. He held out his hand to Yamashita, who took it with a look of awe.

      “We should …” Prometheus paused as if listening to something very far away, then winked at me. “Good luck.”

      He and Yamashita vanished without so much as a puff of smoke.

      “I think we need to run,” Hiroji said, putting one hand on his katana.

      Before we could move, the air shook around us. For a moment I thought it was the aftershocks of Prometheus’s sudden disappearance, but it soon became apparent this was something much worse. Magic pressed in from every direction, increasing until the pressure was almost unbearable.

      The fabric of reality split in front of us. A shadow stepped out, both ethereal and frighteningly real. The darkness solidified into a being, but it was not human. A hood shrouded his face, partially concealing it, but it was clear he had no features. No eyes, no mouth. There was only nothingness there. An abyss that it was hard to tear my eyes away from.

      “Where is Prometheus?” His words slithered over my skin and into my skull. My mind ached at the assault.

      “Gone,” I gasped out, needing the pressure to end. It only increased.

      “And who released him from his rightful punishment?”

      “I did.” The words were pulled from me this time. I could not have held my tongue no matter how hard I tried.

      “Who...are...you?” Swift choked out.

      “Hades. Death. Mortals have given me many names.” He swept toward us, or perhaps we moved toward him. I could not tell. The room seemed smaller than it had before, and everything had gone cold and quiet.

      Death stooped down to look me in the eye. “You took something from me. Did you think your actions would not have a price?”

      “I had a chat with the Warden earlier and got permission. Guess he forgot to mention he had a boss,” I stuttered out with more nerve than I felt.

      “A foolish mistake made by a foolish child.”

      Death reached his hand back and the void flames sank into the floor before disappearing completely. I felt his displeasure in the very air around us. Slowly, he turned back.

      “Your kind have asked a question many times that I find fascinating. It has taken different forms over the millennia — but the essence always remains the same. Is the life of one person you hold dear more valuable than the lives of thousands of strangers?” Death circled me, his hollow gaze never straying from me.  “What would you choose Blackwell? Her?” Swift was yanked from the group into the air. Her limbs shook as she struggled against the impossible power controlling her. “Or them?” Death waved his hand and the faces of every prisoner in Purgatory appeared as a misty apparition.

      This is what Fate had promised me. This choice. Swift’s life for thousands of others. But I knew now that it was all a manipulation to get what he really wanted.

      “Neither.”

      Death paused and crept closer. “You must choose.”

      “I choose myself. I’ll pay the price and go with you willingly — if you let all of my friends and allies go free, without repercussion.”

      “Logan, no-” Swift’s cry cut off abruptly.

      I looked up into the shifting darkness of his face. “There’s not long left before the decision is taken out of both our hands.”

      I tugged my shirt open so he could see it. He’d know what the rune meant. What it would do in less than ten minutes now. He’d know it was irreversible.

      Death stared at me without speaking for a long moment. I held his gaze without fear. I’d made my peace with this the night I’d listened to my mother’s message.

      “I accept.”

      At his proclamation, silence fell over me. The fear I wanted to deny pounded in my chest with painful certainty. The instinct to fight until the last moment to survive was impossible to overcome.  Darkness crept in from the edges of my vision. All sensation fled from my limbs. No more pain, no more cold. There was...nothing.

      I was nothing.

      I was…
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      Rain splattered against the window as I stared out at the Blackwell manor grounds, not really seeing anything. Numbness alternated with searing grief, anger, and confusion. I replayed the moment Death had taken Blackwell over and over in my mind. He hadn’t fought. It wasn’t like him.

      Everything had gone to shit after Death had taken Blackwell. Hiroji and I had barely made it out of Purgatory. The Awakened had done their best to bring the prison down with well-placed dynamite. Yamashita was still missing and we had no idea where Prometheus had taken her. There was so much we didn’t know.

      I turned away from the window, shoving the memories to the back of my mind. We still had work to do. I’d expected my father’s people to be here waiting for us. That they weren’t worried me. It meant that we were not the biggest threat. That we were no threat at all, perhaps.

      I wouldn’t let his current inaction lull me into a false sense of security though. He’d find a reason to come after us if we didn’t fall in line. He always did. Bootstrap was packing up all his things, then we were getting out of here.

      Hiroji knocked once on the doorjamb, then strolled into the office. “Everything will be ready by tonight. The two of you can go with Bradley and his family.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “Sounds good. Are Lopez and Viktor still planning on staying with the Awakened to keep an eye on things?”

      “Yes. Yamashita has also promised to keep in contact, though…” he trailed off for a moment. “Things are going to get ugly fast. Even in hiding, you will all be at risk if a war breaks out.”

      “I understand. We just need a little time to figure out what to do next.”

      “There’s one more thing.” Hiroji walked over and held out his hand. “Before we freed Prometheus, Blackwell gave this to me and said it was for you.”

      Hiroji dropped Blackwell’s family ring into the palm of my hand. I stared at it in confusion.

      “Why would he…” I shook my head. “Did he know he was going to die in there?”

      “I’m not sure. I was suspicious, but there was no time to stop and question him about it.” He paused, pressing his lips together in frustration. “Blackwell was a good man, but he wasn’t the type to martyr himself to play hero. Something must have happened, because he went down without a fight. It doesn’t sit right with me.”

      I closed my fingers around the ring. “Me neither.”

      “I do find it interesting that he didn’t just give it to you directly.”

      I snorted. “I would have stopped and argued with him about it no matter the circumstances. He must have known you would do as you were asked.”

      Hiroji laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I guess he knows us better than we know ourselves.”

      “Apparently so,” I said with a tight smile.

      “Akita will be here to pick the two of you up in a half hour. If anything happens before then, get to the rendezvous spot we discussed.”

      “Understood.”

      The door shut quietly behind me as Hiroji left. I looked around the office. It still felt like Blackwell would walk in at any moment.

      I looked down at the signet ring. I’d spent a lot of my life alone, fighting with no one else at my back. Blackwell had seemed like a selfish asshole when I’d first met him but, somehow, we’d truly become partners. I pushed the ring onto my finger as I swore a silent oath to myself to finish what Blackwell had started. I would find a way to take down my parents and Fate. One way or another.

      I moved to leave — Bootstrap had probably gotten distracted — but the bookshelf caught my eye and I paused, glancing down at the ring on my hand. Blackwell was more sentimental than most people gave him credit for, but he was also practical. This ring didn’t just represent family. It was the key to the hidden room that contained a chest his mother had left behind.

      Perhaps…

      I walked over to the shelf and pressed my hand into the empty spot normally taken by a book. The wood warmed under my hand and the door unlocked, swinging inward. That shouldn’t have been possible. I wasn’t blood-related. For this to work, Blackwell would have had to alter the enchantments to include me specifically.

      This was intentional. Leaving me the ring. Leaving me a way into this room. He had been prepared to die when we walked into Purgatory.

      If he had entrusted this to me, there had to be a reason. I pushed the door all the way open and strode into the room. The chest had been the one mystery we hadn’t managed to solve. I stopped in front of it and took a deep breath. I could be wrong, but my instincts were telling me this was what he had wanted to lead me to.

      I pressed my hand to the chest. A tendril of magic rose up into my palm and the answer came to me. I knew what the chest wanted. Grief threatened to choke me before I even spoke. I swallowed it down and squared my shoulders.

      “Logan Blackwell is dead.”

      The chest warmed under my hand as light bloomed out from the runes protecting it. The magic wrapped around me then swept through me, probing my mind and my heart. I didn’t know what it was looking for, but it must have found it. With a groan, the lid of the chest opened.

      An apparition rose from the chest. It wasn’t real — I could feel the hum of magic from the chest giving it form, but as his face took shape, my heart still clenched in my chest.

      “Blackwell?”

      “Guess my plan worked,” he said with a crooked smile.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you know now.”

      I turned slowly and found Yui sitting on the edge of the desk, legs swinging contentedly. She wore some kind of frilly dress and a bow in her hair. The entire outfit was at odds with the seriousness of the situation, but I’d come to understand her a little. Underneath the mischief and silliness was real concern.

      “I guess I do.”

      She tapped her nails against the wood. “Do you have a plan?”

      I glanced back at the chest. There was more in there besides ghosts. Things I needed to take with me.  “The start of one. I need to make a phone call.”

      She hopped off the desk and sashayed her way to the door. “I’m going to go check on our little hacker boy. He owes me a favor.”

      I shook my head as I dialed Hiroji’s number. He answered immediately.

      “Swift?”

      “I need your help. I found something and...I know why Blackwell died.” My fingers tightened on the phone.

      “I’ll be there in five minutes.”
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      Something stirred in the darkness, waking me. I opened my eyes but my view didn’t change. There was nothing down here but me.

      And me… a voice whispered.

      I froze. “Chaos?”

      A cackle sent chills down my spine. Of course.

      Everything flooded back to me. Purgatory. Freeing Prometheus. Then...everything going to shit.

      I tried to sit up and felt soil shift under my hands. “Where are we?”

      “In Hell.”

      

      If you enjoyed Honorless, and can’t wait to discover how Blackwell gets himself out of the mess he’s in, then join the Facebook group to be notified as soon as the next book is released. Sign up to my newsletter and get the prequel novella, Off Duty.

      Lastly, don’t forget to leave a review. It is the single most valuable thing you can do for an author (aside from buying the book ) to help them gain visibility.

      Thank you for all of your support :-)
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        Misfit Pack is the first book in a new series by Stephanie Foxe. Who, if you don’t know, is Alex’s wife. She is also basically the one that writes The Chaos Mages, it’s just Alex’s idea and she works super closely with him on it.–

      

      

      A redhead with a drawl, a lawyer with pink hair, and a homeless seventeen year old have no business forming a pack.

      

      In a world where magic is commonplace, and your neighbor is just as likely to be an elf as a troll, three humans are unwillingly changed into werewolves.

      

      Unprepared and unwanted.

      

      The pack may have chosen Amber as their Alpha, but that’s not a title she is supposed to have. In order to be legally recognized as an Alpha she must pass the Trials, and it won’t be easy. If she fails, her pack will be disbanded and forced into a halfway house for bitten werewolves, aka The System.

      

      But the pack needs a sponsor in order to even enter the Trials.

      

      With everything to lose, the brand new pack must learn to work together before it’s too late.
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        The Witch’s Bite Series is a complete series by Stephanie that follows Olivia Carter –

      

        

      
        We all have our secrets. Mine involves a felony record, illegal potions, and magi–well...the last one could get me killed.

      

        

      
        I've been living in a small town working for the vampires for the last six months. All I want is to save up enough to open an apothecary, so I don't have to heal the neckers anymore.

      

        

      
        Of course, nothing in my life can be that simple.

      

        

      
        Two detectives show up at my door asking questions about a dead girl and trying to pin the murder on my employer. Next thing I know, I'm dodging fireballs in parking lots.

      

        

      
        The police and the witches want me to roll over on the vampires. The only problem is, I'm almost certain they didn't kill the girl. Although, my best friend and favorite vampire has been missing and won't answer my calls.

      

        

      
        Time is running out for me to save my paycheck... and do the right thing or whatever.
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